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Foreword 
by Kwang-Ching Liu 

Chinese history has often been seen as a mirror image of the history of the West. 

After the unification of China under the Qin (22 1-206 BC) and the Han (202 

BC- AD 220), successor regimes were overwhelmed, like Rome, by nomadic people 

of the northern frontiers and by the infusion of a foreign religion. But China, 

unlike Rome, was to rise again, into a centralized, universal empire under the 

Tang (618-906). Many of the Han imperial institutions were revived. The aris­

tocracy, powerful since the late Han, still retained its influence, but it recognized 

a universal sovereign with real authority. Unlike the feudal lords of Europe, the 

aristocrats in Tang China needed the ranks and titles dispensed by the imperial 

court to give them prestige required for the protection of their vast landed estates. 

From Tang to Song (960-1279) came greater centralization of imperial power 

and transformation of the aristocracy into a social-bureaucratic elite , of whom an 

increasing number were products of a mature examination system. The Chinese 

gentry, a term often used to refer to retired officials in the context of their home 

communities, essentially identified with the imperial state. With the spread of lin­

eage organizations during the Ming and Qing, Confucian social ethics grew to be 

recognized as norms on which the government of China depended. 

The history of imperial China, a subject of intrinsic interest, gains further fas­

cination with the rise of China as a world power, especially in the 1990s. What 

can be learned, for example, about Chinese attitudes towards the Muslim world 

west and northwest of China, especially since the Yuan (Mongol) dynasty 

(1260-1368)? What lessons are there in the non-existence of a politically active 

business class despite the growth in long-distance trade and the significant urban­

ization from the Song through to the twentieth century? 

Patricia Buckley Ebrey is our foremost scholar of Chinese family and kinship 

from the Han to the Song, and has meticulously analysed the cultural and social 

outlook of the social-bureaucratic elite, both men and women, as well as the cap­

ping (coming of age) , wedding and funeral rituals prescribed by Song monarchs 

and philosophers. Editor of a widely used source book, Chinese Civilization and 

Society, she has extended her analysis through the Ming (1368-1644) and Qing 

(1644-1911) to twentieth-century developments. In calm and refined prose, she 

brings her vast learning regarding earlier history to bear on China's present, in the 

belief that continuity in history is inevitable. 

The splendid collection of pictures in the following pages displays the results 

of a painstaking search; the features on aspects of Chinese life (from ceramics to 

cuisine) and on the lives of distinguished writers add to the volume's appeal. But 

it is the author's careful and clear synthesis of China's long history that is most 

remarkable. This book will, in time, I believe, be regarded as a classic. 



Preface 

A westerner visiting China for the first time is likely to find much that intrigues, 

surprises, confuses, inspires, or dismays. The sheer number of Chinese is stagger­

ing. There are more than a billion Han Chinese-more than the entire population 

of Eastern and Western Europe and North America put together. Why haven't 

differences in dialect, religion, or way of life led them to divide up into mutually 

suspicious groups in the way of so much of the rest of the world? How can a single 

government cope with ruling so many people? A visitor will also wonder about 

Chinese as individuals. Men and women observed working in the fields , buying 

or selling in the markets , doting on their children in parks, enjoying their meals 

at restaurants: What are their lives like? How has the tumult of the last century 

affected them and their families? Are any of them still true-believing Maoists? 

The landscape of China is likely to make a deep impression as well. Through­

out China Proper (the region settled by the people speaking Chinese) , land to 

grow crops has been treated as too precious to waste on less productive purposes 

like pasturing animals. Even forested hills that might have provided lumber and 

firewood have often been cleared and terraced to grow grain. What connections 

are there between Chinese techniques of agriculture and Chinese modes of social 

and political organization? Urban spaces also raise questions. In Chinese cities, 

the past does not loom before one in the physical presence of statues of famous 

generals and statesmen, nor can one search out many old houses, churches, and 

palaces where great events of the past occurred. Even famous ancient capitals like 

Xi'an , Luoyang, Nanjing, and Beijing lack visible monuments on the order of 

those found in Rome, Athens, London , or Paris. Do the Chinese have no heroes of 

the sorts we are familiar with, or are heroes celebrated a different way? 

In museums, it is true , visible relics of an older China can be found , but these 

artifacts raise questions of their own. Ancient masterpieces-bronze ritual ves­

sels, paintings, calligraphy, and porcelains-often seem to be silent indictments of 

the visual dreariness of much of contemporary China, raising troubling questions: 

Has the high point of Chinese culture already passed? Has the cultural link 

between the past and the present become so attenuated that the two might as well 

be viewed as different cultures? Those who discover themselves asking these 

questions may well begin to wonder whether they are being fair: Am I judging the 

aesthetic attainments of Chinese culture by western, not Chinese aesthetic stand­

ards? Am I comparing the elite culture of the past to a mass culture of the present? 

This book was written for those who enjoy pondering these sorts of questions. 

China is an extraordinarily complex society that has been in the making for 

several thousand years , and its present is not comprehensible without an under­

standing of its past. Contrary to the old western view of China as stagnant or 

7 
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unchanging, as almost without history, the story of how China came to be the 

huge country we know today is one full of drama. In each period Chinese made 

use of what they inherited , but also came up with new ideas and practices as they 

struggled to find meaning or peace, to impose their will or contend with oppo­

nents , to survive and thrive , to care for their families and fulfill their duties, in the 

process creating the society we call China. The present thus is rooted in a com­

plex, multi-layered, dynamic past that always had the potential to develop in ways 

it did not, meaning that every stage provides an essential part of the story. 

One could write a general history of 'greater China' , the region of east Asia in 

which China was the dominant power, much of which is now included within the 

political borders of the People's Republic of China. However, I have set myself a 

smaller task, the history of Chinese civilization, a civilization never confined 

within well-demarcated borders, but loosely associated with what is called China 

proper. When neighbors imposed their rule on Chinese populations, my point of 

reference is the impact of the encounter on Chinese people and Chinese culture, 

not the other way around. Although I have narrowed the meaning I give 'China', 

I have not narrowed my focus to the Chinese state or the Chinese upper class. My 

focus is on the Chinese people and the culture they have created. 

NOTE ON THE SECOND EDITION 

For an author, it is always gratifying to find that a book gets read. The first edition 

went through eight printings in its first dozen years. It also was translated into 

several languages , including Chinese , Korean, German, Polish, Russian , Greek, 

and Spanish. I was particularly pleased by the response of Chinese readers. Three 

distinct editions appeared, one in simplified characters with the full set of color 

pictures, one in simplified Chinese and black and white pictures to make it less 

expensive, and one in traditional characters. 

The main reason for a new edition of this book is the scale of change in China 

since the mid-l 990s. China's economy has grown spectacularly and China has 

become more and more deeply enmeshed in the world outside it, not only through 

trade and investment, but also through the movement of people, ideas, and tech­

nologies. Moreover, fascination with China continues to stimulate the creation of 

new books and articles on a wide range of China-related topics, which encourages 

the rethinking of many issues. 

The most important changes I have made to the second edition of this book are 

a new final section to the chapter on China under Mao, an entirely new chapter 

on China since Mao , and a fully revised Further Reading. The theme that I tried 

to weave through this book-China as a society and culture constructed over 

time, its meanings and its borders changing as the Chinese pursue meaning and 

security in an ever-changing international context-still seems to be a valid and 

useful way to think about Chinese history. 

Patricia Buckley Ebrey 
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CHAPTER 1 

T H E C AMB RID GE ILLUST RATE D H I STO RY OF C HI NA 

The Origins of Chinese 
Civilization: 
Neolithic Period to the Western Zhou 
Dynasty (to 771 BC) 

Most peoples have myths about their origins, and the Chinese are no exception. 

Through most of the imperial period, literate Chinese had a 'great man' theory of 

how their civilization developed. Unlike other peoples who pointed to gods as 

their creators or progenitors, the Chinese attributed to a series of extraordinarily 

brilliant human beings the inventions that step by step transformed the Chinese 

from a primitive people to a highly civilized one. Fu Xi, the Ox-tamer, domesti­

cated animals and invented the family. Shen Nong, the Divine Farmer, invented 

the plough and hoe. Huang Di, the Yellow Lord, invented the bow and arrow, 

boats, carts, ceramics, writing, and silk. He also fought a great battle against alien 

tribes, thus securing the Yellow River plain for his people. In China's earliest his­

tory, he was labelled the first of the five great pre-dynastic rulers, the last two of 

whom were Yao and Shun. Yao was credited with devising the calendar and ritu­

als. Rather than hand over power to his own less worthy son, he selected Shun as 

his successor, a poor peasant whose filial piety had been demonstrated by his 

devoted service to his blind father and evil stepmother. Shun not only became the 

next ruler but also married two of Yao's daughters. Despite their virtue, even Yao 

and Shun were unable to prevent floods , so Shun appointed an official, Yu , to 

tackle this problem. For over a decade Yu travelled through the land, dredging the 

channels that became the rivers of north China. So zealous was he that he passed 

his own home several times without pausing to greet his wife and children. Shun 

named Yu to succeed him. Yu divided the realm into nine regions , and had bronze 

vessels cast to represent each one. When Yu died, the people ignored the succes­

sor he had chosen and turned to Yu's son to lead them, establishing the precedent 

of hereditary, dynastic rule. Yu and his son thus were the first two kings of the Xia 

dynasty, a dynasty which lasted through fourteen rulers. It was overthrown when 

King Jie , a tyrant, was deposed by a subordinate who founded his own dynasty, 

the Shang. This dynasty in turn lasted through thirty rulers until a self-indulgent 

and obstinate king lost the support of his nobles and people, making it easy for 

the armies of Zhou to come from the west to overthrow the Shang. The Zhou 

became the last of the three ancient dynasties (Xia , Shang, and Zhou). 

These legends reveal how educated Chinese from the time of Confucius (c.500 

BC) onwards constructed 'China'. To them China was defined by technology and 

statecraft - agriculture , writing, flood control, monarchy combining virtue and 
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Chinese civilization has throughout history had a strong asso­

ciation with agriculture. The earliest stages of Chinese culture 

developed in river valleys in which crops could be cultivated 

even with primitive techniques. Over time these early settle­

ments spread broadly within the more temperate regions of 

eastern Eurasia. 
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hereditary succession, and so on. They recorded the story of China as a single­

stranded narrative or genealogy, centred on a succession of rulers ; China's past 

was thus much like the past of a family that could be traced back through a single 

line of ancestors one before the other. 

Modern scholars, drawing on knowledge of geology, paleoanthropology, and 

archaeology, not surprisingly construct very different stories of the origins of Chi­

nese civilization. Their accounts do not slight agriculture, writing, bronze tech­

nology, and state formation, but usually differ from the traditional story in giving 

more weight to the role of ritual and religion in shaping the significant character­

istics of Chinese culture. Equally important, they do not see Chinese history as a 

single-stranded story, centred on a royal line, but a many-stranded one in which a 

great many distinguishable cultures interacted, some of which would undoubt­

edly have been labelled alien by the Shang or Zhou rulers. By influencing each 

others' development, these cultures all participated in the evolution of Chinese 

civilization. 

THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE CHINESE SUBCONTINENT 

Chinese civilization developed in a particular geographical setting, the more tem­

perate zones of eastern Eurasia, an area large and diverse enough to open many 

possibilities to early occupants but not without imposing some constraints as 

well. China proper extends over 1,000 miles north to south and east to west; the 

distance from Beijing in the north to Guangzhou in the south is about that from 

Bangor to Miami, or Oslo to Barcelona; the distance from Chengdu in the west to 

Shanghai in the east is almost as great as that from Paris to Warsaw or Des Moines 

to New York. This huge expanse of land is interlaced with mountain ranges , 

which separate the more habitable river valleys from each other. It was in these 

river valleys that the first human settlements were established. 

Two great river systems flow east through China proper, the Yellow River in the 

north and the Yangzi River in the centre. The Yellow River rises in the far western 

highlands, makes sharp turns through the northern deserts , then flows swiftly 

from north to south through a hilly area of loess - fine, wind-driven yellow earth 

that is fertile and easy to work even with primitive tools. At the southern end of 

the loess highlands, the Yellow River turns abruptly eastward and spreads out, yel­

low with silt, between banks a mile or more apart. Finally it traverses the whole of 

the alluvial plain and empties into the sea. The other great river, the Yangzi, takes 

in the water of many tributaries and carries a much greater volume of water. It 

rises in Tibetan highlands, crosses the mountains encircling the Sichuan basin, 

moves through magnificent gorges with sheer cliffs a thousand or more feet in 

height, then flows eastward a thousand miles to the sea, each day delivering an 

average of half a cubic mile of water into the Pacific Ocean. 

The regions drained by these two rivers differ in soil, topography, temperature, 

and rainfall. The north is colder, flatter, and more arid; its growing season is 
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shorter and its soil more alkaline, making it best suited to crops like wheat and 

millet. North of the Yellow River, rainfall is frequently too light for unirrigated 

agriculture; in many areas it averages less than 20 inches a year. Flood and 

drought recur with much greater frequency than in the south. The Yellow River is 

prone to flooding because as it flows through the loess regions of the northwest, it 

collects silt which is gradually dropped as the river makes its way east and the cur­

rent slows. Because the silt builds up the height of the river bed, over the cen­

turies, farmers and government forces constructed dykes to keep the river in its 

course, a practice that made floods, when they occurred, that much more destruc­

tive, inundating huge regions. 

The region drained by the Yangzi River is warmer and wetter than the north. 

Most of it stays green all year and receives more than 60 inches of rainfall annu­

ally , making it well suited to rice cultivation and to double-cropping. The Yangzi 

and many of the numerous small rivers crisscrossing the south are navigable, 

making the south a land suited to boat travel. In the north, by contrast, until mod­

ern ti.mes people travelled by land, on foot, on the backs of horses or donkeys, or 

in carts drawn by animals. 

Large stretches of land ill-suited to crop agriculture separated the Chinese 

subcontinent from Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley, the nearest sites of other 

early ci.vi.li.zati.ons. Beyond China proper to the north is the steppe or grasslands of 

Inner Asia, a region even colder and more arid than north China, where animal 

husbandry is a more productive use of land than planting crops. Inner Asia 

was never populated primarily by Chinese; instead it was the home of nomadic 

pastoralists, such as the Xiongnu and Mongols, China's traditional enemies. 

These steppes extend across Eurasia to the Ukraine, but China proper is cut 

off from these steppe lands on the northwest by vast deserts where nothing grows 

except in rare oases. South of these deserts and directly west of south and central 

China is Tibet, the 'roof of the world', whose high mountains were as unsuited to 

Chinese farming life as the deserts and grasslands to the north. The mountainous 

regions southeast of Tibet (modern Yunnan and Guizhou provinces) were not 

quite so impassable, but by the time there was much reason to cross through 

them into south and southeast Asia, travelling by sea had become the more prac­

tical option. 

To see the Chinese subcontinent as early Chinese saw it, we must erase from 

our minds all the maps we have seen showing it to occupy only a small fraction of 

the landmass of Eurasia, and far to one side at that. The Chinese subcontinent is 

so vast that by the first millennium BC the Chinese thought of it as All-Under­

Heaven (tianxia), the entire earthly stage on which human beings acted out the 

drama of civilization. Surrounding it were vast oceans, wild deserts, steep moun­

tains - regions much less central to the project of civilization. How far they 

extended, no one knew for sure. But the location of the centre of civilization was 

not in doubt. 

13 
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The Yellow River, shown here, 

acquired its name because the 

silt it carries gives it a muddy 

look. The earth of the north 

China plain is predominantly 

wind-borne and river-borne 

loess soil, which led early 

Chinese also to think of the 

earth as yellow. 

The well-watered hills and val­

leys of south China offer a 

much lusher landscape than 

the colder, drier north. 
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The geometric designs on the 

pots of the Yangshao culture 

(c. 3200-2500 BC) often 

evolved from images of birds, 

fish, frogs, and other animals 

that may originally have had 

totemic significance. The 

assemblage of painted pottery 

depicted here captures the 

variety of the geometric 

designs that resulted, but does 

not show how the pots were 

used, since no grave had so 

many pots placed together. 
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The first sign of textile pro­

duction is the appearance of 

spindle whorls like these ones 

found at Hemudu, near Shang­

hai, which date from about 

5000 BC. These wooden and 

ceramic whorls were used to 

put a twist in hemp yarn, mak­

ing it strong enough to use 

in weaving. 

This finely made stone 

grinder, about 20 by 8 inches, 

was unearthed at the site of a 

neolithic village in Cishan, 

Hebei province, and dates 

from no later than 5000 BC. 

Stone tools were used in food 

processing even before crops 

were cultivated; this one was 

probably used to crush the 

stalks of uncultivated vegeta­

bles to make them more 

digestible. 

PREHISTORY 

Early human beings, called Homo erectus, appeared on the Chinese subcontinent 

over a million years ago, having gradually spread from Africa and west Asia dur­

ing the Pleistocene geological era (the Ice Age). Even though no major glaciers 

extended into China, the average temperature was colder than in subsequent ages, 

and mammoth, elk, and moose roamed north China. Peking Man, discovered in 

the 1920s, is one of the best-documented examples of Homo erectus. He could ' 

stand erect, hunt, make fire, and use chipped stones as tools. 

Modern human beings (Homo sapiens) appeared in East Asia around 100,000 

years ago, probably also spreading from somewhere in Africa. During the long 

paleolithic period (Old Stone Age, c.100,000 to 10,000 BC) of predatory hunters 

and gatherers that followed, humans began to speak. Language expanded sym­

bolic capabilities, allowing the development of notions of gods and kinship, for 

instance. Over the course of these thousands of years, we can reasonably assume 

that many bands of people migrated across the Chinese subcontinent, fighting 

with each other when threatened, splitting up or merging when survival dictated. 

Some early bands moved on to the Pacific islands or the Americas. In what sense 
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any of those that spent time in the Chinese subcontinent should be considered 

ancestral to the historic Chinese is largely a matter of speculation. 

Distinctly Chinese history, therefore, begins much later, after the end of the last 

ice age in about 10,000 BC. By 5000 BC neolithic cultures with agriculture , pottery, 

villages, and textiles had emerged in many of the river valleys of today's China. 

Agriculture was undoubtedly the key change, facilitated by climatic change 

towards warmer and wetter weather (warmer and wetter even than today). Culti­

vating crops allows denser and more permanent settlements. Pottery and textiles 

make life much more comfortable: pottery jars are excellent for transporting water 

and storing grain; cloth made into clothing and bedding provides protection 

against cold. Tending crops, weaving textiles, and fashioning pots require differ­

ent sorts of technical and social skills than hunting, so warriors probably had to 

share leadership with skilled and experienced elders. At the same time permanent 

settlements brought new forms of social organization; a territorial unit, the vil­

lage, supplemented kinship-based forms of organization. 

Ignoring later historical legends and examining only material remains , these 

neolithic cultures can be divided by latitude into the southern rice zone and the 

northern millet zone. In the Yangzi valley rice was cultivated as early as 5000 BC, 

supplemented with fish and aquatic plants such as lotus, water chestnut, and cal­

trop . At Hemudu, a site south of Shanghai, neolithic villagers built wooden 

houses on stilts and made lacquered bowls and blackish pottery with incised geo­

metric designs. Basketry and weaving were highly developed; residents left behind 

spindle whorls used to twist yarns and shuttles used in weaving. Other wooden 

tools included hoes , spears, mallets, and paddles. The technological level of the 

Hemudu villagers , in other words , was already higher than that of most North 

American Indian tribes in the seventeenth century. 

North China was too cold and dry for rice; the cereal that became the founda­

tion of agriculture there was instead millet. In Cishan, a site in Hebei dating to 

before 5000 BC, millet was cut with stone sickles and stored in crude pottery 

bowls, jars, and tripods (three-legged pots), often decorated with cord or comb 

impressions. The loess soil common in north China made cultivation relatively 

easy for primitive farmers as it was easily worked and its loose structure allowed 

fresh nutrients to rise to the surface . In both north and south, the domestication 

of animals accompanied the domestication of plants. Dogs and pigs were found in 

both areas as early as 5000 BC , and by 3000 BC sheep and cattle had become impor­

tant in the north, water buffalo and cattle in the south. 

In addition to this north-south division on the basis of subsistence technology, 

Chinese neolithic cultures can be roughly divided east- west on the basis of artis­

tic styles and burial practices. In the west, in the Yangshao culture area (primarily 

Shaanxi and Gansu provinces from about 5000 to 3000 BC) burials were generally 

simple and pottery was often decorated with painted geometrical designs. Grain 

jars decorated in the fully developed Yangshao style were exuberantly painted in 

This stemmed cup excavated 

from Taian , Shandong 

province, has extremely 

thin walls , as thin as an 

eggshell. Such finely made 

black pottery is a distinctive 

feature of Dawenkou culture 

(c. 2300 BC). 



18 T HE CAMBR I DGE l LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CH I NA 

red and black with spirals, diamonds, and other geometric patterns. The range of 

shapes, however, was relatively limited, confined mostly to utilitarian jars and 

urns. By contrast, in the east, over an area extending from Liaoning province to 

Shanghai, pottery was rarely painted, but more elaborate forms appeared very 

early, including tripods and pedestalled bowls and cups. The finest wares, formed 

on the potter's wheel , were thin-walled with a burnished surface almost metallic 

in appearance. Many forms were constructed by combining parts , adding legs, 

spouts, handles, or lids. The frequent appearance of ewers and goblets in this 

region suggests rituals of feasting or sacrifice. Also in the east burials gradually 

became more elaborate. At one site, Dawenkou in Shandong province, some of the 

dead were buried in coffins and occasionally a wooden chamber was built to line 

the burial pit, giving a further layer of protection. The richest graves at this site 

contained fifty, sixty, or even well over a hundred objects, including, for instance, 

necklaces and bracelets made of jade, stone, or pottery beads. One unusual feature 

of the Dawenkou culture is that many people had their upper lateral incisors 

extracted, a practice Chinese authors in much later times considered barbarian. 

Even more distinctive of the eastern cultures is their investment in the produc­

tion of finely worked jade. Jade is a very hard stone, formed when the crystals of 

Jade object with a snake- or dragon-like 

body and pig-like snout, 6 ½ inches long, 

excavated at Sanguan Dianzi in liaoning 

province (Hongshan culture, c. 3500 BC). 

Neolithic villagers, using sand or other 

abrasives, would have had to devote 

many days to fashioning this small orna­

ment or talisman. 
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Left. The most spectacular 

neolithic jade discoveries are 

from the Liangzhu culture (c. 

3300-2250 BC). This grave 

excavated at Sidun inJiangsu 

province contained long rows 

of twenty-five cong (tubes with 

cylindrical bores and squared 

sides) and thirty-three bi 

(discs). Archaeologists specu­

late that the individual buried 

there was a priest interred 

with the treasures he used in 

ceremonies. 

Below. Skill at precise meas­

urement and planning was 

needed to achieve the highly 

regular motifs on the jade cong 

found at Liangzhu. The promi­

nent eyes and symmetrical 

design on this 2 ¼-inch-tall 

cong tube, excavated at Sidun, 

Jiangsu province, suggest con­

nections with the famous 

taotie design found on bronzes 

a thousand years later. 
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rocks have been crushed over millions of years to make a matted configuration of 

molecules. As jade does not split or fracture easily, to shape it requires grinding 

with abrasive sand in a slow, labour-intensive process. The most spectacular dis­

coveries of neolithic jades are from the Hongshan culture of Liaoning province 

(c.3500 BC) and the Liangzhu culture of Jiangsu province (c.2500 BC) - areas that 

even two thousand years later were not considered fully 'Chinese'. ln the Hong­

shan area, jade was made into ornaments and small figurines of turtles , birds, and 

strange coiled 'pig dragons'. Some of these figurines were found at sites of stone 

ritual structures, suggesting that they had symbolic or religious meanings. In the 

Liangzhu area as well, jade was fashioned into ritual objects, and hundreds of bi 

(disks) and cong (columns) have been excavated. A couple of thousand years later 

bi and cong were still used in rituals and were considered to have cosmological 

significance, the circles and squares representing heaven and earth respectively. 

Elsewhere in the eastern half of China jade objects were not so distinctive, but 

jade axes, presumably used for ritual purposes, have been widely found. 

The late neolithic period (c.3000-2000 BC) was a time of increased contact 

between these regional cultures. Pottery shapes and designs spread into new 

areas; cooking tripods, for instance, spread west, while geometric decoration 

spread east. lt was also a time of increased conflict between communities. Metal 

began to be used on a small scale for weapons, and in the north China plain 

walled settlements appeared. The wall at Chengziyai in Shandong province is 

estimated to have been 20 feet high and 29 feet thick. Enclosing a settlement with 

such a wall of rammed earth no doubt required the ability to coordinate labour 

and thus also indicates advances in social organization - by this time there must 

have been chiefs capable of commanding men and resources in considerable 

quantity. Another sign of the power of religious or military elites was the appear­

ance of human sacrifice. By 2000 BC, human remains were being buried under the 

foundations of major buildings in the north China plain. Sacrificing captives may 

have been seen as a way of pleasing ancestors or gods; it probably also strength­

ened the political power of the elites who wielded the power of life and death so 

dramatically. Social differentiation also was expressed in burials. In one large 

cemetery in southern Shanxi province with over a thousand graves, nine individ­

uals were given elaborate burials , with wooden coffins and over a hundred grave 

goods each, including musical instruments, jades, and jugs. Some eighty medium­

sized graves had similar objects in smaller numbers. More than 600 graves were 

simple burials with neither coffins nor grave goods. 

Even as late as 2000 BC, neolithic communities in the Chinese subcontinent 

were probably as varied as they were in North America before Europeans arrived: 

a great many languages were undoubtedly spoken, some related and some not; 

shamans were probably powerful in some tribes, unknown in others; it seems 

likely that warfare dominated life in some times and in some places but not so 

much in others. Although archaeologists have identified features of these cultures 
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Ancestors 

The practice of burying the dead with containers of food and 
drink or other objects needed by the living was in historical 
times associated with beliefs about the mutual dependency 
of the living and their dead ances ors. fie eaffn eededthe 
~ em with offerings in the tomb and also 
through sacrifices after burial, while the living needed to 
please their ancestors so that they would protect them or at 
least not do them harm. Neolithic burials incorporating both 
utilitarian containers for food and drink and precious objects 
like jade and cowry shells suggest that such beliefs go back 
to prehistory. The earliest definite evidence of these beliefs 
can e found on the orac e one inscri tions of the late 
Shang period. 

Ancestors were no less central to the religious imagina­
tion in Western Zhou times. Bronzes were often inscribed 
with reports to ancestors detailing the achievements of their 
descendants. The Book of Documents portrays the Duke of 
Zhou as having a deep belief in the power of the Zhou royal 

ancestors to affect the welfare of both their descendants 
and the whole country. When his brother the king was ill, the 
duke performed an open-air ceremony, addressing his 
ancestors and offering to give up his own life to serve his 
ancestors in the netherworld if they would spare the king: 
'Take me as a substitute for the king. I was kind and obedi­
ent to my father. I have many talents and skills and can serve 
the ghosts and spirits: If this text accurately reflects early 

Zhou belief, family ethics and the 
ancestral cult were already merged: 
ancestral rites had a moral cast, 
reflecting notions of filial piety of 
sons towards fathers, and patterns 
of authority within the family had a 
religious cast, as parent-child rela­
tions would in time become ances­
tor-descendant ones. 

Sacri ficial odes in the Book of 

Songs portray ancestral rites in early 
Zhou aristocratic circles as emo­
tionally charged rituals of great 
symbolic power. The ancestor was 
represented by a human imperson­
ator, often a grandson, who acted as 
a medium so that the ancestral 
spirit could be presen t among those 
sacrificing to him. The impersonator 
was offered many glasses of wine, 
presented the best available food, 
and entertained with singing and 
dancing. The descendants, by join-

Snang kings communicated 
with their ancestors through sac­
rificial rituals and through divina­
tion. The most common technique 
of divination involved the diviner 
applying a glowing metal poker or 
other heat source to turtle shel l or 

cattle shinbone. The resulting 
heat-stress crack was interpreted 
as an auspicious, inauspicious, or 
neutral response to a question or 
statement that the diviner had 
posed. Inscriptions on these oracle 
bones show that ancestors were 
often asked about sacrificial 
offerings, for instance whether an 
offering of a cow would be appro­
priate. Ancestors could be asked 
other questions as well, such as 
whether they were causing the 
king's toothache or dream. There 
were spiritual forces separate 
from ancestors - especially Di, the 
Lord on High, who could grant 
bountiful harvests, lend divine 
assistance in battle, send rain, 
thunder, wind, drought, or epi­
demics. But to communicate 
with these forces, the king regu­
larly called on his ancestors to 

Inscribed cattle scapula excavated at Anyang. The 

king Wu Ding (c. 1250 BC) had this bone used sev­

eral times to make predictions (such as 'in the next 

ten days there will be no disasters') and to record 

ing the feast, were in communion 
with the ancestor present in the 
body of the impersonator. The odes 
often imply reciprocity : because 
the rites are performed meticu­
lously and without mistake, the 
ancestors confer long life and 
many descendants. 

what actually happened after the divinations had 

been made. Among the events recorded were a 
act as intermediaries. death and a hunting accident. 
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The abrupt appearance of the 

light, spoke-wheeled war char­

iot in about 1200 BC suggests 

contact with bearers of Indo­

European culture - similar 

chariots with large , many­

spoked wheels had been in use 

in the Caucasus for several 

centuries. Chariots came to 

play such an important role as 

symbols of rulership in late 

Shang and Zhou warfare that 

they were sometimes buried 

with their owners in their 

graves. This burial pit , 

unearthed at liulihe in Hebei 

province and dating from the 

Western Zhou period , con­

tains the remains of horses 

and chariots. 

T H E C AM BR I DGE I L LUSTRATED H IST O RY O F C H I NA 

that persisted into later times, it would be misleading to think of them all simply 

as proto-Chinese. 

THE SHANG DYNASTY 

Some time soon after 2000 BC there emerged out of the diverse neolithic cultures 

in the north China plain a more complex bronze-age civilization marked by writ­

ing, metal-working, domestication of the horse, class stratification, and a stable 

political-religious hierarchy administering a large territory from a cult center. The 

earliest stages of this transition are traditionally associated with the Xia dynasty. 

Since no site that might possibly be Xia has yielded written documents , it is still 
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uncertain whether or not there was a fully fledged Xia dynasty before the Shang 

(c. 1600-c. 1050) , but there was , without doubt, a major transition in this period 

of Chinese history. From this point on, organized political entities become crucial 

elements in the story of China. And a literate elite associated with the polity 

begins to give us their version of what is important by producing the documents 

that colour how we see all beyond them - not only other peoples they considered 

to be alien, but also other elements in their own society, ranging from slaves to 

rival elites. 

The Shang state did not control a very large part of China proper - their 

domain probably did not even encompass all of Henan, Anhui, Shandong, Hebei, 

and Shanxi provinces. The influence of Shang culture, however, extended far 

beyond its territorial limits, with its technology and recorative motifs adapted by 

peoples throughout the Yangzi valley. The Shang wr5 said to have had five suc­

cessive capitals, and several large settlements of Shang date have been discovered, 

including Zhengzhou, possibly an early cult centre , and Anyang, from which the 

Shang kings ruled for more than two centuries. Shang civilization was not as 

densely urban as that of Mesopotamia, but these cult centres were large and com-
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This tomb (number 1001) of a 

Shang king is one of eleven 

large tombs and over a thou­

sand small graves excavated at 

Anyang, all of which are ori­

ented north-south. Although 

this tomb was robbed in 

ancient times, perhaps even by 

the Zhou invaders, when exca­

vated it contained numerous 

stone, jade, shell , bone , antler, 

tooth , bronze, and pottery 

artefacts. As the pit is more 

than 300 feet long and 60 feet 

deep, moving the earth to cre­

ate the tomb must have 

required a huge mobilization 

of labour. 
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Headless skel etons of human 

sacrificial victims in tomb 

1001 at Anyang. Textual evi­

dence of the practice of human 

sacrifice has been confirmed 

by discoveries of clearly 

aligned head less skeletons Ii ke 

these. The heads were found 

elsewhere in the same tomb. 

TH E C A MBRID GE I LLUS TRATED HI STO RY O F CH I NA 

plex. At their core were large palaces , temples, and altars constructed on rammed­

earth foundations, in one case 26 by 92 feet in size. Surrounding the central core 

were industrial areas occupied by bronze workers, potters, stone carvers, and 

other artisans. Further out were small houses built partly below ground level and, 

beyond them, burial grounds. 

The inscribed oracle bones found at Anyang present a picture of an embattled 

central power, allied with some local powers and at war with others. The king sent 

out armies of 3,000 to 5,000 men on campaigns. Over time vassals became ene­

mies and enemies became allies. War booty provided the king with resources: cap­

tives could be made into slaves or slaughtered as sacrificial victims. Even though 

agricultural technology had not advanced much since pre-Shang times, military 

technology had. Bronze-tipped spears and halberds, composite bows, and horse­

drawn chariots provided significant advantages in warfare to the warrior elite who 

possessed them. Chariots came into use around 1200 BC , probably as a result of 

diffusion from western Asia. Pulled by two or four horses, the chariot allowed 

commanders to supervise their troops and gave archers and soldiers armed with 

long halberds more mobility. Chariots were also used in royal hunts , grand out­

ings cum military exercises that might last months. Deer, bears, tigers , wild boars, 

elephants , and rhinoceroses were plentiful, indicating that there was considerable 

forest cover in the north China plain. 
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Shang kingship , however, was not based simply on military supremacy, but was 

firmly grounded in religion and ritual. The Shang king played a priestly role in the 

worship of the high god Di and the royal ancestors , a role that justified his politi­

cal powers. To put this another way, it was because among the dead his ancestors 

were best able to communicate with Di and because among the living he was best 

able to communicate with his ancestors that the king was fitted to rule. Given the 

importance of the royal ancestral cult, it is not surprising that patrilineal princi­

ples also governed succession to the throne: kingship passed from elder to 

younger brother and father to son, but never to or through sisters or daughters. 

To discover his ancestors' wishes , the king employed profession;l diviners to 

prepare the bones used in divinations , but he himself interpreted the meaning of 

the heat-induced cracks. Many of the predictions the king made sound almost like 

magical incantation or prayers - 'It will rain', or 'During the next ten days there 

will be no disasters. ' The king also played a priestly role during his frequent trav­

els through the realm, for he often stopped to make sacrifices to local spirits. 

As in many other societies, both animals and human beings were sacrificed to 

royal ancestors and to various nature gods. The principles underlying sacrifice , in 

China and elsewhere, are reciprocity and feeding: one makes offerings to those 

from whom one wants help, and one feeds rich foods to the god or ancestor to 

keep him strong. Shang kings frequently offered sacrifices of human beings, 

sometimes dozens at a time. Subordinates would also voluntarily 'accompany' a 

superior in death, showing that they felt obligations tantamount to servitude to 

those above them. At the early or middle Shang royal burials at Zhengzhou , one, 

two, or three sacrificial victims were often buried between the inner and outer cof­

fin chambers or on the roof of the outer chamber. By the late Shang, many more 

people accompanied the rulers into their graves. Tomb 1001 at Anyang, which 

may be for the king who reigned about 1200 BC, has yielded the remains of ninety 

followers who accompanied him in death, seventy-four human sacrifices, twelve 

horses , and eleven dogs. These victims were placed in the shaft, ledges, and 

ramps. Some followers were provided with coffins and bronze ritual vessels or 

weapons of their own, some (generally female) with no coffins but with personal 

ornaments; others were provided with no furnishings and were beheaded, cut in 

two, or put to death in other mutilating ways. 

The vast tombs of the royal family are one sign of the ability of the Shang rulers 

to mobilize human and material resources. Thousands of labourers had to be 

assembled to dig huge holes up to 40 feet deep, construct massive wooden burial 

chambers, and then fill in the site with layers of rammed earth. This ability to 

mobilize labour clearly predated the move to Anyang; the enormous city walls of 

Zhengzhou, which were 60 feet wide , 30 feet high, and 2,385 feet long, would 

have taken ten to twenty years to complete, even with 10,000 labourers working 

to move and ram the earth. 
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W RITI NG 

The modern Chinese writing 

sys tem (lower row) evolved 

from the script employed by 

diviners in the Shang period 

(upper row). 

The organizational capabilities of the Shang government probably should be cred­

ited in part to the perfection of a system of writing. In China, as elsewhere, writ­

ing, once adopted , has profound effects on social and cultural processes. Exactly 

when writing was first used in China is not known since most writing would have 

been done on perishable materials like wood, bamboo , or silk. Symbols or 

fripot fi eld tli en to go 
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Lady Hao's tomb 

The ancient Chinese did not invest in the construction of 
stone monuments; there are no Ch inese equivalents of the 
pyramids, the Palace of Minos, or the Parthenon to make 
later visitors ponder their greatness. What comes closest in 
terms of expenditure and desire for permanence are the vast 
tombs of the Shang royal family, the splendours of which 
were carefully hidden from public view underground. 

The only royal Shang tomb never to have been robbed 
before it was excavated is tomb 5 at Anyang for Lady Hao 
(c.1250 sc). One of the smaller tombs (about 13 by 18 feet at 
the mouth and about 25 feet deep). and not in the main 
royal cemetery, it was nonetheless filled with an extraordi­
nary array of sacrificial goods. 

Human sacrifice is evident (the sixteen human skeletons 
include both males and females, children and adults), but 
not on as great a scale as some of the larger tombs. Rather 

it is the burial of a profusion of valuable objects that is the 
most striking feature of this burial, suggesting almost pot­
latch-like conspicuous destruction. In this tomb were 460 
bronze objects (including more than 130 weapons, 23 bells, 
27 knives, 4 mirrors, and 4 tigers or tiger heads), nearly 750 
jade objects, some 70 stone sculptures, nearly 500 bone 

hairpins, over 20 bone arrowheads, and 3 ivory carvings. In 
addition, there were nearly 6,900 cowry shells, possibly evi-

dence that these shells were used for money. Most of these 
items are distinctly metropolitan in style; others may have 
been sent from distant places as tribute. 

The 200-odd bronze vessels constitute the largest and 
most complete set of ritual vessels unearthed from a Shang 
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emblems inscribed on late neolithic pots may be early forms of Chinese graphs. 

Early Shang bronzes sometimes have similar symbols cast into them. The earliest 

evidence of full sentences is fo und on the oracle bones of the late Shang. From 

these divinatory inscriptions, there can be no doubt that the Shang used a lan­

guage direc tly ancestral to modern Chinese and moreover used a written script 

that evolved into the standard Chinese logographic writing system still in use 

today. Of the thousand-odd characters that have been deciphered, some are pic­

tographs that visually represent a thing or an idea, some are borrowed for their 

sounds, and others were created by combining two characters, one giving mean­

ing, the other sound. In China, as elsewhere, with writing comes list-making and 

efforts to organize thoughts that facili tate higher-order mental processes of 

abstraction and theorizing. In Shang times, one sign of such complex cognitive 

organization is the use of two sequencing systems, one based on ten and the other 

on twelve. The cycle of ten was used to label days in the ten-day week , and a com­

bina tion of the two was used to produce a sixty-day cycle. 

grave. More then twenty types are represented, including 
goblets, tripods, and basins. Vessels for holding wine pre ­
dominate, suggesting that as a last step at the funeral cere­

monies mourners made a libation of wine and tossed in the 
wine cup as well as the wine. Some sixty bronze vessels have 
Lady Hao's name inscribed on them. Striking among them 
are ones in the form of real animals, possibly reflecting 
influence from the south where similar forms had been pro­
duced earlier. 

The artefacts in this tomb do not provide much evidence 
of what Lady Hao was like as a person. Probably she is the 
same Lady Hao mentioned in many oracle bone inscriptions 
as one of the many wives of the king Wu Ding (c.1200 BC). 

The king made divinations concerning her illnesses and 
pregnancies. From these inscriptions we also know that she 
took charge of certain rituals and had a landed estate out­
side the capital. She even led military campaigns, once with 
13,000 troops against the Giang to the west, at other times 
against the Fu Fang in the northwest, the Ba Fang in the 

southwest, and the Yi in the east. 

The 2¾-inch jade figure (l eft) and the nearly foot-tall ivory 

wine cup inlaid with torquoise (right) were both among the 

goods in Lady Hao's tomb. The figure kneels in the formal 

posture adopted in China before the chair came into com­

mon use more than 2,000 years later. 
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Cu ltural spli eres. The cultural 

influence of the two great 

states of Bronze Age China, 

the Shang (c.1600-1050 BC) 

and the Western Zhou (c. 

1050- 771 BC) extended from 

the Yellow River valley into 

the Yangzi River valley. In 

neoli thic times distinct cul­

tures had emerged in many 

regions of the Chinese subcon­

tinent, but by the th ird 

millennium BC borrowing had 

become so extensive that this 

central China region had 

already become a sphere of 

interacting cultures. 

Late Neolithic Cultures 

TH E C A MBRID G E I LLUSTR ATE D H ISTO RY OF CHI NA 

It is essentially accidental that the Shang developed a logographic script rather 

than a phonetic script like most of those that became dominant elsewhere in 

Eurasia. This accident, however, had momentous consequences for the way Chi­

nese civilization developed. It shaped the nature of the elite: the difficulty of mas­

tering this script made those expert in it an elite possessed of rare but essential 

skills. Because the Chinese logographic script did not change to reflect differences 

in pronunciation, the literate elite easily identified with others whose writings 

they could read, including predecessors who lived many centuries earlier and 

contemporaries whose spoken languages they could not comprehend. Just as cru­

cially, this scr.iJ)t also affected the processes of cultural expansion and assimila­

!i__on. People on the fringes of Chinese culture who learned to read Chinese for 

pragmatic reasons of advancing or defending their interests were more effectively 

drawn into Chinese culture than they would have been if China had had a pho­

netic script. Reading and writing for them could not be easily detached from the 

body of Chinese texts imbued with Chinese values , making it difficult for them to 

use their literacy to articulate the vision of a local population defined in opposi­

tion to China. 

BRONZES 

As in other parts of the world, the d~velopment of more complex forms of social 

organization in Shang China was tied to perfecting metal-working techniques. 

Ways to smelt metal ores were probably discovered in China as a by-product of 

the use of high-temperature kilns for ceramic production. The earliest-known 

bronze vessels date from about 1700-1600 BC , and were found at Erlitou , in 
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Henan province, a region associated with the Xia dynasty. The extreme thinness of 

some of the vessels found there (in one case only 1 mm thick) , coupled with fea­

tures of their shapes, such as sharp angles and crimped edges, suggest the possi­

bility of imitation of sheet-metal prototypes. But bronzes steadily got larger and 

heavier, and by late Shang times huge bronze vessels were produced, some weigh­

ing more than 200 pounds. 

The great bulk of the surviving bronze objects are cups , goblets, steamers, and 

cauldrons, beautifully shaped and decorated, in a great variety of shapes and sizes, 

presumably made for use in sacrificial rituals. Some distinctive neolithic pottery 

forms, such as tripods , were reproduced in Shang bronzes, showing links between 

the artistic tradition of the Shang and the previous cultures of the area. The com­

plexity of design of Shang bronzes was achieved through mould casting and pre­

fabrication. Thus legs, handles , and other protruding members were cast first and 

then the body was cast on to them. 

The bronze vessels produced in Shang China reveal much about Shang culture 

and society. Thousands of Shang bronzes survive today, and we know from exca­

vations that as many as 200 vessels could be interred in a single grave. Their num­

bers testify to the willingness of the Shang elite to devote huge quantities of a 

valued resource to ritual uses. The production of such quantities of bronzes also 

provides furthe~ evidence of the organizational capacity of the Shang rulers, for 

they had to mobilize men and material to mine, transport, and refine the ores, to 

manufacture and tool the clay models, cores, and moulds used in the casting 

process and to run the foundries. Additionally, the history of the decoration on 

Shang bronzes provides evidence of the dynamics of cultural change during Shang 

times. The animal mask or taotie was the predominant decoration throughout, but 

its appearance changed markedly over time (see pages 36-37). Moreover, in some 

periods patrons were more open to borrowing new forms from their neighbours; 

at other times they turned back to old forms and motifs , reworking them, pre­

sumably finding something admirable in their antiquity. 

Bronze technology spread beyond the area controlled by the Shang, probably 

even into areas the Shang would have considered entirely alien. In 1986 archaeol­

ogists discovered at Sanxingdui in Sichuan province a bronze-producing culture 

apparently contemporary with the late Shang that did not share either the basic 

Shang artistic repertoire, nor, it would seem, Shang religious beliefs. At this site 

were rammed earthen city walls of the familiar sort, but also outside the wall two 

sacrificial pi.ts entirely unlike anything found earlier. One contained about 300 

gold, bronze, jade, and stone objects along with thirteen elephant trunks and 

nearly 100 cubic feet of burnt and broken animal bones. The most astonishing 

finds were life-sized bronze heads with angular facial features and enormous eyes. 

In the second pit, about 100 feet away, there was a life-sized statue and forty-one 

bronze heads of varying size, some with gold masks. As most objects had been 

burnt and broken, archaeologists infer that these two pits are the remains of large-
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Regions beyond Shang pol­
itical control were not 

necessar-ily backward, but 

withoutwritten records we 

know little of them. This 

extraordinary bronze statue, 

about 6 feet tall on a 2 1/ 2-foot 

base, was excavated at 

Sanxingdui, Sichuan province. 

It was discovered in one of two 

pits fi lied with bronze heads, 

masks, elephant tusks and 

other objects that reveal a tech­

nologically advanced culture 

whose religious practices dif­
fered from those of the Shang 

and early Zhou. 
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Remains of rammed-earth 

foundations at Fengchu in 

Shaanxi province have allowed 

archaeologists to reconstruct 

the design of this early Zhou 

palace or temple. The com­

pound was 145 by 105 feet , 

the main hall in the centre 56 

by 20 feet and the whole was 

built around courtyards in the 

fashion typical of later Chi­

nese architecture. 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHI NA 

scale sacrificial ceremonies held about a generation apart. There is no evidence of 

human remains in these pits, which has led to speculation· that the bronze heads 

and the statue stood in for the sacrifice of human beings. 

Bronzes did not, of course, constitute all of Shang art, even if they have sur­

vived the best. Finely worked jade objects, many perpetuating neolithic forms, 

such as cong, bi, knives, and axes, continued to be included among the objects in 

opulent burials. Silk was already being woven, and traces of elaborate silk weaves 

have been found. Carved wood and ivory, sometimes inlaid with turquoise, have 

been discovered, as have traces of lacquer decoration. All this suggests that the 

Shang kings and probably other noble families lived surrounded by objects of 

great beauty. 

THE ZHOU CONQUEST 

How directly or tightly the Shang controlled its territories can only be dimly dis­

cerned from oracle bones and archaeological excavations. Certainly the Shang 

campaigned constantly against enemies. To the west were the fierce Qiang, con­

sidered barbarian tribesmen, and perhaps speaking a proto-Tibetan language. 

Between the Shang capital and the Qiang was a frontier state called Zhou, which 

seems both to have inherited cultural traditions from the neolithic cultures of the 

northwest and to have absorbed most of the material culture of the Shang. In 

about 1050 BC, the Zhou rose against the Shang and defeated it in battle. 

The early Zhou is the first period from which texts have been transmitted. The 

Booh of Documents (Shujing) , one of the Confucian classics, purports to contain 

texts from the beginning of the Zhou , giving us the Zhou version of their history. 

These documents describe the Zhou conquest of the Shang as the victory of just 
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and noble warriors over decadent courtiers led by a dissolute , sadistic king. At the 

same time, they show that the Zhou recognized the Shang as occupying the cen­

tre of the world, were eager to succeed to that role rather than dispute it, and saw 

history as a major way to legitimate power. Besides these transmitted texts , hun­

dreds of inscriptions on ritual bronzes have survived. Particularly useful are 

inscriptions that record benefactions from the king and mention the services that 

had earned the king's favour. 

The founding of the Zhou was associated with a series of important religious 

changes. The scale of human sacrifice at burials declined, suggesting that ideas 

about death and the afterlife were changing. The practice of voluntary accompa­

nying in death continued, but on a considerably smaller scale. The practice of 

divining with oracle bones declined and the new divination system laid out in the 

Classic of Changes (Yijing) gained ground, involving interpretations of randomly 

selected sets of broken and unbroken lines. Another key development was the 

introduction of the concept of heaven, conceived as something like the sacred 

moral power of the cosmos. In transmitted texts and bronze inscriptions alike , the 

rule of the Zhou kings was linked to heaven. A king and a dynasty could rule only 

so long as they retained heaven's favour. If a king neglected his sacred duties and 

acted tyrannically, heaven would display its displeasure by sending down omi­

nous portents and natural disasters. If the king failed to heed such warnings , 

heaven would withdraw its mandate , disorder would increase, the political and 

social order would fall into chaos, and heaven would eventually select someone 

else upon whom to bestow a new mandate to rule. Moral values were thus built 

into the way the cosmos worked, and history was read as a mirror of heaven's will. 

The ruler mediated between heaven and the realm of human beings, and his virtue 

ensured the proper harmony of the two sides. Because these ideas do not seem to 

have any place in Shang cosmology, it may be that they were elaborated by the 

early Zhou rulers as a kind of propaganda to win over the conquered sub-

jects of the Shang. Whatever their -origin, the ideas proved compelling 

and remained a central tenet of Chinese political cosmology until 

modern times. 

In early texts , three Zhou rulers have been given great credit 

for establishing a stable state. King Wen (the 'Cultured King') 

formed alliances with neighbouring states and tribes in prepa­

ration for attacking the Shang. His son King Wu (the 'Martial 

King') built a new capital further east and launched the 

expedition that succeeded in defeating the Shang army and 

taking its capital. Rather than kill all members of the 

Shang royal house, he left a son of the last king as nomi­

nal ruler of the city to continue sacrifices to his powerful 

ancestors. King Wu died young, only six years after the 

conquest, and his brother, the Duke of Zhou , acted as 
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Bronze was used not only for 

ritual objects , but also for 

more practical things such as 

weapons and armour. This 

early Zhou helmet was proba­

bly actually used in warfare, 

as it was unearthed alongside 

weapons in the Beijing area. 
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Inscribed bronze ritual vessel , 

unearthed from a storage pit 

in Fufeng, Shaanxi province. 

The 284-character inscription 

on this bronze, composed 

shortly before 900 BC by Histo­

rian Qiang, relates the major 

events under the six kings 

from Wen to Mu , such as cam­

paigns against various 

'barbarians', as well as 

the deeds of Qiang's own 

ancestors in the service of 

these kings. 
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regent for King Wu's young son. The Duke of Zhou extended and consolidated the 

new territories , conducting a series of expeditions eastward to bring the whole 

Yellow River plain under Zhou control , destroying in the process, it is said, fifty 

states. He built a new city at modern Luoyang in Henan province from which to 

govern the eastern territories and moved former Shang nobles to his new city. 

When the young king came of age, the Duke of Zhou relinquished his powers and 

became at once the most reverent of subjects. These three early Zhou rulers thus 

became emblematic figures , representing the leadership qualities required for the 

establishment of enduring states: military prowess , the morally based civil arts , 

and loyalty. 

The process of absorbing the tribes and states on the periphery of the Zhou 

realm was slow and not always successful (the fourth Zhou king disappeared with 

his armies on a campaign into modern Hubei province and was not heard from 

again). Rather than attempt to rule all of their territories directly, the early Zhou 

rulers sent out relatives and trusted subordinates with troops to establish walled 

garrisons in the conquered territories. Where that was not possible, they recog­

nized local chiefs as their representatives. These lords were given titles that 

became hereditary and were obliged to render military service and send tribute. 

But all power was not parcelled out; the kings also set up a central proto-bureau­

cratic administration that made extensive use of written records. Moreover, the 

kings maintained a royal army that fought alongside warriors contributed by the 

feudal lords. 

Kinship and the cults associated with it tied the lords to the king and to each 

other. The king bore the title 'Son of Heaven' and had the unique right to make 

sacrifices to heaven at the capital. He also presided at rites to royal ancestors , in 

much the way the Shang kings had. Lords conducted similar sacrifices to the first 
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holder of their fiefs as well as their more recent ancestors. Marriage among patri­

lineal relatives was not practised, so the king and lords of his surname had to 

marry with the families of lords of other surnames, linking virtually all of the 

upper ranks of the nobility through either patrilineal or affinal kinship. Loyalty 

and military valour were much esteemed among these nobles , but familial ethics 

of obedience, respect, and kinship solidarity were just as prized. 

By 800 BC there were around two hundred lords with domains large and small, 

of which only about twenty-five were large enough to matter much. Each lord 

appointed various officers under him, men with ritual , administrative, or military 

responsibilities , and these posts and the associated titles tended to become hered­

itary as well. In this way each domain came to have aristocratic families with 

patrimonies in offices and associated lands. Society was conceived in strongly 

hierarchical terms, ranging from the Son of Heaven, through the lords, to the 

great ministers , other officers, the knights and court attendants , and finally the 

ordinary farmers who generally seem to have been attached to domains in a serf­

like manner. 

Along the Zhou borders and interspersed among the Zhou domains were non­

Chinese peoples who resisted Zhou hegemony. Chinese writers of the time classi­

fied them into four ethnic groups: the Yi centring on modern Shandong, the Man 

in the Yangzi valley, the Di along the northern border, and the Rong centring in 

Shaanxi. These outsiders were not necessarily primitive tribesmen. In the south, 

along the Yangzi, several political entities had come into existence independently 

of the Zhou - the states of Chu, Wu , and Yue. Their chiefs called themselves 

kings , but by the end of the eighth century BC were allowing the Zhou kings to 

consider them peripheral parts of the Zhou feudal order. 

Zhou art shows important shifts from Shang tradition. Large bronze ritual ves­

sels continued to be produced in great abundance in early Zhou times, probably 

often by the same craftsmen who had served under the Shang rulers . Neverthe­

less, within a couple of generations of the conquest of the Shang, the dominant 

motif on Shang bronzes, the animal mask or taotie , all but disappeared. Birdlike 

imagery became more important, along with purely ornamental decorations, such 

as spikes and ribs. The use of bold ribs and spikes suggests that vessels were being 

viewed from greater distances , during rituals performed in front of audiences. At 

the same time, ritual vessels came to be frequently treated as vehicles for texts , 

which grew longer and longer, suggesting that the vessels were seen as family 

heirlooms in the making, with thoughts to their effects on descendants as much 

as on ancestors . 

The earliest Chinese poetry originates from the early Zhou period. Many of the 

305 poems in the Book of Songs (Shijing) would have been sung at court during 

important ceremonies. Some celebrate the exploits of the early Zhou rulers ; oth­

ers praise the solemnity with whi'ch the living provide food offerings to their 

ancestors during sacrifices. One court ode expresses a profound distrust of 
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women's involvement in politics and the affairs of government: 

Clever men build cities, 

Clever women topple them. 

Beautiful, these clever women may be 

But they are owls and kites. 

Women have long tongues 

That lead to ruin. 

Disorder does not come down from heaven; 

It is produced by women. 

Other poems in the Book of Songs appear to have begun as folk songs. These 

include love songs and songs depicting ordinary people at work clearing fields, 

ploughing and planting, gathering mulberry leaves for silkworms, spinning and 

weaving. There are even complaints about tax collectors and the hardships of mil­

itary service. One stanza of a love poem reads: 

Please, Zhongzi, 

Do not leap over our wall , 

Do not break our mulberry trees. 

It's not that I begrudge the mulberries , 

But I fear my brothers. 

You I would embrace, 

But my brother's words - those I dread. 

A stanza of a poem of complaint reads: 

Which plant is not brown? 

Which man is not sad? 

Have pity on us soldiers, 

Treated as though we were not men! 

Poems like these remind us that ancient China was populated by more than 

kings, warriors, diviners , and bronzesmiths. The vast majority of the population, 

then and later, were farmers, toiling in their fields , trying to fashion satisfying 

lives and to limit the exactions of those with power over them. 

Most of the basic elements of ancient Chinese civilization were not unique to 

China. All over the world , people discovered that animals and plants could be 

domesticated; there is little reason to think agriculture was invented in one place 

and then carried to all parts of the world through migration of peoples or com­

munication of ideas. Very basic ideas about kinship and religion - such as tracing 

descent solely through the male line, or making sacrifices of animals or humans 

to gods or ancestors - and very basic ideas about social order - such as enslaving 

those defeated in war and passing kingship from one man to his son or brother -
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are also extremely common cross-culturally. These phenomena are more plausibly 

attributed to shared human psychology than to cultural contact. 

Much less common in world history is the leap to complex civilization, to the 

ideas and technology that allow co-ordination of large populations. Writing, met­

allurgy, and strong priestly kings appeared together in several ancient civiliza­

tions: Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus Valley, China , and Mexico. It is generally 

accepted that the American civilizations must have been independent in origin 

from those of Asia and that those of the ancient Near East were influenced by each 

other. But what about China? Did it make the leap entirely on its own? Or did 

knowledge of some of the advances of the ancient Near East cross the Eurasian 

steppe and stimulate or spark similar developments in China? Are similarities all 

the result of a common logic of socio-political-technological development, or are 

some the result of diffusion? Most Chinese historians and archaeologists seem to 

think that it is more to China's credit the less their ancestors learned from others 

and the more they discovered or invented themselves. They point to marks on 

neolithic pots as possible early stages in a writing system to refute the notion that 

the idea behind writing (that marks can represent words) might have been trans­

mitted by illiterate peoples across the steppe. They demonstrate how distinctive 

Chinese bronze mould-casting was in order to cast doubt on the notion that the 

idea behind metallurgy (that rocks can be smelted into a strong and malleable 

substance) could have been transmitted in a similar way. Nor do they like to draw 

attention to the strong probability that wheat, the chariot, the domesticated horse , 

and the compound bow spread from west Asia. 

Questionable assumptions about the worth of civilizations lie behind these 

patriotic efforts to make China as independent a civilization as possible. Surely 

the ancient Chinese would not somehow be more worthy of admiration if they 

had refused to adopt useful ideas they learned about second or third hand for fear 

of cultural contamination. Chinese civilization is obviously not an off-shoot of 

any of the ancient civilizations of the Middle East in any meaningful sense, since 

its language, script, cosmology, and art are too distinctive. Still what made China 

one of the great civilizations of the world was not its isolation or purity, but the 

way the complex of ideas, social forms , skills, and techniques which coalesced in 

ancient times gave China the capacity to grow, adapt, and expand. 
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In the art of the ancient Middle East, including Egypt, 
Assyria, and Babylonia, representations of agriculture 
(domesticated plants and animals) and of social hierarchy 

(kings, priests, scribes, and slaves) are very common, 
matching our understandings of the social, political, 
and economic development of those societies. Thus it is 
somewhat puzzling that images of wild animals pre­
dominate in Shang art. 

The zoomorphic images on Shang bronzes range 
from clearly mimetic low- or high-relief images of 
birds, snakes, crocodiles, and deer, to imaginary ani­
mals like dragons, and to highly stylized taotie designs 
that allude to animals but do not directly represent 
them. It is much less common for bronze implements 
to have images of human beings, and these rare 
human images are generally associated with images of 
animals. Since bronze vessels were used in sacrificial 
rituals as containers for food or drink, most observers 
assume the decoration on them symbolized some­
thing important in Shang political and religious cos­
mology. Unfortunately, texts that discuss the meaning 
of images exist only from much later periods. 

Some animal images readily suggest possible meanings. 
Jade cicadas were sometimes found in the mouths of the dead, 
and images of cicadas on bronzes are easy to interpret as 
images evocative of rebirth in the realm of ancestral spirits, as 
cicadas spend years underground before emerging. Birds, sim­
ilarly, suggest to many the idea of messengers that can com­
municate with other realms, especially ones in the sky. 

More problematic is the most common image, the taotie. To 
some it is a monster - a fearsome image that would scare 
away evil forces. Others imagine a dragon - an animal whose 
vast powers had more positive associations. Some hypothesize 
that it reflects masks used in rituals, others that it carries over 
the face-like imagery on neolithic jades from the Liangzhu 
area. Still others see these images as hardly more than designs. 
By tracing the evolution of the taotie over the course of the 
Shang, it is possible to show how the vivid, highly animal-like 

images of late Shang evolved from thin line and dot designs of 
early Shang. Perhaps the taotit~ came simply to be associated 

with the Shang kings and the order they presided over, 
respected and admired because it was an emblem of power 
and focus for identity more than for any association with real 
or imagined animals. 

Those who wish to find significance in the fact that Shang 
imagery made so much use of animals (much more than plants, 
for instance) have tended to associate it with animal sacrifices, 
totem ism, or shamanism. Since animals were slaughtered to be 
offered in sacrificial ceremonies, the argument goes, the deco­
ration on the vessels used in the ceremonies probably alludes 

This bronze axe blade (13 by 14 inches), found in the 

entrance ramp of a late $hang tomb at Sufutun in Shandong, 

may have been used for the execution of some of the forty­

eight sacrificial victims found there. The face, depicted by 

perforation, bears some resemblance to more standard taotie 
forms yet seems at the same time distinctly human. 

to eating, killing, and the transformation brought on by death. 
Others point to signs that ancient tribes or clans saw them­
selves as descended from particular animals (totemism) and 
may have worshipped particular animals or birds. Shamanism 
is brought in because men and animals are sometimes associ­

ated on Shang bronzes. As practised elsewhere in north Asia or 
in south China in later times, shamans commonly relied on 
animals to help them communicate with the spirit world. In 
this interpretation, images on bronzes of men in the mouths of 
animals depict shamans submitting to the powers of the ani­
mals who aid them in their trances. 

China in ancient times was undoubtedly no less diverse a 
place than China in more recent times, and these explanations 
need not be mutually exclusive. There are enough regional dif­
ferences in design to suggest that animal and human imagery 
may have had different meanings in different times and places. 
Even in the late Shang period the taotie did not have the same 
absorbing interest to the southern artist that it had in Anyang. 
But images of distinguishable birds and animals proliferate in 
the south, suggesting that they carried meanings there not 
commonly given to them in the Anyang area. 
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Rubbings of taotie decoration on Shang bronzes. Examples a 

to dare from central Shang sites, in chronological order; e is 

from further west in Sichuan province. Over time, as can be 

seen in a to d, taotie designs evolved from simple lines and 

dots to high relief and more prominent eyes, horns , and 

claws, rather than developing from more animal-like to more 

abstract. The treatment in the last example from the Sichuan 

area is in marked contrast, suggesting considerable cultural 

differences between the regions . 

Man and animal are fused in an unusual way in this Shang 

bronze ritual vessel, 13 inches tall. The vessel takes the shape 

of a bear or tiger with mouth open and poised to swallow a 

man . The man seems not at all concerned, but rather to be 

holding on to the animal as a child would hold on to its 

mother. Other animals, including a deer, serpents, cattle, and 

dragons, are incorporated into the decoration of the sides. 



38 

C HAPTER 2 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LL USTRATED H I STO RY OF CHINA 

Philosophical Foundations: 
The Eastern Zhou Period 770- 256 BC 

The intellectual foundations of Chinese civilization were established during the 

Eastern Zhou dynasty (770-256 BC) , a period of political fragmentation and moral 

crisis. The first half of this era is commonly called the Spring and Autumn period, 

after the name of a chronicle covering the years 722 to 481 BC. During these cen­

turies the Zhou kings continued to reign by default while their putative vassals 

competed against each other, making and breaking alliances, exchanging 

hostages , and sporadically taking up arms. Over time military conflict became 

more frequent and more deadly, and the second half of this period is convention­

ally called the Warring States period ( 403-221 BC). By then the Zhou king was no 

longer a major player and one by one the smaller states were conquered and 

absorbed by the half-dozen largest ones . 

The ruthlessness of the competition among the regional powers , although uni­

formly lamented , nevertheless served to foster social, technological , and eco­

nomic advances. These included the introduction of iron casting, infantry armies , 

coinage, private ownership of land, and social mobility. New ideas also emerged 

in profusion. Those engaged in advising rulers about state affairs began analysing 

basic principles of human society and the natural order. Soon the most reflective 

officials were questioning established assumptions and values. Their ideas began 

to be written down, and the circulation of these treatises further stimulated intel­

lectual debate. 

RIVAL STATES 

The decentralized rule of the Western Zhou had from the beginning carried 

within it the danger that the regional lords would become so powerful that they 

would no longer respond to the commands of the king. As generations passed and 

ties of loyalty and kinship grew more distant, this indeed happened. In 771 BC the 

Zhou king was killed by an alliance of Rong tribesmen and Zhou vassals. One of 

his sons was put on the throne, and then for safety's sake the capital was moved 

east out of the Wei River valley to modern Luoyang, located just south of the Yel­

low River in the heart of the central plains. The revived Zhou never full y regained 

control over its vassals , and China entered a prolonged period without a strong 

central authority. The Zhou kings still had ritual functions as intermediaries with 

heaven, but militarily they were inferior to many of their supposed vassals. In 335 

BC regional lords began calling themselves kings , in essence refusing to recognize 

the sovereignty of the Zhou king, who was finally deposed in 256 BC. 

The Eastern Zhou was a violent age, a time when victors presented the cut-off 

ears of enemies at their ancestral temples , when the blood of captives was spread 
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on ceremonial drums, when thieves had their feet cut off, and when rulers ran the 

considerable risk of assassination. At the same time it was a period when diplo­

macy was studied earnestly and practised with finesse . During the Spring and 

Autumn period a code of chivalrous or sportsmanlike conduct still regulated war­

fare between the states. For instance, one state would not attack another while it 

was in mourning for its ruler, and during battle one side would not attack before 

the other side had time to line up. Perhaps out of fear of the wrath of the ances­

tors of defeated rulers , efforts were made not to wipe out ruling houses , but to 

leave at least one successor to continue the sacrifices. 

In the Spring and Autumn period the head of one state was sometimes able to 

get the others to recognize him as hegemon or overlord, chief of an alliance of 

states. The most notable of these was Duke Huan of Qi (r. 685-643 BC). With the 

help of his able minister Guan Zhong, he built up the economic power of Qi state, 

casting coins, controlling prices, and regulating the production of salt and iron 

tools. He organized the states in the central plains to resist the expansion of the 

semi-barbarian state of Chu in the central Yangzi valley. With a mutual-defence 

pact in place, he also organized defence against tribesmen to the north and even 

got Chu to sign a peace treaty agreeing to send tribute to the Zhou kings. 

Because of the need to form alliances, rulers regularly married their sons and 

daughters into the ruling families of other states. These marriages then gave them 

stakes in other states' succession disputes , which were extremely common 

because of the practice of concubinage. Rulers regularly demonstrated their 

power and wealth by accumulating large numbers of concubines and thus would 

have children by several women. In theory, succession went to the eldest son of 

the wife , then younger sons by her, and only in their absence to sons of concu­

bines. In actual practice, however, the ruler of a state or head of a powerful min­

isterial family could select the son of a concubine to be his heir if he wished, 

leading to much scheming for favour among the various sons and their mothers 

and the common perception that women were incapable of taking a disinterested 

view of the greater good. Succession disputes of this sort provide much of the nar­

rative interest in the fullest history of this period, the Zuo zhuan. Sons not desig­

nated as heir were frequently assigned fiefs or posts in outlying regions where 

they had the opportunity to build up a local power base and challenge the suc­

cession by recourse to arms. Even those unswervingly loyal to the legitimate suc­

cessor might face trumped up treason charges and have to flee to another state to 

avoid execution, picking when possible a ruler related through a mother, wife, or 

sister. Such hosts were often happy to help them, unafraid of stirring up trouble 

in nearby states. 

The seats of power for each ruler were cities protected by thick earthen walls of 

the sort that had been built in north China since before the Shang dynasty. Within 

the walls were the palaces and ancestral temples of the ruler and other aristocrats. 

Sometimes there was an outer wall as well that protected the artisans, merchants , 

39 

Late Zhou iron moulds for 

casting iron knives. In Europe 

wrought iron preceded cast 

iron, but in China iron was 

cast from the beginning. In 

Shang times bronze ritual ves­

sels had been cast one at a 

time, as major works of art. 

The casting of iron tools , by 

contrast, constituted a form of 

mass production. 
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During the Warring States period, the feudal domains of the 

early Zhou came to function as independent states. Over time 

the number of states rapidly declined as the more powerful 

ones conquered and absorbed their neighbours. In the north, 

Jin broke up into Zhao, Wei, and Han in 453 BC, leaving Qi in 

the east, Chu in the south, and Qin in the west as the strongest 

powers. Chu exterminated Yue in 334 BC and Confucius' 

home state of Lu in 249 BC, but it was Qin that was eventually 

victorious over all the other states in 221 BC. 
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and farmers who lived outside the inner wall. Descriptions of military confronta­

tions in this period are filled with accounts of sieges launched against these walled 

citadels, with scenes of the scaling of walls and storming of gates. The technology 

of building walls had to be steadily improved because techniques of attacking and 

laying siege to city walls were steadily perfected. Treatises were written describing 

siegecraft and other facets of military art and strategy, and many classical texts 

devoted lengthy sections to these topics. 

Constant warfare stimulated advances in military techniques and technology 

that altered the social relations of warfare and rendered it increasingly deadly. The 

need for a chariot-riding aristocracy declined with the mastery of cavalry and 

infantry armies. Cavalry techniques were first perfected by non-Chinese peoples 

to the north of China proper, who at that time were making the transition to full 

nomadism . In self-defence , the northern state of Jin developed its own cavalry 

armies , which it soon used against other Chinese states. Acquiring and pasturing 

horses became a key component of military preparedness, as it would remain for 

many centuries. Well-drilled infantry armies , introduced in this period, also 

proved potent against chariot-led forces. By 300 BC states were sending out armies 

of hundreds of thousands of drafted foot-soldiers , often accompanied by mounted 

warriors. When armed with the powerful newly introduced crossbow, farmers 

could be made into effective soldiers, able to shoot further than horsemen carry­

ing light bows. The trigger of a crossbow is an intricate bronze mechanism that 

could only be produced by skilled craftsmen. 

Since victory went to the ruler who could raise and outfit the largest armies and 

deploy the largest workforces 'to build defence walls , ambitious rulers began to 

worry about ways to increase their populations and revenues. To bring new land 

into cultivation, marshes were drained and irrigation works established. Serfdom 

gradually declined , as rulers wanted to reward farmers for their efforts and to have 

direct access to their labour power. Rulers looked on trade favourably and began 

casting coins , which quickly supplemented the use of bolts of silk as units of 

exchange. Economic expansion was also aided by the introduction of iron tech­

nology. By the seventh century BC iron deposits were being exploited, and within 

a couple of centuries iron was being widely used for both farm tools and weapons. 

By the late Warring States period, great smelters might employ more than 200 

workmen, and ironmongers were prominent among the rich entrepreneurs mak­

ing their appearance in this period. 

To expand their control over people and land, rulers also tried new techniques 

of governing. More and more they sent out their own officials rather than delegate 

authority to hereditary lesser lords. This trend towards centralized bureaucratic 

control created opportunities for social advancement for those on the lower end 

of the old aristocracy. Competition among such men guaranteed rulers a ready 

supply of able and willing subordinates, and competition among rulers for talent 

meant that ambitious men could be selective in offering their services. 
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until the seventh century BC. 

The inscription on this speci­

men, unearthed at Wangshan 
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king of Yue (r. 496-465 BC) , 

a famous connoisseur of 

fine swords. 
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Early coins, like these bronze 

examples of the Zhou period , 

were made in the shape of 

knives and spades; circular 

coins with square central 

holes for stringing them 

together later became 

predominant. 
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States on the periphery- Jin in the north , Qi in the east, Chu in the south, and 

Qin in the west - had the advantage in these struggles for supremacy because they 

could expand outward. After they had expanded, they turned inward and soon 

they were conquering the small states of the central plain between them, each lord 

aspiring to be the great unifier. By 300 BC , only seven major states survived and it 

was apparent that strife would end only when one state eliminated all its rivals. 

Rulers searching for ways to survive or prevail were more than willing to 

patronize men of ideas. As states were destroyed and their former nobles had to 

look for employment elsewhere, ambitious rulers and even high officials were 

able to gather around them numerous advisors , assistants, teachers , strategists, 

and clerks. These men made proposals about what the rulers should do and 

rebutted each other's ideas, in the process advancing the art of oratory, the science 

of strategy, and the study of logic. Books recording the teachings of various mas­

ters came to be compiled and circulated, a development that fostered the appear­

ance of schools of thought, since the existence of a text tended both to freeze a 

viewpoint among followers and to elicit refutations from other masters. The tra­

ditional label for this period as the time when 'a hundred schools of thought con­

tended' aptly captures the spirit of exuberant intellectual creativity that proved 

the most important legacy of the late Zhou. 

CONFUCIUS AND HIS FOLLOWERS 

The earliest important would-be advisor was Confucius (traditional dates , 

551-4 79 BC). Born in Lu , a small state in Shandong province that had been the fief 

of the Duke of Zhou , Confucius spent some years at the Lu court without gaining 

much influence. He then wandered through neighbouring states with his disci­

ples, in search of a ruler more receptive to his advice. Finding much that dismayed 

him - greed, insincerity, irresponsibility, callous disregard for others' needs and 

interests - he committed himself to trying to inspire people to do good, becoming 

China's first moral philosopher. He linked moral behaviour to traditional roles 

and hierarchies and thus became a great defender of the Zhou order, by then 

already in decay. He identified with the 'learned men', the court experts who 

assisted rulers in the performance of rituals and ceremonies, such as sacrifices to 

ancestors and reception of envoys. These learned men knew about the heavens 

and could advise on setting the calendar; they performed divinations and inter­

preted the results; and they kept records and advised on precedents. In Confucius' 

vision of the early Zhou , these learned men and all others - rulers and subjects, 

nobles and commoners, parents and children, men and women - wholeheartedly 

accepted the parts assigned to them and devoted themselves to their responsibili­

ties to others. His ideal world thus was one where conventions governed actions 

and hierarchical differentiation resulted in harmonious co-ordination. 

In Confucius' moral vision, intentions and acts towards other men are at least 

as important as those toward gods or ancestors. He extolled filial piety - the rev-



Philosophical Foundations The Eastern Zh ou Period 

erent respect of children toward their parents. Filial piety was to him both ritual 

and attitude; conventional actions needed to be animated by sincere feelings. 

Moreover, filial piety could be extended outward beyond the family, since society 

could be seen as the family writ large. Still, the highest virtue in Confucius' vocab­

ulary was ren , variously translated as perfect goodness, benevolence, humanity, 

co-humanity, human-heartedness , and nobility. It entailed deep concern for the 

well-being of others, an orientation that makes right action almost effortless . Ren 

extended to everyone and thus was a virtue without the hierarchical dimension of 

filial piety. 

Confucius was apparently an extraordinary teacher. As he gained a reputation 

as a learned man, people came to consult him, and many stayed on to study the 

ancient traditions with him. Nevertheless , he continually hoped to play a greater 

role in government and he prepared his students for careers in government ser­

vice. Towards that end he encouraged them to master the venerated traditions , 

especially the Book of Songs, Book of Documents , and ritual texts ; indeed Confucius 

is traditionally credited with having compiled several of these texts himself. 

Confucius' students - and their students - deserve much of the credit for the 

eventual success of Confucian ideas. The first important successor remembered 
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by history was Mencius (c.370- c.300 sc) , who had studied with Con­

fucius' grandson. In imitation of Confucius, Mencius travelled 

around offering advice to rulers of nearby states. He reminded rulers 

of the Mandate of Heaven, telling them to their faces that if they did 

not rule well, heaven would bring it about that their people would 

rebel and oust them. He made it the responsibility of rulers to see to 

it that their people had enough to eat at every meal in good years and 

could avoid starvation in bad years. 

The opening chapter of the Mencius records that during an audi­

ence with King Hui of Liang (3 70-319 BC) Mencius responded to the 

king's question about ways to profit his state by asking, 'Why must 

Your Majesty use the word "profit"? All I am concerned with are the 

good and the right. If Your Majesty says, "How can I profit my state? " 

your officials will say, "How can I profit my family? " and officers and 

common people will say, "How can I profit myself? " Once superiors 

and inferiors are competing for profit, the state will be in danger.' In 

a subsequent conversation, Mencius told this king that if he treated 

his people well by reducing taxes and lightening punishments, they 

would be so eager to fight for him that even if armed only with sharp­

ened sticks they could defeat the well-equipped soldiers of the pow­

erful and aggressive states of Qin and Chu . 

Mencius' concern with the common people was coupled with a 

comparable concern for officials who , he felt , should be treated 

respectfully by the ruler and be given incomes in proportion to their 

rank. He argued for the superiority of hereditary ministers over ones 

chosen by the ruler for their merit, wanting ministers to have some independence 

from the ruler. 

In conversations with his disciples and fellow philosophers , Mencius showed 

interests beyond government. He debated abstract issues in moral philosophy, 

such as the incipient nature of human beings, their inborn potential and tenden­

cies. Mencius came out strongly on the positive side, stressing human potential 

for goodness. Proof, he asserted, could be found in people's spontaneous 

responses to the sufferings of others: 'Anyone today who suddenly sees a baby 

about to fall into a well feels alarmed and concerned' and automatically reaches 

out to help, without thought of personal gain . Gaozi , Mencius' philosophical 

opponent, had argued that 'Human nature is like whirling water. When an outlet 

is opened to the east, it flows east; when an outlet is opened to the west, it flows 

west.' To this Mencius countered, 'Water, it is true, is not inclined to either east or 

west, but does it have no preference for high or low? Goodness is to human nature 

like flowing downward is to water.' Just as water can be forced up, people can be 

led to be bad, but this is not their natural inclinations. In another conversation 

Mencius used another analogy from nature. Ox Mountain, he said, had once been 
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covered by vegetation, but farmers had denuded it with their animals and wood­

cutting, until anyone looking at it would think that it was barren by nature. By 

implication, the lamentable way most men act is no more natural to them than 

barrenness is to a mountain. 

The book recording Mencius' thought, the Mencius , is , like the Analects, a col­

lection of the philosopher's conversations, presented in no particular order. 

Inconsistencies among his ideas are left for readers to resolve. The ideas of the 

next most influential Confucian thinker, Xunzi, or 'Master Xun' (c.310-c.220 BC) , 

survive in much more coherent and orderly form because the Xunzi is a set of 

essays that Xunzi wrote by and large himself. 

Xunzi had much more political and administrative experience than either Con­

fucius or Mencius and showed consideration for the difficulties rulers might face 

in trying to rule through ritual and virtue. At the same time he was a rigorous 

thinker who extended the philosophical foundations of many ideas merely out­

lined by Confucius or Mencius. For instance, whereas Confucius had declined to 

discuss gods, portents, and anomalies, Xunzi explicitly argued for a humanistic 

and rationalistic view of the cosmos. He argued that heaven is impartial and 

human affairs result from human efforts. Praying to heaven or to gods does not get 

them to intervene. 'Why does it rain after a prayer for rain? In my opinion, for no 

reason. It is the same as raining when you had not prayed.' 

Xunzi still took great interest in ritual, for he saw both beauty and social bene­

fits in its practice. He believed educated men should continue traditional ritual 

practices, such as divining before major decisions and praying during droughts, 
even when they know their actions do not bring about the ostensible goal. He held 

that rites are valuable because they provide an orderly way to express feelings and 

satisfy desires while maintaining distinctions of rank, title , and honour. Just as 

music shapes people's emotions and creates feelings of solidarity, so ritual and eti­

quette shape people's understanding of duty and create social differentiation. In 

defending ritual, Xunzi was probably responding to the attacks of the Daoists and 

Mohists, discussed below. 

Xunzi directly attacked Mencius' argument that human nature tends toward 

goodness, claiming to the contrary that men's inborn tendencies are wayward and 

require curbing through education. He distinguished between what is inborn in 

people and what is learnt only with effort. 'It is human nature to want to eat one's 

fill when hungry, to want to warm up when cold, to want to rest when tired .' 

Much of what is desirable does not come naturally and must be taught. 'When a 

son yields to his father, or a younger brother yields to his elder brother, or when 

a son takes on the work for his father or a younger brother for his elder brother, 

their actions go against their natures and run counter to their feelings. And yet 

these are the way of the filial son and the principles of ritual and morality.' 

Mencius and Xunzi were the two best-known of the hundreds of late Zhou fol­

lowers of Confucius. Some followers became experts in ritual, others masters of 

45 



46 TH E CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

The Analects 

Confucius' ideas are known to us primarily through the say­

ings recorded by his disciples in the Analects (Lunyu). In this 

short. loosely organized text, Confucius discussed the human 

world of families and states rather than the world of gods or 

spirits. The thrust of his thought was thus ethical rather than 

theoretical or metaphysical. He tried to verify his ideas by 

discussing concrete situations, not general principles, and 

did not employ logic of the sorts the ancient Greeks devel­

oped, with formulas like the syllogism for measuring the 

validity of statements. 

The Analects provided the foundation for much of Chi­

nese social, political, and ethical thought. In later centuries 

it became a sacred book, memorized by students, and as a 

consequence many of its passages became proverbial say­

ings, unknowingly cited even by ill iterate peasants. 

The selections below preserve the original order. 

The Master said, 'When your father is alive observe 

his intentions. After he passes away, model yourself on 

the memory of his behaviour. If in three years after his 

death you have not deviated from your father's ways, 

then you may be considered a filial child: (1.11) 

The Master said, 'Lead the people by means of gov­

ernment policies and regulate them through punish­

ments, and they will be evasive and have no sense of 

shame. Lead them by means of virtue and regulate them 

through rituals and they will have a sense of shame and 

moreover have standards: (2.3) 

The Master said, 'By fifteen I was intent on learning; 

by thirty I was standing straight; by forty I was no longer 

confused; by fifty I knew heaven's commands; by sixty I 

was attuned; and at seventy I could follow my heart's 

desires without transgressing what is right: (2.4) 

The Master said, 'The gentleman is not a tool: (2.12) 

Zigong wished to get rid of the sacrifice of a sheep at 

the new moon rite. The Master sa id, 'Si, you love the 

lamb. I love the rite: (3.17) 

The Master said, 'The gentleman understands moral 

duty; the petty person knows about profit: (4.16) 

The Master said, 'When you meet someone wise, 

think about becoming his equal. When you see someone 

inferior, reflect on yourself (4.17) 

The Master said, 'You can be of service to your father 

and mother by remonstrating with them tactfully. If you 

perceive that they do not wish to follow your advice, 

then continue to be reverent towards them without 

offending or disobeying them; work hard and do not 

murmur against them: (4.18) 

The Master said, 'I am way past my prime. I have not 

seen the Duke of Zhou in a dream for a long time: (7.5) 

The Master said, 'I am not someone who was born 

wise. I am someone who loves the ancients and tries to 

learn from them: (7.19) 

Zhonggong asked about humanity. The Master said, 

'When you go out, treat everyone as if you were wel­

coming a great guest. Employ people as though you were 

the ancient texts . Historically, the strand emphasizing moral self-improvement is 

worth particular note. Two short treatises , of unknown authorship, the Great 

Learning (Daxue) and Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong), expressed these ideas 

concisely and compellingly. Peace in the realm cannot be achieved without first 

transforming people. A ruler must perfect his own virtue before he can regulate 

his family; not until his family is in order can he hope to govern his state effec­

tively; and only on the basis of a well-governed state can he bring peace to the 

entire realm. In other words , one must change oneself before one can change 

other people or improve the world. 

DAOISM 

Confucius and his followers were activists. They believed that government bene­

fited the people and felt called on to do what they could to make the government 
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conducting a great sacrifice. Do not do unto others what 

you would not have them do unto you. Then neither in 

your country nor in your family will there be complaints 

against you: (12.2) 

Zigong inquired about governing. The Master said, 

'Make food supplies sufficient, provide an adequate 

army, and give the people reason to have faith: 

Zigong asked, 'If one had no choice but to dispense 

with one of these three, which should it be?' 

'Eliminate the army: 

Zigong continued, 'If one had no choice but to get rid 

of one of the two remaining, which should it be?' 

'Dispense with food; the Master said. 'Since ancient 

times, death has always occurred, but people without 

faith cannot stand: (12.7) 

When Zhonggong was serving as chief minister to 

the Ji family, he asked for advice on governing. The Mas­

ter said, 'Put priority on your subordinate officials. Par­

don their minor mistakes and promote those who are 

worthy and talented: 

'How can I recognize those who are talented and 

worthy to promote them?' 

Confucius replied, 'Promote those you know. Will 

others neglect those you do not know?' (13.2) 

The governor of She said to Confucius, 'In my land 

there is an upright man. His father stole a sheep, and the 

man turned him in to the authorities: 

The Master responded, 'The upright men of my land 

are different. The father will shelter the son and the son 

will shelter the father. Righteousness lies precisely in 

this: (13.18) 

Duke Ling of Wei asked the Master about the mar­

shalling of troops. The Master replied, 'The ordering of 

ritual vessels is something I can comment on, but mili­

tary matters are a topic I have never studied: (15.1) 

Zigong asked about the virtue of humanity. The Mas­

ter said, 'The artisan who wants to do his work well must 

first of all sharpen his tools. When you reside in a given 

state, enter the service of the best of the officials and 

make friends with the most humane of the scholars.' 

(15.9) 

The Master said, 'The gentleman feels bad when his 

capabilities fall short of the task. He does not feel bad 

when people fail to recognize him: (15.18) 

The Master said, 'I once spent a whole day without 

eating and a whole night without sleeping in order to 

think. It was of no use. It is better to study: (15.30) 

The Master said, 'The gentleman must exert caution 

in three areas. When he is a youth and his blood and 

spirit have not yet settled down, he must be on his guard 

lest he fall into lusting. When he reaches the full vigour 

of his manhood in his th irties and his blood and spirit are 

strong, he must guard against getting into quarrels. 

When he reaches old age and his blood and spirit have 

begun to weaken, he must guard against envy: (16.7) 

work well. Those who came to be labelled Daoists did not accept this basic 

premise. They defended private life and wanted the rulers to leave people alone. 

Seeking to go beyond everyday concerns, they let their minds wander in the more 

fanciful aspects of life. They did not place human beings at the centre of the cos­

mos and were concerned that human contrivance upsets the natural order of 

things. Rather they affirmed the Way or Dao , the indivisible, indescribable, imma­

terial force or energy that is the source of all that exists or happens. 

Our knowledge of early Daoism is based mostly on two surviving books, the 

Laozi and Zhuangzi. The Laozi, also called the Class ic of the Way and Its Power 

(Daodejing) , is traditionally ascribed to Lao Dan (sixth century BC) but was proba­

bly compiled in the third century BC. Poetic and elliptical, this masterpiece can be 

interpreted and translated in many ways. A recurrent theme i.n i.t is the mystical pref­

erence for the yielding over the assertive and silence over words. The highest good 
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is like water: 'Water benefits all creatures but does not compete. It occupies the 

places people disdain and thus comes near to the Way.' The interdependence and 

mutual transformation of all opposites is another common refrain: 'When everyone 

in the world sees beauty in the beautiful, ugliness is already there. When everyone 

sees good in the good, bad is already there.' One implication of these ideas is that 

almost any purposeful action is counterproductive, and the ruler should allow a 

return to a natural state in which the people are ignorant and content: 

Do not honour the worthy, 

And the people will not compete. 

Do not value rare treasures , 

And the people will not steal. 

Do not display what others want, 

And the people will not have their hearts confused. 

A sage governs this way: 

He empties people's minds and fills their bellies. 

He weakens their wills and strengthens their bones. 

Keep the people always without knowledge and without desires, 

For then the clever will not dare act. 

Engage in no action and order will prevail. 

It would be better, the Laozi asserts, if people knew less, if they gave up tools and 

abandoned writing, if they lost their desire to travel or engage in war. They would 

be satisfied with their own lives and not e h' their neighbours. 

The other key text of Daoism is the ZI uangzi , a good portion of which was 

probably written by the philosopher Zhu ng Zhou or Zhuangzi (369- 286 BC). 

Zhuangzi shared much of the philosophy found in the Laozi , seeing the useful­

ness of the useless and the relativity of ordinary distinctions. Uninterested in poli­

tics , he celebrated spiritual freedom. He told of receiving an envoy from the King 

of Chu who offered to give him charge of the entire realm. In response he asked 

the envoy whether a tortoise that had been held as sacred for 3,000 years would 

prefer to be dead with its bones venerated , or alive with its tail dragging in the 

mud. On getting the expected response he told the envoy to go away; he wished to 

drag his tail in the mud. 

A masterful writer, Zhuangzi filled his book with flights of fancy, parables, and 

fictional encounters between historical figures , including delightfully malicious 

parodies of Confucius and his disciples. Whereas Laozi was concerned with pro­

tecting each person's life, Zhuangzi searched for a conception of man's place in the 

cosmos that would reconcile him to death. How can we be sure life is better than 

death7 People fear what they do not know, but like a captive girl forced to become 

a king's concubine, they may learn to love what had terrified them. When a friend 

expressed surprise that Zhuangzi was singing rather than weeping after his wife 

died, Zhuangzi explained: 
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When she first died, how could I have escaped feeling the loss? Then I looked 

back to the beginning before she had life. No t only before she had life , but 

before she had form. No t only before she had form, but before she had vital 

energy. In this confused amorphous realm, something changed and vital energy 

appeared; when the vital energy was changed, form appeared; with changes in 

form, life began. Now there is another change bringing death. This is like the 

progression of the four seasons of spring and autumn , winter and summer. Here 

she was lying down to sleep in a huge room and I followed her, sobbing and 

wailing. When I realized my actions showed I hadn't understood destiny, 

I stopped. 

Zhuangzi's views of life and death coloured his views on politics. In one para­

ble he had a wheelwright insolently tell a duke that books were useless since all 

they contained were the dregs of men long gone. When the duke demanded either 

an explanation or his life, the wheelwright replied: 

I see things in terms of my own work. When I chisel at a wheel, if l go slow, the 

chisel slides and does not stay put; if I hurry, it jams and doesn't move properly. 

When it is neither too slow nor too fast , I can feel it in my hand and respond to 

it from my heart. My mouth cannot describe it in words , but there is something 

there. I cannot teach it to my son, and my son cannot learn it from me. So I have 

gone on for seventy years, growing old chiselling wheels. The men of old died 

in possession of what they could not transmit. So it follows that what you are 

reading are their dregs . 

Truly skilled craftsmen do not analyse or reason or even keep in mind the rules 

they once learned; they respond to situations spontaneously, a course others 

should try. In other words , rational discrimination between alternative courses of 

action did not appeal to Zhuangzi as much as simply knowing, a form of under­

standing that exists beyond the need to make choices. 

Both Laozi and Zhuangzi treat the Dao or Way as a key concept. In contrast to 

the Confucians who used this word to refer to the ethically correct way for 

humankind, the way of the sages and the true kings , the Daoists used it to refer to 

the way of nature , a way beyond the full comprehension of human beings but a 

way with which they must seek to accord. Confucianism, with its focus on human 

affairs , is properly labelled a humanistic philosophy. In Daoism human society is 

seen as only a small part of the total reality, and to gain freedom and power peo­

ple must come to see their continuity with the natural world. 

LEGALISM 

During the fourth and third centuries BC, as small states one after another were 

conquered by large ones and the number of surviving states dwindled, those 

rulers still in contention were receptive to political theorists who claimed to 
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Music 

Music played a central role in court life in ancient China. 
Visitors to the courts of kings and lords could expect to be 
entertained by troops of dancers and accompanying musi­
cians. Many of the poems in the classic Book of Songs were 
odes or hymns meant to be performed on ritual occasions. 

Music was believed by early thinkers to have great moral 
powers. Confucius distinguished between different sorts of 
music; the ancient Shao dance, for instance, was considered 
a positive force, bringing people into harmony, whereas the 
music of the state of Zheng was dangerous, leading to wan­
ton thoughts. The word 'music' was written with the same 
character as 'enjoyment', a fact that led Xunzi to posit a 
connection between the two : 'Music is joy, an emotion 
which human beings cannot help but feel at times. Unable 
to resist feeling joy, they must find an outlet through voice 

Archaeologists have unearthed quite a few sets of instru­

ments used in court performances in Zhou times. Key 

instruments were stone chimes, bronze drums, stringed 

lute-like instruments, bamboo flutes , and sets of bells, 

struck from the outside. The biggest cache of instruments 

was discovered in the tomb (c.433 BC) of Marquis Yi of 

Zeng, ruler of a petty state in modern Hubei just north of 

the great state of Chu. In the tomb were 124 instruments, 

including drums, flutes , mouth organs, pan pipes, zithers, 

and movement: Xunzi also stressed that music affects peo­
ple of all social levels and thus the performance of moderate 
and tranquil or stern and majestic music are excellent ways 
for a ruler to encourage a sense of harmony and restraint in 
common people. The more quantifiable aspects of music 
attracted the attention of cosmological theorists who spec­
ulated on the significance of pitch measurement and its 
relationship to other numerical relationships. Sound as a 
natural phenomenon was perceived to be paradigmatic of 
many natural processes, especially those that involved 
remote and imperceptible influence between entities at a 
distance. In fact, where visual 'geometric' vocabulary is 
employed in classical western philosophy, in the classical 
Chinese tradition aural 'communicative' vocabulary is much 
more dominant. 

a 32-chime lithophone, and a 64-piece bell set (above). 

The zithers have from five to twenty-five strings and vary 
in details of their construction; they may have come from 

different regions and been used for performances of 
regional music. The bells bear inscriptions that indicate 

their pitches and reveal that they were gifts from the king 

of Chu. The precision with which the bells were cast indi­

cates that the art of bell-making had reached a very 

advanced state. 
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understand power and the techniques that would allow rulers to enhance their 

control over officials and subjects. These advisors argued that strong government 

depended not on the moral qualities of the ruler and his officials, as Confucians 

claimed, but on establishing effective institutional structures. Their starting point 

was not what society should be but what it is. These statist thinkers are usually 

labelled the Legalists because of their emphasis on laws. Uninterested in cosmol­

ogy, epistemology, or personal ethics, these strategists concentrated on proposing 

political solutions to disorder and techniques for the accumulation of power. 

The first of the two lengthy Legalist treatises that survive has traditionally been 

ascribed to Lord Shang (Gongsun Yang, d. 338 BC) , chief minister of the state of 

Qin, the state that adopted Legalist policies most fully. During the late Warring 

States period, Qin took a series of steps to make itself a more efficient and power­

ful state. It abolished the aristocracy, substituting a hierarchy of military titles 

awarded on the objective criterion of the number of enemy heads cut off in battle. 

Thus the state alone determined rank and the privileges attached to it. With fiefs 

rescinded, Qin divided the country into counties governed by appointed officials. 

To attract migrants from other states, new settlers were offered lands and houses. 

Private serfdom was abolished and farmers were free to buy and sell land. Ordi­

nary farmers were thus freed from the domination of the local nobility, but in 

exchange they had the Qin state, with all its power, directly controlling them. The 

state organized all families into mutual responsibility groups, making each person 

liable for any crime committed by any other member of their group. Ordinary resi­

dents also had heavy obligations to the state for taxes and labour service and could 

not travel without permits; vagrants and criminals were forced into penal 

labour service. 

In the book ascribed to him, Lord Shang heaped scorn on respect for tradition 

and urged the ruler not to hesitate to institute changes in his efforts to strengthen 

his state. The founders of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou had not been afraid to make 

changes, because 'wise people create laws while ignorant ones are controlled by 

them; the worthy alter the rites while the unworthy are held fast by them.' Law to 

him was the sovereign's will, carefully codified and impartially applied. The 

monarch regulates those under him through rules but he himself remains above 

the law. 

The fullest exposition of Legalist thought was written by Han Feizi (d. 233 BC) , 

who had begun as a student of the Confucian master Xunzi. In his writings, Han 

Feizi analysed situations from the perspective of the ruler. Knowing whom to 

trust was a major problem for 'when the ruler trusts someone, he falls under that 

person's control'. This includes not only ministers but also wives and concubines, 

who think of the interests of their sons. 'A man of fifty has not lost his interest in 

women, but a woman begins to lose her looks before thirty. When a woman whose 

looks are deteriorating serves a man who still loves sex, she will be despised and 

her son is not likely to be made heir. This is the reason queens , consorts , and con-
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cubines plot the death of the ruler.' Given the propensity of subordinates to pur­

sue their own selfish interests, the ruler can not afford to be candid or warm 

towards any of them. Rather, he should keep them in awed ignorance of his inten­

tions and control them by manipulating competition among them. 

The Confucian notion that government should be based on virtue and ritual 

Han Feizi viewed as unworkable in his day. Hierarchical relations had to be based 

on the power to reward and punish; affection or example were not adequate. 

Think of parents' relations to their children. They congratulate each other when 

a son is born, but complain to each other when a daughter is born. Why do par­

ents have these divergent responses when both are equally their offspring? It is 

because they calculate their long-term advantage. Since even parents deal with 

their children in this calculating way, what can one expect where there is no par­

ent-child bond? When present-day scholars counsel rulers , they all tell them to 

rid themselves of thoughts of profit and follow the path of mutual love. This is 

expecting rulers to go further than parents. 

Han Feizi urged rulers to be firm but consistent, to make the laws and prohibi­

tions clear and the rewards and punishments automatic. This would make the 

officials and common people tractable , with the result that 'the state will get rich 

and the army will be strong. Then it will be possible to succeed in establishing 

hegemony over other states. ' 

Confucians often likened the state to the family and the good ruler to a good 

parent. Han Feizi drew different conclusions from his observations of family life: 

'A mother loves her son twice as much as a father does , but a father's orders are ten 

times more effective than a mother's. ' Moreover, he thought the common people 

had about as much understanding of what is good for them as infants. 

If an infant's head is not shaved , his sores will not heal; if his boils are not 

lanced, his illness will worsen . Even when someone holds him and his loving 

mother does the shaving or lancing, he will howl without stop , for a baby can­

not see that a small discomfort will result in a major improvement. Now the 

ruler wants people to till land and maintain pastures to increase their produc­

tion , but they think he is cruel. He imposes heavy penalties to prevent wicked­

ness, but they think he is harsh. He levies taxes in cash and grain to fill the 

storehouses and thus relieve them in time of famine and have funds for the 

army, but they consider him greedy. He imposes military training on everyone in 

the land and makes his forces fight hard in order to capture the enemy, but they 

consider him violent. ln all four cases, he uses means that will lead to peace, but 

the people are not happy. 

Han Feizi and other Legalists had a highly authoritarian vision of order. There was 

no room for private conceptions of right and wrong because diversity leads to 

weakness and disorder. Law is something rulers decree for the interests of the 
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state. If well publicized and enforced unwaveringly, it gets people to do things 

they would not otherwise be inclined to do , such as work hard and fight wars. 

Order and predictability result, bringing benefit to all. The opinions of people 

other than the rulers thus had no place in this system, any more than ancient priv­

ileges or traditional customs. In Legalist thought , there was no law above and 

independent of the wishes of the rulers , no law that might set limits on their 

actions in the way that natural or divine law did in Greek thought. 

OTHER SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT 

Singling out Confucians, Daoists , and Legalists for more extended discussion can 

be justified in terms of their long-term impact on Chinese civilization. It does not, 

however, fully capture the intellectual vitality of the late Zhou. In addition to the 

masters discussed so far, there were sophists fascinated by logical puzzles, utopi­

ans and hermits who developed rationales for withdrawal from public life , agri­

culturalists who argued that no one should ea t who does not plough, and 

cosmologists who propounded theories concerning the forces of nature. Military 

affairs, not surprisingly, also attracted theorists. The Art of War, attributed to Con­

fucius ' contemporary Master Sun, not only discussed battle tactics but also the 

gathering of intelligence and other ways to deceive the enemy and win wars with­

out combat. 

Special mention should also be made of theorists of yin and yang. Yin is asso­

ciated with feminine , dark, receptive , yielding, negative, and weak; yang with 

opposite qualities and forces: masculine , bright, assertive, creative, positive, and 

strong. The interaction of these complementary poles was viewed as integral to 

the processes that generate the natural order. The rhythmic movement from day 

to night and from summer to winter result from the interaction of yin and yang. 

Disturbances and imbalances can disrupt this order, in the way that improper 

food or inadequate rest disturb the health of the body. 

Of the masters who cannot be classed as Confucian, Daoist, or Legalist, Mozi 

(active c. 4 20 BC) is particularly interesting. Only slightly later than Confucius, 

Mozi came from a lower social level. There is some evidence that he may have 

been an expert in the construction of scaling ladders and other weapons used for 

both war and defence. Mozi loved to debate , and the style of argument found in 

the Mozi is different from that in other early texts. He laid out his criteria for judg­

ing practices and institutions. Did they work well? Were they beneficial to people? 

Was there authority for them in the teachings of the sages? Did they correspond to 

common experience? In calculating utility, Mozi used the entire population as the 

yardstick. He argued against aggressive war, saying that territorial gain was not 

worth loss of life. To do away with war, he advocated mutual concern for all, with 

no favouritism for relatives and neighbours. In place of contention, he advocated 

adherence to the views of superiors, up to the ruler, who follows the will of 

heaven: 'What the superior considers wrong, all shall consider wrong.' 
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Silk 

Silk has a special association with China. By the late Zhou 
period, to those beyond China's borders, China was the land 
that produced silk, the most valued of all textiles, a soft. 
sheer, lightweight, long-lasting fabric that could be dyed 
brilliant colours. Silk was used for writing in a culture where 
the written word retained a sacred quality. Silk also symbol­
ized wealth: not only was it worn by the wealthy, but bolts 
of silk were used as currency from Zhou times through the 
Tang dynasty a millennium later. 

Archaeological remains reveal that already in Shang 
times Chinese were making fine silk damasks (single colour 
fabrics with woven-in designs) and elaborate silk embroi­
deries. Substantial pieces of silk fabrics have been unearthed 
from late Zhou tombs in central China (the Chu area). show­
ing that an extremely high level of technical skill had been 
reached by this time. Finds include multi-coloured brocades, 
beautifully designed embroideries, and open-work gauzes. 
Designs include human figures, animals, dragons, phoenixes, 
and geometric patterns. 

The production of silk requires the cultivation of mul­
berry trees and the tending of silkworms (a kind of caterpil­
lar). which feed on the leaves of these trees. Silkworms do 
not spin cocoons on demand; timing and temperature have 
to be handled carefully, and during the month between 
hatching and spinning the cocoons they have to be fed every 
few hours, day and night. If properly coddled, the worms 

eventually spin cocoons for several days, each cocoon made 
up of a strand of silk several thousand feet long. Still over 
2,000 silkworms are needed to produce one pound of silk. In 
order to make textiles from these cocoons, they have to be 
boiled, then the separate strands reeled off, then a number 

of strands twisted together to make stronger threads. Only 
then come dyeing and weaving. 

Women were traditionally associated with all stages of 
sericulture from the tending of silkworms to the reeling, 
spinning, and weaving needed to transform the cocoons into 
si lk fabric. The division of labour summarized by the phrase, 
'Men plough and women weave', dates back to the Zhou 
period and probably earlier. 

Above 

Detail of a three-colour patterned silk found in a fourth-cen­

tury-Be tomb at Mashan, Hubei province. The material is 

densely woven with about 330 warp and 100 weft threads 

per inch. 

Left 

Detail of an embroidered silk gauze ritual garment from the 

same tomb. The flowing, curvilinear design incorporates 

dragons, phoenixes, and tigers. Rows of even , round chain­

stitches are used both for outline and to fill in colour. 



Philoso phical Fo und ations: Th e Easte rn Zh ou Pe ri o d 

Mozi questioned the utility of traditional ritual practices, such as mourning 

austerities. He said both advocates and opponents of prolonged mourning 

claimed to be handing down the ways of the ancient sages, so the only way to 

choose between them was to analyse the consequences of the practices. His con­

clusion was that mourning interrupts work and injures health , thus it impover­

ishes the people and weakens the state's defences. In contrast to Confucians like 

Mencius who favoured hereditary office, Mozi came out strongly in favour of pro­

moting the able and worthy, even if they were peasants, craftsmen, or traders. 

STATES AND ETHNIC IDENTITIES 

Perhaps because the late Zhou was a time of division into separate states, it was 

also a key period in the development of ideas about cultural and ethnic identity. 

In other words , the weakness of the Zhou dynasty as a political force unifying the 

known civilized world encouraged people to give more thought to issues of who 

belonged together, who could be considered one of 'us'. 

Each of the major states came to have a distinct identity, tied to its own history 

and to distinctive features of its culture. People's identification with separate 

states was strong, and in most late Zhou literature, individuals are regularly iden­

tified by the state from which they came. Still, loyalties were not narrowly focused 

on states. People moved from one state to another fre­

quently, and technological innovations and art motifs 

spread readily from one region to another. To advance 

diplomatic alliances the ruling houses of the various states 

intermarried, so rulers regularly had grandmothers , moth­

ers, and wives from other states. 

The idea of a broader realm on one central axis coun­

terbalanced identification with home states. This broader 

realm could be referred to as 'All-Under-Heaven' (tianxia) 

or 'the Central States' (zhongguo). The Zhou king, as Son 

of Heaven, properly ruled over All-Under-Heaven. ln late 

Zhou , when it was apparent to all that the Zhou king did 

not actually rule , the term 'All-Under-Heaven' continued 

to be used to refer to the civilized world , the collection of 

states and people that belonged together. Mencius , for 

instance, spoke of how a ruler who instituted good poli­

cies would please the farmers, merchants , and gentlemen 

of All-Under-Heaven; thus the people of neighbouring 

states would migrate to him, he would have no enemies in 

All-Under-Heaven, and could reign as a true king. But All­

Under-Heaven was not an undifferentiated space or popu­

lation; it was focused on the true king - the Son of Heaven. 
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Painted decoration on a coffin 

in the tomb or the marquis or 

Zeng in Hubei province (c. 433 

BC). These hybrid, part-human 

creatures undoubtedly have 

something to do with early 

religious belids in the Chu 

area, perhaps representing 

otherworldly guards, weapons 

in their hands, ready to rend 

off evil forces. 
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Bronze oil lamp, almost 32 

inches tall, excavated from the 

fourth-century-Be tomb of a 

Zhongshan king at Pingshan, 

Hebei province. Although the 

state of Zhongshan was estab­

lished by the Di people, by the 

fourth century BC its elite had 

absorbed much of Chinese 

material and literary culture. 

This lamp with fifteen oil cups 

shows both superb casting 

technique and distinctive 

motifs , such as monkeys 

hanging from the branches 

of a tree. 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

A notion of centrality, this time geographical, is also appar­

ent in the term 'the Central States', which referred to the 

states along the Yellow River, a region that had been cen­

tral to the Xia and Shang and continued through the East­

ern Zhou to set the standard against which outsiders could 

be judged deficient. 

The degree to which outsiders were held to be deficient 

varied along a continuum. At one end were those totally 

outside the Zhou sphere, who did not recognize even the 

nominal sovereignty of the Zhou kings . The distinction 

between Zhou subjects and those who did not submit to 

the Zhou tended to be merged with the distinction 

between Hua or Xia people (which by this period can be 

taken as ethnic terms for Chinese) and barbarians, of 

whom there were several broad categories (Yi, Man, Di, 

Rong) and a great many particular names for specific tribes 

or cultures. A Rong lord allied with the state of Jin was 

reported to have said in 599 BC, 'Our Rong drink, our food, 

our clothes are all different from those of the Hua. We do 

not exchange presents with them. Our languages are 

mutually incomprehensible.' 

The concept of 'barbarian' was not invested with what 

we would call racial characteristics. People's physical 

endowments were not seen as what makes them different. 

Rather, there seems to have been a rather sophisticated 

understanding of the variability of customs. Mozi, for 

instance, to prove that people think that whatever has 

been done in the past is right , gave some examples of 

strange beliefs and practices. 'Formerly east of Yue there was the country of 

Shaishu whose residents would dismember and eat the first-born son, saying they 

did so out of obligation toward the younger sons. After a grandfather died, they 

would carry off the grandmother and abandon her, saying one could not live with 

the wife of a ghost.' Mozi saw these customs as strange, but did not suggest or 

imply that the people themselves were beastly. Mencius had a similar sense of the 

relativity of culture. 'The northern tribes do not grow all the five grains, only mil­

let. They have no cities, houses, or ritual sacrifices. They do not provide gifts or 

banquets for feudal lords, and do not have a full array of officials. Therefore, for 

them, [a tax of] one part in twenty is enough. But we live in the Central States. 

How could we abolish social roles and do without gentlemen?' Xunzi said, 'Chil­

dren born among the Yue in the south or among the Mo barbarians of the north 

sound the same when they cry at birth, but as they get older they follow different 

customs.' If culture is a by-product of environment as Mencius implied, or an 
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accretion of custom as Mozi and Xunzi implied, it follows that people can acquire 

cultures, and in Confucian teachings there are in fact many statements that reveal 

a conviction that people can be transformed from barbarians to civilized beings. 

When someone asked Confucius how he could consider moving to live among 

uncouth barbarians , he responded, 'If a gentleman lived among them , what 

uncouthness would there be? ' 

For the late Zhou , there is considerable evidence, both textual and archaeolog­

ical, of the process by which the Chinese world was extended and groups that had 

once been considered barbarian or quasi-barbarian came to participate in the Chi­

nese world as full members. In early Zhou the southern half of modem China was 

considered barbarian or semi-barbarian. In the Yangzi valley the state of Chu 

expanded rapidly, defeating and absorbing fifty or more small states as it extended 

its reach north to the heartland of Zhou and east to absorb the old states of Wu 

and Yue. By this point it controlled a territory as extensive as the Shang or West­

ern Zhou dynasties at their heights. The tremendous material wealth of Chu can 

be gauged by the large number of late Zhou tombs found within its sphere. In art 

it borrowed and elaborated styles from further north and added distinctive ele­

ments not present elsewhere, such as antlered cranes, motifs which may have con­

nections to distinctive religious ideas. 

The Chu ruling elite was certainly conversant with both the material and intel­

lectual culture of the Central States, and by late Zhou was contributing to that cul­

ture in a major way. Chu, for example, proved an innovator both in bureaucratic 

methods of government and in the use of infantry armies. Zhuangzi spent some 

time in Chu , and many scholars associate Daoism with Chu. The fantastical 

poems in the Songs of Chu (Chuci) are worlds apart from the earth-bound poems 

of the Books of Songs of the early Zhou. The principal poem is presented as the 

lament of Qu Yuan, a minister whose loyalty to his ruler is not appreciated and 

who ends up throwing himself into a river. In the poem Qu Yuan imagines him­

self wandering on the clouds and looking down on the earth. There are also 

poems in which shamans and shamanesses court elusive deities or fly through the 

spirit world. 

The history of Chu can be compared to that of a much more minor state in the 

northeast, Zhongshan. The rulers of this state were recognized to be White Di, 

non-Chinese nomads who in the sixth century BC had been driven by other tribes 

from Shaanxi into Hebei, where the local Chinese states were unable to expel 

them. By the early fifth century BC, these Di had gained the help of the state of Wei 

and had established a city, from which they ruled for about a century before being 

defeated by the state of Yan, further north. Excavations of two tombs of kings of 

Zhongshan show acculturation to the taste and values of the Chinese amongst 

whom they lived. The figurines found in the graves are dressed in clothes more 

typically Chinese than northern. The ninety-odd inscribed bronzes buried there 

give detailed accounts of historical events in typically Confucian language. At the 
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same time the royal tombs also contained artefacts needed for life on the steppe, 

such as hardware for tents. Shortly before the downfall of the state of Zhongshan, 

the king of a neighbouring state sent someone to assess Zhongshan, and this spy 

reported on his return that the king of Zhongshan loved learning, his people 

sought fame, but his soldiers were cowardly. 

The ideas expounded in the late Zhou originated in specific geographical and 

temporal circumstances. The preference of the Daoists for private life and the 

earnest wish of the Confucians and Mohists for a moral transformation of 

humankind can be seen as responses to the brutality of the era. Moreover, late 

Zhou schools of thought had strong ties to particular regions of the country where 

they were first propounded and where followers found adherents . 

Still , because the ideas of these thinkers were recorded in 'books' - actually, 

rolls of bamboo strips or silk - in time the ideas expressed in them were detached 

from their historical and geographical context. In this detached form , they came 

to play an enormous role in shaping the development of Chinese culture. Chinese 

education until modern times involved deep immersion in texts from this period. 

Chinese who read these texts were not prevented from learning of very different 

ways of looking at the world (the success of Buddhism is proof enough of that), 

and certainly they always were capable of disagreeing with each other on how to 

interpret and apply what they learned from ancient books, but it would be diffi­

cult to exaggerate the importance of these books in providing a common set of 

understandings about the world and the people who live in it. This influence was 

of course greatest on the educated, but over time as education spread and the edu­

cated interacted in more varied ways with the ordinary illiterate farmer, the most 

basic elements in these cultural orientations came to be widely shared and thus to 

constitute a large part of what is meant by 'Chinese' culture. 

China was not the only place where key philosophical ideas were elaborated in 

the first millennium BC. In India of the Upanishads and the Buddha, in Greece of 

Socrates , Plato , and Aristotle, as in China of the Hundred Schools of Thought, 

intellectual breakthroughs occurred as cultural or religious experts ceased to limit 

themselves to expounding the rules of their culture and began to stand back and 

look beyond, to question and reflect on established conventions. In all these 

places creative individuals began to propose new visions and perspectives. But the 

visions thinkers of each region offered were rather different, with the result that 

the outpouring of reflective thought in this era marks a major step in the diver­

gence of civilizations . When late Zhou philosophers are compared to Indian or 

Greek thinkers , their disagreements fade a bit and what all Chinese thinkers had 

in common becomes more striking. 

At the cosmological level all the major philosophical schools in China shared 

ideas related to ancestors and heaven discussed in the last chapter. They also 

shared an underlying assumption that the cosmos came into being on its own, 
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without a creator of the sort so important in most western thinking. Instead of 

focusing on mechanisms that set things into motion, which are important where 

there is an assumption of a creator, these thinkers emphasized the organismic 

interconnections among all the constituent parts, stressing relationships and con­

currences much more than causes. Seeing the cosmos as an integrated whole, Chi­

nese thinkers were not inclined to organize their world in terms of opposites that 

exclude the other, such as natural and supernatural, life and death, or mind and 

body. Rather, they saw all oppositions as complementary polarities, on the order 

of night and day, yin and yang, and knowledge and action. Moreover, they thought 

in terms of processes and phases more than discrete things. 

At the level of social and political order, differences between Chinese assump­

tions or basic cultural orientations and those of other major civilizations are also 

telling. Particularly important here is the unchallenged conviction that the family 

is both natural and good. Unlike Greece, for instance, where the 'private' realm of 

the family was not given the positive evaluation of the public realm of the polis, 

in China devotion to family was taken as an obvious good. laozi's utopia is not 

one that liberates the individual from the family, but one that lets families operate 

with little or no pressure from social or political units much larger than the vil­

lage. Not only did Chinese thinkers assume that the family is essential to society, 

they also did not question that it is patrilineal and patriarchal. The family thus 

also provided for many a model for the ideal political order, one centred on an 

authoritarian ruler who would make hierarchical co-operation as natural as it 

seemed to them in the family. 

Political visions also show considerable agreement. Among all Chinese 

thinkers of the period , order was viewed as inextricably connected to rulers, 

indeed to cosmically based universal kings. It is the universal king who embodies 

political order and possesses the power to transform the society below him for 

good or ill. law, by contrast, was not granted comparable power by any Chinese 

thinker. Whether from a Confucian, a legalist, or even a Daoist perspective, law 

was viewed as an expedient, not as something noble or inviolable, or something 

that exists above and beyond the ruler. 

Another widespread conviction in Chinese thought, one that contrasts espe­

cially with early Indian thought, is the belief that life in this world can be 

improved. Most major schools of thought, with the important exception of the 

legalists , looked to the early Zhou or even earlier to ancient rulers like Yao, Shun, 

and Yu for a better world. This belief in a golden age also meant that Chinese 

thinkers , lamenting the failings of their own age, did not conclude that reality or 

goodness lay in some other, unworldly realm. Achieving a golden age in this 

world was possible. 

5 9 
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C HAPTE R 3 

T HE C A 4BRI DG E I LLUSTR ATED H ISTO RY OF C HINA 

The Creation of the 
Bureaucratic Empire: 
The Qin and Han Dynasties 256 BC- AD 220 

With Qin's victories over all of its rivals, China became a great agrarian empire. 

The centralized bureaucratic monarchy, the form of government that was to char­

acterize most of the rest of Chinese history, was created by the Qin (ruled in all of 

China 221-206 BC) and entrenched during the much longer Han dynasty (202 

BC-AD 220). It was in this period too that the geographic scope of China proper -

the region in which Chinese were to become the dominant ethnic group - was 

staked out as the government extended overlordship across vast regions as far 

south as Vietnam. The ideology of the new state incorporated elements of Legal­

ist, Daoist, and Confucian origin, but the officials who administered the state 

came to be identified more and more with Confucian learning, giving them a 

degree of independence from the throne. Over time local elites were drawn both 

to Confucian learning and to government service, and the Han government came 

very much to depend on co-operation between local officials and the local elites. 

UNIFICATION BY QIN 

Qin, the westernmost of the Zhou states, had begun as a royal domain assigned 

the task of raising horses and defending against the barbarians. After the Zhou 

royal house fled the Wei River valley to resettle at Luoyang in 770 BC , Qin was able 

to expand its territory and become the main power in the west. Not as urban or as 

culturally advanced as the eastern states, Qin seemed in early and mid Zhou times 

a rough and crude place, not that far removed from the Rong, Qiang, and Di tribes 

along its frontiers with which it regularly fought. 

To help them strengthen their state, the Qin rulers of late Zhou times recruited 

advisors , strategists, and diplomats from the territories of their rivals. Lord Shang 

arrived in Qin in 361 BC and soon launched a series of Legalist measures intended 

to strengthen the power of the ruler (see pages 49-53, Chapter 2). By the third 

century BC, the people of Qin had become exceptionally law-abiding, agricultural 

production had been increased, and direct taxation was bringing substantial rev­

enues to the king's coffers. On visiting Qin in about 264 BC, the Confucian 

philosopher Xunzi reported that the people stood in deep awe of their officials 

and the officials were serious and sincere, free from the tendency to form cliques. 

The man who was to preside over the unification of China , King Zheng, came 

to the throne in 24 7 as a boy of nine. With the aid of two key ministers, Lu Buwei 

and Li Si, he led Qin to one military victory after another. In the final decade, from 

230 to 221 BC , Qin conquered the states of Han, Zhao , Wei, Chu , Yan, and Qi. 
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Finally ruling 'All-Under-Heaven', King Zheng took a new title for himself, First 

Emperor (Shi huangdi). 'Emperor' (huangdi) was a term he coined by combining 

two words for 'august' and 'lord', words that until then had been used for the leg­

endary sage rulers of China's remote past. 

Later Chinese historians did not celebrate the First Emperor as one of the 

greatest conquerors of all time (as one suspects Greek or Roman historians would 

have), but rather castigated him as a cruel , arbitrary, impetuous, suspicious, and 

superstitious megalomaniac. The First Emperor was determined not only to amal­

gamate China into a single state, but to l!npose uniformity on it. Maintaining local 

forms of currency, weights and measures , or writing scripts was made an act of 

treason. The old states and their noble houses were abolished; the country was 

divided into thirty-six commanderies, each in turn divided into counties . The 

government dispatched officials to administer these new units and controlled 

them by a mass of regulations , reporting requirements , and penalties for inade­

quate performance. To guard against the possibility of local leaders organizing 

rebellions , private possession of arms was made illegal and hundreds of thousands 

of prominent or wealthy families from the conquered states were ordered to move 

to the capital, Xianyang (near Xi'an in Shaanxi province). As a result of the First 

Emperor's thoroughness , China lost much of its heritage, including local tradi­

tions of all sorts. 

Criticism of the government was not tolerated by the First Emperor, who 

wanted the government to control knowledge. Education was to be provided only 

by officials and solely for the purpose of training future officials. After his advisor 

Li Si complained that scholars used records of the past to denigrate the emperor's 
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Bronze weight, 6 ¾ inches 

high, excavated from the ruins 

of the Qin palace in Xianyang, 

Shaanxi province . Cast on to it 

are the name of the workman 

who made it and the unit of 

weight , bearing testimony to 

the Qin standardization of 

measurement. 
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policies and undermine popular support, all writings other than useful manuals 

on topics like agriculture , medicine, or divination were ordered to be collected for 

burning. Recalcitrant scholars were also suppressed - tradition holds that 460 

were buried alive in a common grave as a warning against defiance of the 

emperor's orders. 

Ordinary people also suffered harsh treatment. Reporting crimes was rewarded, 

and the lawbreakers, once convicted, were punished severely by execution, hard 

labour, or mutilation (ranging from cutting off the whiskers to the nose or the left 

foot). Even perfectly law-abiding people were subject to onerous labour service, 

and both conscripted and penal labour were used for the building of palaces , 

·roads , canals, imperial tombs, and fortifications. Several hundred thousand sub­

jects were conscripted to build a huge new palace complex in 212 BC. Even more 

were drafted to construct the Great Wall. Earlier states had built ramparts of 

rammed earth along their borders. Qin knocked down those that separated the 

old states and connected those along the northern frontier to make a vast defen­

sive system to protect against incursions from the nomads to the north. 

The First Emperor's successes were due in no small measure to his determina­

tion to manage every detail of his government himself. He set quotas for the 

weight of documents he would read and dispose of each day, not resting until he 

had finished his paperwork. He made several tours of the country to inspect his 

new realm and awe his subjeots. At sacred places he erected stone tablets inscribed 

with accol\nts of his exploits; his empire, he declared in one, extended in all direc­

tions , so that 'Wherever human life is found, all acknowledge its sovereignty.' 

After surviving three assassination attempts the First Emperor became 

obsessed with avoiding death and devoted his energies to discovering the secrets 

of immortality. He sent a delegation of young men and women out to sea to search 

for Peng Lai, a mythical land of immortality. Historical accounts of the vast sums 

and huge labour contingents he expended on the secret construction of his tomb 

have been verified by archaeological excavations. Three pits discovered about half 

a mile from the emperor's tomb (not itself yet excavated) contain thousands of 

life-size terracotta figures of armed soldiers and horses , lined up to protect the 

emperor. 

THE HAN GOVERNMENT 

The institutions Qin had fashioned to concentrate power in the hands of the 

monarch made the stability of the government dependent on the strength and 

character of the occupant of the throne. When the First Emperor died in 210 BC, 

the Qin imperial structure fell apart. The legitimate heir was promptly murdered 

by his younger brother and uprisings soon followed. In 209 BC a group of con­

scripted peasants delayed by rain decided to become outlaws rather than face 

death for arriving late for their frontier service. To their surprise they soon found 

thousands of malcontents eager to join them. Similar revolts of people eager to 
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Opposite 
The vast size of the terracotta 

army buried about half a mile 

from the tomb of the First 

Emperor of Qin near Xi'an in 

Shaanxi province points to 

both the might of the Qin mili­

tary machine and the concern 

of the First Emperor with the 

afterlife. Originally painted in 

twelve or thirteen bright 

colours, these life-sized fig­

ures were made from moulded 

interchangeable parts but 

were hand finished, so that no 

two are identical. To add to 

the sense of verisimilitude, 

they were equipped with real 

chariots and bronze weapons. 

I I I 
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The bureaucratic government 

of Han times produced huge 

quantities of documents on 

wooden and bamboo strips, 

and great caches of such docu­
ments have been found among 
the ruins of the garrisons 

established along the north­

western frontier. The one 

shown here was excavated at 

Juyan in Gansu province; 

dated AD 95 , it is an inventory 

of the equipment of two 

infantry units. 
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escape the burden of Qin labour and military service broke out elsewhere. In 208 

BC the Second Emperor killed his minister Li Si; in 207 BC he was assassinated by 

the new chief minister, who was in turn murdered by the successor he placed on 

the throne. Meanwhile, Qin generals were defecting and former nobles of the late 

Zhou states took to raising armies. The eventual victor was Liu Bang, known in 

history as Gaozu (r. 202-195 BC) , a man of modest background who had served 

the Qin as a minor local functionary, in charge of a postal relay station. In 206 BC 

he took the title King of Han and in 202 BC defeated his main rival, the brilliant 

aristocratic general Xiang Yu. Gaozu made his capital at Chang'an, only a few 

miles from the site of the Qin capital, which had been burnt to the ground during 

the rebellion. 

At the time Qin was overthrown, most people apparently associated centraliza­

tion with tyranny and believed the Han government should parcel out domains as 

the early Zhou had. Gaozu thus began by rewarding his old comrades with large 

territories to govern as vassal states, an action he soon recognized as a mistake, 

since dispersed power proved a danger to the emperor. Thus the challenge for the 

early Han government was to develop a form of centralized power that could 

secure order and dynastic stability without undue harshness , one that, in more 

Chinese terms, combined military strength ( wu) with the morally centred civil 

arts (wen). 

The Han dynasty retained Qin's principal weapon against the old aristocracy, 

namely direct administration of localities by officials appointed by the court for 

their merit, not their birth, and subject to dismissal , transfer, and discipline. Han 

prefects and magistrates had broad responsibilities and 

powers: they judged lawsuits , collected and dispatched 

taxes , performed ceremonies of the state-sponsored reli­

gion, commanded troops, decided when and how to under­

take public works like flood control, kept an eye on the 

local economy and local education, and selected subordi­

nates from the local population. Those successful as local 

administrators could be promoted to serve at court as 

the head of a ministry or as a counsellor to the emperor. 

The key figure in the strengthening of the Han govern­

mental apparatus was Wudi ( r. 141-87 BC), emperor for 

over fifty years. After coming to the throne as a vigorous 

young man of fifteen , Wudi set about curbing the power of 

princes and other lords ; he confiscated the domains of 

over half of them on whatever pretext he could find. More­

over he decreed that domains would have to be divided 

among all the lord's heirs, thus guaranteeing that they 

would diminish in size with each passing generation. He 

curbed the power of great merchants as well , in the 
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The Han Empire, 202B( - AD220 
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process gaining new sources of revenue through his state monopolies and com­

mercial taxes. In foreign relations he was especially aggressive, reversing earlier 

conciliatory policies (see below). In the cultural realm he imposed his authority 

as well. He instituted imperial rituals as grand as the empire he ruled. He lured the 

finest writers and scholars to his court and at the same time suppressed rival cul­

tural centres, including some princely courts. 

Wudi and other Han emperors, like the Qin emperors before them, were essen­

tially above the law, autocrats of theoretically unlimited powers. But rather than 

try to control officials through Legalist means such as exhaustive specification of 

rules and procedures, Wudi and other Han rulers made use of Confucian notions 

of the moral basis of superior- subordinate relations , appreciating that in the long 

run the ruler would achieve his goals more easily and economically when his sub­

ordinates viewed their relationship with the ruler in moral terms of loyalty and 
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The Han dynasty asserted sov­

ereignty over vast regions 

from Korea in the east to Cen­

tral Asia in the west and 

Vietnam in the south. Once 

garrisons were established, 

traders were quick to follow, 

leading to considerable spread 

of Chinese material culture . 
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Gilt bronze figure of a maid­

servant holding an oil-lamp, 

almost 19 inches tall, exca­

vated from the tomb of Dou 

Wan, wife of one of Wudi 's 

brothers, at Mancheng in 

Hebei province. This elegant 

gilded bronze lamp was clev­

erly designed to allow 

adjustments in the directness 

and brightness of the light and 

to trap smoke in the body. It 

was one of the nearly 3,000 

objects of bronze, iron, gold, 

silver, jade, pottery, lacquer, 

and silk from this huge tomb 

that testify to the luxury and 

refinement of palace life. 

T HE C AMBR I DGE I LLUSTRATED H I STORY OF CH I NA 

responsibility. To cultivate such attitudes in his officials, Wudi 

became a patron of Confucian education (see below). 

One problem Wudi did not solve was the vulnerability of the 

imperial institution when a young or weak-willed emperor suc­

ceeded to the throne. Men of the imperial lineage - brothers and 

sons of emperors - were regularly sent out of the capital to their 

domains and were thus effectively kept out of court politics. 

The same was not true of the male relatives of emperors' wives 

and mothers, who thus often became influential figures at 

court. After Gaozu died, his strong-willed widow, Empress Lu , 

took control and promoted the interests of her family. On her 

death fifteen years later, her relatives were executed. Over a cen­

tury later Wang Mang came to power as a relative of Empress 

Wang (d. AD 13) , a woman of importance at court for more than 

forty years as the widow of one emperor, mother of another, and 

grandmother of a third. In AD 9, after serving as regent during 

the reigns of two child emperors , Wang Mang acceded to the 

requests that he take the throne himself and founded the Xin or 

'New' dynasty. 

Although condemned by later historians as a usurper, Wang 

Mang was a learned Confucian scholar who sincerely wished to implement polit­

ical programmes described in the classics. He renamed offices, asserted state own­

ership of forests and swamps, built ritual halls , revived public granaries , and cut 

court expenses. Yet Wang Mang's policies, particularly the repeated issuing of new 

coins and nationalization of gold , led to economic turmoil. Added to this , in AD 11 

the Yellow River changed course to exit south rather than north of the Shandong 

peninsula, flooding enormous tracts of land and driving millions of peasants from 

their homes. Opponents of Wang Mang soon came to include displaced and hun­

gry peasants, landlords who had suffered under his fiscal policies, Confucian 

scholars who regarded Wang M::i.ng as a usurper, and members of the Liu imperial 

family. The eventual victor was Liu Xiu (reigned as Guangwu , AD 25-57) , a mem­

ber of the imperial clan whose family for generations had lived not as nobles but 

as substantial local landlords. From the beginning, he made Luoyang on the east­

ern plain his capital. The period after Wang Mang is conventionally called the 

Later or Eastern Han (25-220) , the period before him the Former or Western Han 

(206 BC-AD 9) , east and west referring to the location of the capitals. 

THE STEPPE AND THE SILK ROAD 

The success of the unified bureaucratic form of government owes a great deal to 

military necessity: beginning in the third century BC, in order to fend off incur­

sions from the steppe, north China needed a government capable of deploying 

huge, well-trained fighting forces. 
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Sima Qian and the Historical Records 

The way the Chinese have conceived of their past - and thus 
of themselves - was profoundly shaped by a book written in 
Han times, the Historical Records (Shiji) of Sima Qian 
145-c.85 BC). Before Sima Qian was able to complete his 
history, he made the political mistake of defending a general 
who had surrendered to the Xiongnu. Given a choice 
between death and becoming a palace eunuch, he chose the 
humiliation of castration and servitude rather than leave his 
history unfinished. He wrote to a friend that he had chosen 
to live in disgrace 'because I have things in my heart that I 
have not been able to express fully'. 

The resulting monumental work in 130 chapters presents 
the past from several perspectives: a chronological narrative 
of political events; topical accounts of key institutions; and 
biographies of important individuals. The political narrative 
begins with the Yellow Lord and continues through the Xia, 
Shang, and Zhou dynasties, down to Wudi of Sima Qian's 
day. Chronological charts with genealogical data and infor­
mation on government posts come next, followed by topical 
treatises on matters of interest to the government, such as 
state ritual, the calendar, the construction of waterworks, 

and government finance. Thirty chapters are devoted to the 
ruling houses of the states of the Zhou period, recounting 
the reigns of successive rulers. These are supplemented by 
seventy chapters on other important individuals, including 
not only great officials and generals, but also personalities 
not associated with the government, the famous and the 
infamous - philosophers, poets, merchants, magicians, 
rebels, and assassins. Even non-Han peoples along the fron­
tiers were described in narrative accounts. 

The punishment Sima Qian suffered did not incline him 
to flatter those in power; in fact he gave ample evidence of 
Wudi's credulity and policy errors. If he was biased in any­
one's favour, it was towards those whose courage, chivalry, 
and loyalty had gone unrecognized in their day. Sima Qian 
saw himself as writing fact-based, objective history and 
attempted to separate his personal judgments from his basic 

narrative. He quoted directly from documents when they 
were available. In their absence he invented speeches and 
dialogues t·hat he felt fitted the characters and situations, 

thus bringing events to life. For example, he reported a con­
versation between the first emperor of the Han, Gaozu (or 
Liu Bang), and his chief minister Xiao He in the eighth year 
of his reign : 

Chief Minister Xiao was in charge of the construction of 
the Eternal Palace and was working on the eastern and 
western gate towers, the front hall, the arsenal, and the 
storehouse. When Gaozu arrived and saw the magnifi­
cence of the buildings, he was outraged. 'Warfare has 
kept the empire in turmoil for years, and victory is not 
yet assured. What is the idea of building palaces on such 
an excessive scale?' 

'It is precisely because the fate of the empire is not 
yet settled', Xiao He responded, 'that we need to build 
palaces and halls like these. The true Son of Heaven 
treats the four quarters as his family estate. If he does 
not dwell in magnificent quarters, he will have no way to 
display his authority, nor will he establish the foundation 
for his heirs to build on: 

On hearing this, Gaozu's anger turned into delight. 

The Historical Records was such an extraordinary achieve­
ment that it set the pattern for the government-sponsored 
histories compiled by later dynasties. The composite style -
with political narratives, treatises, and biographies -
became standard. Equally important, Sima Qian, by writing 

so well on so much, had a profound impact on Chinese 
thinking about government, personal achievement, and even 
the nature of China. Government, for instance, was too com­
plex to be narrated around rulers alone : institutional prac­
tices had their own complex histories that had to be told in 
their own terms. The way Sima Qian constructed biographies 
similarly reflected and shaped understandings of the indi­
vidual. He selected incidents that showed consistency in a 
person's character and how well the person performed a role 
rather than turning points in personal development. 

Sima Qian's descriptions of barbarians indirectly helped 
to shape ideas about the Chinese. The group that provided 
the key 'other' to Sima Qian was clearly the Xiongnu. Every­
thing about them seemed to be the opposite of the Chinese: 
they had no written language, family names, or respect for 

the elderly; they had no cities, permanent dwellings, or agri­
culture. Where the Xiongnu excelled was in warfare, for 
their men could all ride and shoot and would raid without 
hesitation: 'When they see the enemy, eager for booty, they 
swoop down like a flock of birds'. 
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The metal ornaments of the 

Xiongnu provide convincing 

evidence that they were in 

contact with nomadic pas­
toralists further west in Asia , 

such as the Scythians, who 

also fashioned metal plaques 

and buckles in animal designs. 

This gold buckle or ornament, 
about 3 inches long, probably 

dates from the third 

century BC. 
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From long before Han times, China's contacts with the 

outside world had involved a combination of trade and 

military conflict. Chinese products like silk and lacquer­

ware were superior to those of its neighbours, creating a 

demand for Chinese goods. Some neighbours had goods 

they could offer in exchange, such as timber, horses , sheep 

and cattle. But raiding was a common alternative to trade; 

non-Chinese groups who found that they could acquire 

the goods they wanted by force had less incentive to trade. 

Moreover, those normally willing to trade might turn to 

raiding when previously established trade relations were 

disrupted or when drought drove them to desperate 

measures. Defending against the raids of non-Chinese 

peoples had been a problem since Shang times, but with 

the rise of nomadism in the arid steppe north of China 

proper in mid Zhou , the severity of the problem was 

greatly exacerbated. 

The Inner Asian steppe is a vast region of grasslands , 

mountains, and deserts , capable of supporting only a 

sparse population. In the best grasslands, such as those of 

modern Mongolia , rainfall is too light for grain to grow but animals can be pas­

tured. Nomads of the steppe near China raised sheep , goats , camels, and horses , 

moving their camps north in summer and south in winter. Their skill as horsemen 

and hunters , especially their ability to shoot arrows while riding horseback, made 

them a potent military striking force. The typical social structure of the steppe 

nomads was tribal , with family and clan units held together through loyalty to 

chiefs selected for their military prowess. This structure could be exploited 

for efficient military mobilization when enough tribal units coalesced. The 

differences in the modes of living of farmers and herders led to sharp contrasts in 

their social values. For most of the imperial period, Chinese farmers looked on 

horse-riding pastoralists as a scourge, as pitiless gangs of bullies who preferred 

robbing to working for their living. The nomads , for their part, gloried in their 

military might and looked with scorn on farmers as weaklings incapable of 

defending themselves. 

The first great confederation of nomadic tribes in Inner Asia was formed by the 

Xiongnu in the late third century BC. The First Emperor of Qin sent 100,000 

troops against them in 213 BC, and his Great Wall was intended for defence 

against them. The early Han emperors tried conciliatory policies, wooing the 

Xiongnu leaders with generous gifts , including silk, rice, cash, and even imperial 

princesses as brides. Critics of these policies feared that they merely strengthened 

the enemy; and indeed, in 166 BC 140,000 horseman raided deep into China , 

reaching a point less than 100 miles from the capital. 
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Wudi took the offensive. He sent 300,000 troops far into Xiongnu territory in 

133 BC. Subsequent expeditions, like those in 124, 123, and 119, often involved 

over 100,000 men. These campaigns were enormously expensive, requiring long 

supply lines and entailing great losses of men and horses. The gain was territory: 

regions north and west of the capital were acquired, cutting off the Xiongnu from 

the proto-Tibetan Qiang, whom they had subjugated. Four commanderies were 

established in Gansu, and more than a million people were dispatched to colonize 

this northwest region. At the same time Wudi sent troops into northern Korea to 

establish commanderies that would flank the Xiongnu on their eastern border. 

Wudi turned his attention to Central Asia as well, in part to find allies, in part 

to improve the supply of horses for the army. In 139 BC he sent one of his officials, 

Zhang Qian, west in search of allies to fight against the Xiongnu. Captured and 

kept prisoner for ten years, Zhang eventually escaped and made his way to Bactria 

and Ferghana, returning in 126 BC. In 115 BC he set out on a second journey west. 

From his reports, the Chinese learned for the first time of other civilized states 

comparable to China that had developed independently of China. Ferghana, for 

instance, he described as 10,000 li (about 3,000 miles) due west of China, a land 

of fortified cities and dense population, that grew wheat and grapes for wine and 

had fine horses that sweated blood. He described Parthia in similar terms, but 

drew particular attention to its merchants and to its coins, made of silver and 

bearing the image of the king's face. Zhang Qian discovered that these regions 

were already importing Chinese products, especially silk. In 101 BC, after three 

years' effort, a Chinese army made its way beyond the Pamir Mountains to defeat 

Ferghana, seize large numbers of its excellent horses , and gain recognition of Chi­

nese overlordship, thus obtaining control over the trade routes across Central 

Asia. The territorial reach of the Han state had been vastly extended. 

Soon the threat of the Xiongnu began to recede. In 55 BC the Xiongnu confed­

eration broke up into five contending groups. Not long afterwards the chief of the 
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Retinues of soldiers and atten­

dants that accompanied 

officials when they travelled 

were an important symbol of 

official rank, and many Later 

Han tombs had paintings of 

them on their walls. More 

spectacular is this set of 

bronze figures excavated from 

a second-century-AD tomb at 

Leitai in Gansu. Altogether 

this procession included sev­

enteen soldiers , twenty-eight 

attendants, thirty-nine horses, 

and fourteen carriages , each 

roughly a foot tall. 
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southern Xiongnu acceded to tributary status like that of the tribes and states 

along China's western and southern borders. Vassal states had to send a prince as 

a hostage to the Chinese capital where he would be given a Chinese education. 

Vassals also had to send periodic missions with tributary gifts , a practice that 

appealed to them because it allowed opportunities for trade. To the Chinese the 

tribute system was costly but it avoided war and confirmed that China was the 

centre of the civilized world. Over the course of the dynasty the Han government 

gave enormous quantities of silk to the states and tribes that accepted tributary 

status; in 25 BC, for instance, it gave out 20,000 rolls of silk and about 20,000 

pounds of silk floss. It has been estimated that nearly 10 per cent of state revenues 

went on gifts of this sort. 

Much of the silk acquired by the Xiongnu and other northern tributaries even­

tually ended up in lands far to the west. Chinese silk was already popular in Rome 

by the time Julius Caesar died in 44 BC, and was imported in even larger quanti­

ties in subsequent decades . This silk reached Rome after passing though many 

hands; the middlemen included Sogdian, Parthian, and Indian merchants. The 

silk arrived both as skeins of silk thread and as woven silk cloth produced in 

China itself or in Syrian workshops. Caravans returning to China brought gold, 

horses , and occasionally luxury goods of west Asian origin such as glass beads 

and cups. 

When the power of the Han government waned under Wang Mang and the 

civil war that accompanied his fall , many of the distant territories broke away 

from China, but during the Later Han period, Chinese authority was reasserted. 

The generals Ban Chao and his son Ban Yong re-established Han supremacy in 

Central Asia , Ban Chao marching an army past the Pamir Mountains in AD 97. The 

city-states along the Silk Road did not necessarily resist the Chinese presence; 

they could carry out the trade upon which they depended more conveniently with 

Chinese garrisons to protect them than with riva l tribes raiding them. 

The' danger for the Han government was over-extension ; supplying such dis­

tant frontiers could bankrupt the government. Maintaining the supply of horses , 

for instance, was a constant problem, even after the government set up vast horse 

farms. The Han government vigorously pursued cost-cutting ways to defend its 

far-flung borders. It set up military colonies along the frontiers where soldiers 

could be self-supporting and recruited non-Chinese nomads to serve as auxiliary 

forces. In the Later Han, the Southern Xiongnu, who had been offered land and 

other inducements to ally with the Han , were frequently used as the main forces 

to fight the common enemy, the Northern Xiongnu. But defence remained costly, 

and the need to support a huge military establishment kept pressure on the gov­

ernment to maintain its efficiency in extracting revenue and to improve transport 

facilities by building roads , bridges, and canals. 
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MYTH, MAGIC, AND THE MARVELLOUS 

Perhaps because of the influence of the culture of the Chu region - the home of 

the Han founder and most of his early followers - Han art and literature are rich 

in references to spirits , portents, myths , the strange and powerful, the death-defy­

ing and the dazzling. The Huainanzi, a Daoist-tinged compilation of texts spon­

sored by the prince of Huainan during the mid second century BC, contains lore of 

mountain gods, some with human faces and dragons' bodies, and describes the 

magic realm of the Kunlun Mountains in the far west where immortality could be 

attained. Han emperors attempted to make contact with the world of gods and 

immortals through elaborate sacrifices, often designed by Daoist magicians. 

Wudi, in particular, welcomed to his court astrologers, alchemists, seers , and 

shamans; he listened to stories of how Huang Di, the Yellow Lord, had ascended 

to the realm of the immortals with his whole court and all his consorts. Both at 

court and among the general population the desire to understand the workings of 

cosmic forces and predict the future led to intense interest in omens and portents. 

In the years leading up to and following Wang Mang's accession, portents of com­

ing change were repeatedly discovered, including rocks and other objects with 

messages inscribed on them. Although both Wang Mang's allies and opponents 

may well have manipulated much of this , they were building on an abiding belief 

in messages from heaven. 

The fate of the dead was similarly a subject of intense concern in Han times. 

The soul was conceived to have two aspects. The lighter, more heavenly part 

would ascend to the clouds and might possibly enter the realm of the immortals. 

The more earthly part of the soul stayed in or near the grave and benefited from 

the food and other goods placed in the grave. Constructing and furnishing a grave 

was thus not simply an act of good will toward the dead, but also a way for the liv­

ing to protect themselves from the anger of dissatisfied ghosts. Notions of post­

mortem judgement - so important in later Chinese religion - began to appear in 

Han times. Soon after the establishment of the centralized bureaucratic empire, it 

seems , the otherworld became bureaucratized as well . Han tombs contain item­

ized lists of their contents addressed to the Lord Master of the Dead. Other texts 

mention the tribunal on Mount Tai, a sacred mountain in Shandong, where the 

records of the living and the dead were judged and appropriate rewards and pun­

ishments meted out. 

During the Han period , the hope for deathlessness or immortality found 

expression in the cult of a goddess called the Queen Mother of the West. Her par­

adise was portrayed as a land of marvels where trees of deathlessness grew and 

rivers of immortality flowed. Mythical birds and beasts were her constant com­

panions, including the three-legged crow, the dancing toad, the nine-tailed fox , 

and the elixir-producing rabbit. People of all social levels expressed their devotion 

to her, and shrines were erected under government sponsorship throughout the 

country. At times worship of her reached frenzied proportions. As an illustration , 
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Left 

Bronze 'money tree' of Eastern Han date excavated at 

Guanghan in Sichuan province. The common coin of Han 

times (round with a square hole) magically grows on this 

nearly five-foot-tall tree. The Queen Mother of the West 

is shown perching like a bird, seated on her dragon-and­

tiger throne. Money trees of this sort have been found 

only in Sichuan. 

Below 

Inscribed on this small Han bronze mirror are the words: 

'The blue dragon made this mirror of unsurpassed qual­

ity. May you attain the highest political rank like the King 

Father of the East. May you attain longevity like the 

Queen Mother of the West. ' The Queen Mother, with 

wings, has two seated attendants at her side, while the 

King Father is attended by a standing man. Probably 

because the dominant yin-yang cosmology called for com­

plementary pairing, by Later Han times the Queen 

Mother of the West was often paired with the King Father 

of the East. 



The Creation of the Bureaucrati c Empire: The Qin and Han Dynasties 

the Histo1y of the Han provided the following vivid account from 3 BC: 

People were running about in a state of alarm, holding stalks of hemp that 

they passed from one to another, saying they were delivering the wand of 

the edict of the Queen Mother of the West. Thousands of people converged 

on the roads, some with dishevelled hair or barefoot. ... They passed 

through twenty-six commanderies and principalities on their way to the 

capital. .. [Even those who stayed home in their villages] became caught up 

in the enthusiasm, holding services, setting up gaming boards for lucky 

throws, and singing and dancing in worship of the Queen Mother. They 

also passed around texts reading 'The Mother tells the people that those 

who wear this talisman will not die. ' 

This movement was the first recorded messianic , millenarian movement in 

Chinese history. It coincided with prophecies foretelling the end of the dynasty, 

fulfilled when Wang Mang took the throne. 

THE AGRARIAN ECONOMY 

Han civilization was built on an agrarian base. At the technical level, agriculture 

certainly advanced during the Han. Improved methods included planting two 

crops in alternate rows and planting a succession of carefully timed crops. Han 

ploughs were notable for such advanced features as struts that could be adjusted 

to control the depth of furrows and curved metal mould-boards that reduced fric­

tion. Use of oxen to draw ploughs became common, allowing farmers to cultivate 

larger fields. Better irrigation was achieved not only through large state-sponsored 

canal projects, but also through the spread of improved techniques like brick­

faced wells to ordinary farmers. The donkey, an animal of western origin intro­

duced into north China by the Xiongnu, came to be widely used as a pack animal. 

Probably equally useful was the wheelbarrow, first seen in Han times. 

As a result of advances of these sorts , as well as relative peace and the extension 

of frontiers , the Chinese population grew rapidly in the Former Han period; the 

census of AD 2 recorded a population of fifty-eight million, making the Han 

empire somewhat larger than the contemporaneous Roman empire. Nevertheless, 

in most texts written in the Han period, the fragility of the economy seems to have 

been much more on people's minds than its underlying strengths. This sense of 

insecurity was aggravated by key features of the political economy that were to 

characterize much of the rest of Chinese history. Land tenure, inheritance prac­

tices , and government fiscal policies all fostered the simultaneous presence of 

both very small family farms and large landed esta tes, with rapid mobility 

between wealth and poverty as some families lost their land and others were able 

to build up substantial holdings. 

The economic insecurity of smallholders was described by Chao Cuo in 178 BC 

in terms that could well have been repeated in most later dynasties: 
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This 6¾-foot-long painting on 
silk was found draped over the 
coffin in the grave of Lady Dai 
(c. 168 BC) at Mawangdui near 
Changsha in Hunan province. 
The scenes depicted on it 
seem to illustrate the journey 
of the woman's soul. The top 
section shows the heavenly 
realm, complete with dragons , 
leopards, and hybrid crea­
tures. At the corners are the 
crow that symbolizes the sun 
and the toad that symbolizes 
the moon, the pairing of sun 
and moon representing the 
cosmic forces of yin and yang. 
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The expansion of the area of 

cultivated land under the Han 

probably owes something to 

the development of the ani­

mal-drawn plough, depicted 

here on a stone relief found at 

Mizhi, Shaanxi province. 
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They labour at ploughing in the spring and hoeing in the 

summer, harvesting in the autumn and storing foodstuff in 

winter, cutting wood, performing labour service for the 

local government , all the while exposed to the dust of 

spring, the heat of summer, the storms of autumn, and the 

chill of winter. Through all four seasons they never get a 

day off. They need funds to cover such obligations as enter­

taining guests , burying the dead, visiting the sick, caring 

for orphans, and bringing up the young. No matter how 

hard they work they can be ruined by floods or droughts, 

or cruel and arbitrary officials who impose taxes at the 

wrong times or keep changing their orders. When taxes fall 

due , those with produce have to sell it at half price [ to raise 

the needed cash], and those without [ anything to sell] 

have to borrow [at such high rates] they will have to pay 

back twice what they borrowed. Some as a consequence 

sell their lands and houses , even their children and grand­

children. 

One fundamental reason farmers often had barely enough to survive was the 

equal division of family property among all sons, a custom fully established by 

Han times. In the Zhou period, aristocratic titles and offices as well as the respon­

sibility to maintain ancestral rites had been passed to a single heir, generally the 

eldest son. With the decline of feudal tenures and the spread of free buying and 

selling of land, the division of family property became customary. Partible inheri­

tance in turn had profound consequences for both the structure of the family and 

the dynamics of the rural economy. The Chinese family remained patrilineal, 

patrilocal , and patriarchal, but it no longer favoured oldest sons in the transmis­

sion of property. Ownership of land changed hands frequently as those with 

wealth (perhaps from office or commerce) purchased it and those who inherited 

land had to sell parts of it to meet expenses. To a family head, the survival of his 

family depended not merely on the survival of a male heir to continue the ances­

tral sacrifices, but also on preserving or securing enough family property to allow 

all the sons to marry and support a family. 

Hard-pressed small farmers were driven to cultivate marginal land and to farm 

intensively whatever they had. When that was not enough, they could search out 

patrons, becoming tenants or dependants of local magnates , whose land and 

power accordingly swelled. Sometimes, undoubtedly, the decision was not volun­

tary ; poor peasants could not always count on government officials to protect 

them from the demands of local bullies. As critics already pointed out in the first 

century BC, the greater the number of peasants who escaped the tax rolls , the 

harder tax-collectors pressed those who remained. When demands became too 
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great, the poor were left to choose between migration to areas where new lands 

could be cleared or quasi-servile status as the dependant of a magnate. 

The Han government, like most of its successors, was unhappy with the 

shrinkage of its tax base and tried to stem the loss of independent, land-owning 

peasants. It promoted irrigation works to enhance production. It issued limits on 

the size of landholdings. It responded to bad harvests with tax reductions and 

direct relief. For those who had fled in time of famine, it offered tax remissions 

and loans of seed to induce them to return. Its most basic policy, however, was to 

try to keep land taxes light. The Han drew revenues both from a poll tax and a tax 

on agricultural production which for most of the Han period was only one-thirti­

eth of the autumn harvest. Large landowners , of course, benefited at least as much 

as small ones from the light taxation on land. 

Because the Han government did not want to burden farmers , it had to find 

other ways to increase its revenues. To pay for his military campaigns, Wudi took 

over the minting of coins, confiscated the lands of nobles , sold offices and titles , 

and increased taxes on private businesses. A widespread suspicion of commerce -

from both moral and political perspectives - made it easy to levy especially heavy 

assessments on merchants. Boats, carts, shops, and other facilities were made sub­

ject to property taxes. The worst blow to businessmen, however, was the govern­

ment's decision to enter into competition with them by selling the commodities 

that had been collected as taxes. In 119 BC government monopolies were estab­

lished in the production of iron, salt, and liquor, enterprises that had previously 

been sources of great profit for private entrepreneurs. Large-scale grain dealing 

had also been a profitable business, which the government now took over under 

the name of the system of equable marketing. Grain was to be bought in areas 

where it was plentiful and cheap and either stored in granaries or transported to 

areas of scarcity. This procedure was supposed to eliminate speculation in grain, 

provide more constant prices, and bring profit to the government. 

The long-term result of these fiscal policies was a disruption of the develop­

ment of the private commercial sector of the economy. During the first century of 

the Han, the prosperity of this sector had led to the growth of towns and cities and 

increased specialization in trade and manufacture . After the government took 

over the iron foundries and salt works and became deeply involved in the grain 

trade , the vitality of the business sector suffered. Even though the Later Han gov­

ernment abandoned these ventures, its laissez-faire policies tended to benefit large 

landowners more than merchants. The Chinese economy thus became firmly 

agrarian, a pattern that was to continue through Chinese history. 

CONFUCIANISM, THE STATE, AND THE EDUCATED ELITE 

The Han period is, for good reason, associated with the victory of Confucianism. 

Where the Qin had given political support to Legalism, the Han gave it to Confu­

cianism. As seen above, the special status of Confucianism did not keep all sorts 
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Because the Chinese used 
timber as the primary build­
ing material, there are no 
remains of the palaces of the 

Qin or Han, much less more ordi-

nary buildings. Nonetheless, basic 
features of house construction can be 
discerned from ceramic models of 
houses placed in tombs and sketches of 
the layout of houses drawn, carved, or 
impressed on the walls of tombs. Much 
can also be learned from tombs them­

selves, which were built like under­
ground houses. 

Wood, tile, plaster, brick, and stone 
were the standard materials used to 
construct houses. Medium-sized 
houses were usually built around one 
or more courtyards, with rooms, set a 
few steps above ground level, on some 

sides and covered walkways or galleys 
on others. Multi-storey buildings were 
also constructed, either as main build­
ings within courtyard structures or as 
watch towers outside. 

The basic structure of any residen­
tial building was a timber frame 
with wooden pillars to support the 
thatched or tiled roof. The 

Houses 

Left 

Ceramic models of 

multi-storey houses or 

watch towers were often 

placed in Han tombs. 

Corners 

Ceramic roof tiles from the ruins of 

the Qin palace. 

Below 

Laying out a house around a court­

yard creates a series of inner and 

outer spaces. Outdoor activities 

such as washing dishes or process­

ing grain could still be done within 

the confines of the home. This scene 

of a courtyard house was impressed 

on a brick used to face a second-cen­

tury-AD tomb in Sichuan province. 

~-----------------------~ 
walls built up around the 
wooden frame were not 
load-bearing, and were 
commonly made of brick, 
stamped earth, or mud. 
Projecting eaves, which 
served to protect the walls 
from rain, were supported 
by wooden brackets that 
were sometimes elaborated 

_,.,,=--,,-. for decorative effect. 
The ends of the 

roof tiles also 
were commonly 
decorated with 
moulded designs. 
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of non-Confucian ideas about spirits, portents, or the marvellous from gaining a 

hold on the Han imagination. Moreover, Han Confucianism itself was eclectic, 

fortifying itself with precepts and philosophical concerns drawn from what had 

been competing philosophical schools in the pre-Qin period. The Han 'victory' of 

Confucianism thus did not entail the eradication of other ways of thinking. Its 

historical importance lies rather in the ways it coloured the connections between 

the elite, the society, and the state. 

The first Han emperors, although prudently avoiding the harsh policies of the 

repudiated Qin government, were not partial to Confucianism. Gaozu found the 

Confucian scholars of his day useful primarily as formulators of court rituals that 

would elevate him above his erstwhile companions and keep them from getting 

rowdy in court. Wendi (r. 179-157 BC) favoured Daoism, finding much of value in 

its laissez-faire message. Ironically it was under his grandson Wudi, who was 

often accused of Legalist tendencies , that Confucianism gained a privileged posi­

tion at court. Wudi recognized the advantages to the throne of employing men 

who had learned Confucian self-restraint, concern for others, love of ritual, devo­

tion to principle, and loyalty to superiors, and he developed a state educational 

system to train potential officials in the Confucian classics. The imperial academy 

he founded was staffed with professors for each of the Five Classics (Book of 

Changes, Book of Documents , Book of Songs, Book of Rites , and Spring and Autumn 

Annals). His successors maintained these policies and by the first century BC , it 

became widely accepted that officials should be men trained in the Confucian 

classics and respected for their character. Officials could nominate their sons or 

other close relatives for government posts, but a man did not have to come from 

an official family to enter the civil service. The prestige and influence of govern­

ment posts steadily rose , and men of wealth and local standing throughout the 
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Lacquer cups, bowls, chop­

sticks, and trays unearthed 

from tomb 1 at Mawangdui 

near Changsha in Hunan 

province. Lacquer, made from 

the sap of a tree indigenous to 

China, was used from 

neolithic times to waterproof 

bamboo and wooden objects. 

In Han times well-made lac­

quer objects were so highly 

valued they could cost more 

than bronze pieces. 
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The pre-Han texts that had 

survived the Qin burning of 

the books came to be greatly 

revered, especially the Five 

Classics . In AD 175 the govern­

ment had them carved in stone 

in the calligraphy of the emi­

nent man of letters Cai Yong 

and erected the stone slabs at 

the Imperial Academy. Schol­

ars could come there to copy 

or take rubbings of them, fos­

tering the establishment of 

definitive versions of these 

classics. This surviving frag­

ment is from the Spring and 

Autumn Annals and measures 

19 square inches. 
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country began to compete to gain recognition for their learning and filial piety so 

that they could become government officials. Since the criteria for selecting and 

advancing candidates for government office laid stress on Confucian learning and 

virtues , it was in the interest of ambitious young men to engage in study, for learn­

ing could lead to power and prestige. All over the country teachers attracted large 

numbers of students and disciples , and enrolment at the Imperial Academy 

increased from a few dozen students to more than thirty thousand in the mid sec­

ond century AD. 

Credit for the political success of Confucianism should also be given to schol­

ars who developed Confucianism in ways that matched the mood of the time and 

met the needs of the state. It was as though the unification of the country called 

out for a synthesis of ideas of diverse origin. Han Confucians sought ways to com­

prehend the world around them as a self-generating and self-sustaining organism 

governed by cyclical yet never replicating flows of yin and yang and the five 
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phases (fire, water, earth , metal, and wood). These cosmological theories were 

incorporated into explanations of historical cycles and dynastic succession. Con­

fucian scholars propounded correspondences between the qualities of the succes­

sive phases and other sets of categories (the seasons, cardinal points , tastes , 

smells , colours, musical notes , numbers, planets, bodily organs, feelings , and so 

on) , theorizing that disturbance in any one category would resonate with corre­

sponding alterations in every other category, in much the way that a note played 

on one musical instrument resonates on a similarly tuned instrument. 

This correlative and relational cosmology was used to legitimate the imperial 

state and to elevate the role of emperor. Among human beings, the ruler was 

deemed unique in his capacity to link the realms of heaven, earth, and humanity. 

The philosopher Dong Zhongshu (c.179-104 BC) spoke of the ruler in terms that 

echo Daoist and Legalist conceptions, describing him as ruling through non­

action and keeping away from everyday affairs to maintain his exalted status. 

Confucian moral conceptions of the ruler nonetheless pervade his thinking. A 

ruler who did not fulfil his role properly, Dong wrote, would directly disturb the 

balance of heaven and earth , causing floods, earthquakes, and other natural 

calamities. As a revived and expanded theory of the Mandate of Heaven, these 

ideas became intrinsic to imperial ideology, never publicly questioned even in 

later dynasties. 

Besides cosmological theorizing, Confucian scholars in the Han devoted enor­

mous energy to the reconstruction of the books destroyed by the Qin government 

and the revival of the traditions of interpretation that had grown up around them. 

A handful of recovered books came to be regarded as classics, canonical scriptures 

containing the wisdom of the past, to be studied with piety and rendered more 

useful for moral guidance through written and oral exegesis. Confucian scholars 

often specialized in a single classic, with teachers passing on to their disciples 

their understanding of each sentence in the work. Two separate sets of texts of the 

classics gained currency - the 'new texts', recorded in Han period script from the 

oral recitation of elderly scholars who had memorized the classic before the Qin 

destroyed all copies, and the 'old texts' , based on books in Zhou-period script dis­

covered hidden in a wall in the home of descendants of Confucius. Two great 

Confucian scholars of the Later Han, Ma Rong and Zheng Xuan, fused these two 

traditions; they mastered all of the classics and wrote important commentaries to 

them, usually favouring the old text versions. Nevertheless , disputes about which 

set of texts truly contained the wisdom of the ancients persisted into the twenti­

eth century. 

Because Confucian officials were trained to view their relationship with the 

ruler in moral terms, they were not bureaucrats in the modern sense of func­

tionaries , controlled primarily by a code of procedures and laws. Committed to a 

principled loyalty, they retained their stance as critics of government and resisted 

automatic compliance with the policies of their superiors, even the ruler. During 
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In the art of the Han , represen­

tation of famous figures from 

history played a larger role 

than in any earlier period. The 

lacquer panels on the sides of 

this covered basket shows a 

series of men identified by 

name, each about 3 inches tall. 

The basket was unearthed 

from a second century AD 

grave in northern Korea, the 

site of the Lelang colony estab­

lished after the region was 

conquered by Wudi 's forces 

in 109-8 BC. 
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the Han period, many Confucian scholars and officials opposed activist policies 

such as government monopolies, questioning their morality and their effect on 

people's livelihoods. Aggressive foreign policies were similarly criticized on the 

grounds that military campaigns took a great toll on the people and might not be 

as effective as conciliatory policies in securing peace. Scholars also regularly 

objected to imperial extravagance, urging emperors to reduce their spending on 

palace ladies, entertainment, hunting parks, stables, and rituals. In the Later Han, 

especially after 150, Confucian scholars were active in opposing the eunuchs then 

influential at court, often risking their careers or even their lives to stand up to 

those in power (see below). Thus, the coupling of Confucianism and the Chinese 

bureaucracy created a sort of balance of power between the 'inner court' of the 

emperor and those who relied directly on him (the consort families and eunuchs) 

and the 'outer court' of the Confucian-educated officials. 

A common set of ideas, values , and historical references contributed to the 

cohesion of the bureaucracy and the ties between officials and the educated local 

elite, which was expanding in this period. Local officials often promoted educa­

tion, sending promising young men to the capital for advanced study. The spread 

of education was undoubtedly aided as well by the invention of paper in Han 

times, allowing an increase in the supply of books. The expansion of Confucian 

education among the local elite was in the interest of the government, since it 

helped to keep down the cost of government, as this elite tended to act in ways 

compatible with the needs of the government. By the end of the Han, educated 

men throughout the country, despite their geographic separation and the local 

focus of most of their activities, came to see themselves not just as leaders of their 

communities but also as participants, however marginally, in national literary, 

scholarly, and political affairs. In the succeeding centuries, the strength and 
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Filial sons and devoted women 

Confucius had praised filial piety, which to him meant lov­
ing, respectful, and dutiful attention to the needs and 
wishes of family elders, especially parents and grandparents. 
In the Han dynasty, the exaltation of filial piety was carried 

considerably further. Men could get appointments as offi­
cials on the basis of reputations for exemplary filial piety, 

and in order to gain such a reputation some would perform 
exaggerated acts, such as refusing to end their mourning for 
their parents. Tales circulated about filial sons whose 

devoted service to the whims of peculiar parents brought 
natural or supernatural reward. The text of the Classic of Fil­
ial Piety (Xiaojing) came to be a common primer, used to 
inculcate generations of students with such dicta as 'He 
who really loves his parents will not be proud in high posi­

tion, insubordinate in a low position, or quarrelsome among 
his peers: 

Exemplary women were similarly celebrated. Pre-Han 
philosophers directed little of their writing to women, even 
women of the nobility. In the Han period, however, the emi­

nent scholar and bibliographer Liu Xiang (79-8 BC) wrote the 
Biographies of Heroic Women (Lienu zhuon). a collection of 
accounts of the gallant deeds and unselfish behaviour of 
125 women of antiquity, who were notable for their loyalty 
to the ruler, wise counsel to their husband or father, or 
preservation of chastity under duress. An equally influential 

text on women's virtues was written by a woman, Ban Zhao 
(c. 45-116), who after being widowed took a post in the 
palace as instructress to the girls there. Her Admonitions for 
Girls (Nu jie) preached the cultivation of virtues appropriate 

to women, such as humility, subservience, obedience, clean­
liness, and industry. She assumed men's and women's social 
places were quite distinct and argued that women should 
therefore cultivate the virtues suited to their role : 

Humility means yielding and acting respectful, putting 
others first and oneself last, never mentioning one's own 
good deeds or denying one's own faults, enduring insults 
and bearing with mistreatment, all with due trepidation. 
Industriousness means going to bed late, getting up 

early, never shirking work morning or night, never refus­
ing to take on domestic work, and completing everything 
that needs to be done neatly and carefully. Continuing 

the sacrifices means serving one's husband-master with 
appropriate demeanour, keeping oneself clean and pure, 
never joking or laughing, and preparing pure wine and 

food to offer to the ancestors. There has never been a 

woman who had these three traits and yet ruined her 
reputation or fell into disgrace. On the other hand, if a 
woman lacks these three traits, she will have no name to 
preserve and will not be able to avoid shame. 

Rubbing of an engraved stone slab depicting the filial son Laizi, from the Wu Liang shrine, erected in AD 151 atJiaxiang in 

Shandong province. Laizi was renowned because even when he was over seventy himself he tried to make his parents 

think they were not yet old by pretending to be a boy playing with toys. 
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The wooden and ceramic fig­

ures unearthed from Han . 

period tombs offer many 

glimpses of everyday life, 

including games and enter­

tainment. This pair of wooden 

figures , about 11 inches tall , 

were excavated from a first­

century-sc tomb at Mozuizi in 

Wuwei, Gansu province. 

Below 

Seals inscribed with names or 

titles were potent symbols of 

authority; the Han emperor 

conferred this dragon-embel­

lished one on Zhao Mei , Zhao 

Cuo's successor as king of 

Nanyue. Gold, 1 ¼ inches long, 

unearthed at Guangzhou, 

Guangdong province, first 

century BC. 
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coherence of this elite of educated gentlemen proved as important as political cen­

tralization or economic integration as a basis for the unity of Chinese civilization. 

COLONIZING THE SOUTH 

The Qin-Han period was one of great territorial expansion southwards encour­

aged by the state. Throughout these four centuries settlers kept advancing along 

the river valleys, pushing the indigenous population further south or into more 

marginal upland areas. The pace was particularly fast in the first and second cen­

turies AD, as peasants fled the economic confusion , natural disasters , and 

upheaval of Wang Mang's reign, and then the incursions of the Xiongnu and other 

non-Han peoples to the north and northwest. When the censuses of AD 2 and 140 

are compared, it appears that between roughly five to ten million people migrated 

from the north to the Yangzi valley and further south during the first and early 

second centuries. 

Armies played a role in this vast expansion. The Qin had sent 

expeditions into Fujian and Guangxi provinces, and even 

into what is now Vietnam. The Han re-established these gar­

risons , protecting merchants, settlers, and adventurers and 

thus aiding the commercial penetration of Chinese prod­

ucts. Once a sizable population of settlers was established, 

the government would assign officials to govern and tax them, 

resulting in a steady increase in the numbers of counties in the 

south. As the Chinese presence increased, local officials could switch 

their tactics for controlling the indigenous population, for instance 
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encouraging full assimilation for those already partly 

assimilated by opening schools to train them in Chinese 

texts. Those who resisted the Chinese government pres­

ence, however, were dealt with through military force. 

The life and career of Chao Tuo offers a good example 

of how adventurers contributed to Chinese expansion. 

Born in north China, Chao went south as a member of the 

Qin expeditionary force and soon took a wife from among 

the local Yue clans. With the death of his superior and the 

collapse of the Qin, he took control of the Guangdong 

region, allying himself to the leaders of the Yue. By the 

time the Han was established, he had amalgamated the 

three most southerly commanderies and declared himself 

King of Southern Yue . When an envoy of the new Han 

emperor approached him , Chao Tuo consented to being 

enrolled as a vassal king. He nevertheless continued to act 

on his own, conquering and annexing territory in the 

northern part of present-day Vietnam. When Empress Lu 

came to power, she tried to curb him by prohibiting the 

export of useful products to his territory, such as iron 

implements and horses. He responded by attacking Changsha in Hunan and tak­

ing the title emperor. Wendi took a more conciliatory approach toward Chao Tuo , 

bestowing honours on his brothers still in the north and offering to renew friendly 

relations if he would just stop calling himself emperor. Chao Tuo's strength was 

based on gaining the support of the local population; he called himself Great 

Chief of the Southern Barbarians, used local warriors as generals and officers, and 

encouraged intermarriage. At the same time, he strove to promote the absorption 

of Chinese material culture by the local population. After Chao Tuo's death in 137 

BC at the age of ninety-three, Wudi was able to gain relatively effective control 

over his successors. 

More often, of course, strongmen in the frontier zones were not Han Chinese 

in origin. The Dian state, which held the region of modern Yunnan, was domi­

nated by horse-riding aristocrats who made captured enemies into slaves and 

drew considerable wealth from trade conducted both in Chinese coins and in 

cowry shells. Dian religious life centred on bronze drums that symbolized both 

political power and fertility. Although the Dian had no system of writing, their 

material culture was advanced; archaeological excavations have unearthed bronze 

weapons , tools , and ritual implements. In 109 BC Wudi attacked and defeated the 

Dian and incorporated them into the Han realm as a tributary state. The Dian 

rebelled several times (in 86 and 83 BC, AD 14 and 42-5), but each time the Han 

government was able to maintain or regain its presence. 
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The expansion of the Han 

empire to the south brought 

China into contact with many 

distinctive cultures. The vivid, 

realistic depictions of people 

and animals on this 15-inch­

tall drum-shaped cowrie 

container are quite unlike any­

thing from the heartland of 

China but typical of Dian arte­

facts of the period before 

extensive Han influence. 

Bronze drums were also found 

in southeast Asia, suggesting 

contact between the Dian and 

cultures further south. Exca­

vated at Shizhaishan, Yunnan 

province; about 100 BC. 
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THE FALL OF THE HAN 

The first seventy years of the Later Han dynasty was a time of recovery and 

reassertion of imperial power. During the second century AD, however, Han court 

politics turned nasty as the eunuchs who served as palace servants vied with rela­

tives of the empresses for control of the court. Rulers had long used eunuchs for 

more than tending to the needs of their women's quarters , since eunuchs , 

recruited from insignificant families, had no outside power base and could there­

fore be depended on to do their master's bidding; moreover, emperors raised in the 

palace often trusted them. Weak emperors, however, ran the danger of becoming 

the captives rather than the masters of the eunuchs. In AD 124 a group of eunuchs 

staged a coup and put on the throne a child that they could manipulate. In 159, 

an emperor turned to the eunuchs to help him oust a consort family faction , and 

from then on the eunuchs were in command. 'Outer court' officials who protested 

were persecuted; hundreds were jailed, l<illed, or barred from office and exiled 

from the capital in the purges that took place in 166 and 169. 

With the central government in disarray, little was done to stem the shrinkage 

of the tax base brought on by the steady decline in smallholdings and rise of local 

magnates. With the fiscal resources of the Han government steadily deteriorating 

it became more and more difficult for the government to provide relief during bad 

harvests. In 14 3 government revenue was so depleted that official salaries were 

cut and the government made the kings and nobles pay their land tax a year in 

advance. In 153 swarms of locusts and a flood of the Yellow River resulted in sev­

eral hundred thousand people taking to the roads in search of food , but all the 

central government could do was give local authorities permission to requisition 

30 per cent of private stores of grain. 

The Han imperial institution never recovered from the outbreak in 184 of a 

large-scale rebellion staged by followers of the Way of Great Peace, a religious cult 

inspired by Daoist ideas that offered mystical faith healing and social welfare pro­

grammes. Hundreds of thousands of zealots attacked local government offices 

simultaneously in several parts of the country, killing magistrates and prefects 

wherever they could. Although this uprising was suppressed within a year, other 

rebels, some preaching similar doctrines and using similar principles of organiza­

tion, appeared throughout the country and proved difficult for the government to 

defeat or contain. The generals sent to put down the rebellions used the armies 

they amassed to gain power for themselves , and this resulted in several decades of 

civil war as they fought each other. In 189 the warlord who gained control of the 

capital slaughtered more than 2 ,000 eunuchs and made the emperor his own 

pawn. Luoyang was sacked and burned, the government libraries and archives 

almost totally destroyed. The Han dynasty had effectively come to an end. 

One of the aims of Qin Legalism was direct rule by the emperor of everyone in 

society. Even though the Han government moderated many Qin policies, it did 



The C reati o n o f t h e Burea u cra ti c Empire : The Qi n and Han Dyn as ti es 

not abandon the goal of uniform administration reaching down to each house­

hold. The Han imposed its taxes directly on each subject according to age, sex, 

and imperially granted ranks. Periodically, rich and influential families were 

forcibly relocated; in 198 BC, for instance, 100,000 were moved to the new capital 

at Chang'an. Public works projects similarly continued to involve drafting of huge 

labour armies, including convict labour, albeit at a less onerous pace than under 

Qin; over the course of the Han these projects included extensions of the Great 

Wall, repairs on the dykes of the Yellow River, and great road-building projects. 

Nevertheless, in Han times, the state and the capital did not totally dominate 

life in local communities. Only the exceptional official (labelled a 'harsh official' 

in the terminology of the time) ignored the reality of the local power structure and 

attempted to enforce in the local context all of the theoretical powers of the state. 

More typical was a conciliatory approach, with officials sent from the centre offer­

ing subordinate posts to members of locally prominent families and leaving many 

matters in the hands of the local elite in return for their support. This sort of bal­

ancing act between the central government and the locality was as much a part of 

the heritage of the Han imperial system as it was the assertion of unlimited impe­

rial authority. 

The Han dynasty was contemporaneous with the Roman Empire and has often 

been compared to it. Han and Rome both had strong governments that expanded 

geographically, promoted assimilation, and brought centuries of stability to the 

central regions. Both managed to deal with enormous problems of scale, ruling 

roughly similar numbers of people over roughly similar expanses of land. Both 

developed bureaucratic institutions , staffing them with educated landowners. 

Both invested in the construction of roads, defensive walls , and waterworks. Both 

were threatened by barbarians at their frontiers and often used barbarian tribal 

units as military auxiliaries. 

The contrasts between the Han and Roman empires are equally instructive. 

China was a civilization based much more profoundly on crop agriculture. Not 

only did animal husbandry play less of a role in agriculture, but cities and com­

merce played a lesser role in the overall economy. Cultural cohesion was also of a 

different order in Han China than in Rome. Perhaps because of the Chinese script, 

it is much easier to talk about a common culture among the elite in Han China 

than in the Roman Empire. As the influence of Chinese culture increased in fron­

tier areas with the presence of Chinese garrisons and magistrates , members of the 

local population learned to read Chinese in a logographic script that fostered the 

acceptance of basic Chinese premises and hindered articulation of distinctly local 

values. Even if Latin became a lingua franca in the Roman Empire, other written 

languages continued to be used, including Greek, Hebrew, and Demotic Egyptian, 

which facilitated the survival of non-Roman ideas in a way unknown in China. 

What we know of the values of the Dian, Yue, and Xiongnu comes almost entirely 

from texts written in Chinese. 
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C HAPTER 4 

T HE C AMB RIDGE I LLUSTRATED HI STO RY OF CHI NA 

Buddhism, Aristocracy, and 
Alien Rulers : 
The Age of Division 220- 589 

The centuries that separated the fall of the Han dynasty in 220 and the reunifica­

tion of China by the Sui dynasty in 589 were marked by political division and gov­

ernments unable to gain firm control of their territories . After several decades of 

rivalry among three contenders (the Three Kingdoms , 220- 265) , China was 

briefly reunified by the Western Jin (265-316). After the Jin fell to internal squab­

bling, non-Chinese tribes entered the fray, and China entered a prolonged period 

when the north was controlled by alien rulers and the south by a transplanted 

court of emigre aristocrats. The weak governments of this period rarely tried to 

curb tendencies towards social inequality, and during these centuries aristocracy 

developed at the top of society and personal bondage expanded at the bottom. 

Confidence in the Confucian view of the social and political order declined and 

people in all walks of life found hope in religions promising salvation and tran­

scendence , not only Daoist cults but also the newly introduced Buddhist religion, 

which vastly expanded China's intellectual and religious imagination. 

THE THREE KINGDOMS AND JIN DYNASTY 

During the period between the Han and Tang dynasties , short-lived courts were 

the norm, and even these courts never had the degree of control over society that 

the Han or Tang did at their heights. Tendencies of Chinese social organization 

and culture that strong governments usually curbed were able to develop with rel­

ative freedom - for better and for worse. 

The political history of these three-and-a-half centuries is one of the most com­

plex in Chinese history. It began when the generals assigned by the Han govern­

ment to put down the rebellion of the Yellow Turbans became stronger than the 

throne and fought among themselves for supremacy. By 205 the poet- general Cao 

Cao had made himself dictator of north China. Instead of trying to curb the 

growth of hard-to-tax local magnates, Cao Cao developed alternative ways to sup­

ply his armies. He carved out huge state farms from land laid waste by war and 

settled landless poor and captured rebels to work them and thus made the state 

the greatest of all landlords. He also established military colonies for hereditary 

military households whose men would both farm and fight. For his cavalry, Cao 

Cao recruited Xiongnu tribesmen in large numbers , settling many in southern 

Shanxi. After his death in 220, his son Cao Pei formalized the family's dominance 

by forcing the abdication of the last Han emperor and founding the Wei dynasty 

at the old Han capital of Luoyang. 
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Two rival claimants to the throne had sufficient local power to thwart Cao Cao's 

and Cao Pei's efforts to build a government on the scale of the Han. ln the central 

and lower Yangzi valley and further south, the brothers Sun Ce and Sun Quan 

established the state of Wu, supported by the great families that had settled in this 

frontier region, which was still heavily populated by indigenous peoples. West in 

Sichuan a distant member of the Han imperial family, Liu Pei , established a 

stronghold, aided by the brilliant strategist, Zhuge Liang. Because Wei had more 

than twice the population of either of the other states as well as the largest army, 

it is not surprising that it eventually prevailed, defeating the Han state in Sichuan 

in 263. Two years later, however, the son of the victorious general forced the 

Wei emperor to abdicate in his favour, founding the Jin dynasty (later called 

Western Jin, 265-316). In 280, after a major naval campaign, the southern state 

of Wu was defeated. The Jin dynasty had thus succeeded in reunifying China, 
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and for a brief interlude it seemed possible that the glories of the Han dynasty 

could be reattained. 

During this century of military struggles, an atmosphere of alienation and per­

sonal indulgence pervaded elite circles. Confucian ideals of public service lost 

much of their hold, as the educated and well-off vied instead in extravagant and 

often unconventional living. 'Study of the Mysterious' captured the interests of the 

philosophically inclined. Books like the Booh of Changes , the Laozi, and the 

Zhuangzi were reinterpreted, arguments swirling over metaphysical questions 

such as the meaning of 'nonbeing' and its relationship to 'being'. Clever repartee , 

called 'pure talk' , was much in style, especially pithy characterizations of promi­

nent personalities. Rather than participate in the often vicious clique struggles at 

court, many men expressed an abhorrence of political life with its elaborate con­

ventions. A search for 'naturalness' and 'spontaneity' led to a burst of self-expres­

sion in the arts , especially poetry. Cao Cao, his successor Cao Pei, and Pei's 

younger brother Cao Zhi were all remarkable poets , important for developing 

the lyric potential of verse in lines of five syllables. Among the sophisticated 

aesthetes of this period were a group of gifted poets later immortalized as the 

Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove. One of them, Ruan Ji, shocked his con­

temporaries by wailing in grief when an unmarried neighbour girl died, but 

eating meat and drinking wine on the day of his own mother's funeral. He 

summed up his attitude when someone rebuked him for talking to his sister­

in-law: 'Surely you do not mean to suggest that the rules of propriety apply 

to me? ' Such behaviour outraged conservative Confucians and autocratic 

rulers , and in 262 one of the Seven Sages, Xi Kang, was executed for perver­

sion of public morals. 

Although it had unified China, the Western Jin never succeeded in estab­

lishing an autocratic imperial institution, that is, one capable of preserving 

' 
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ultimate power for the emperor and preventing dissension and power struggles. 

The imperial family's power was threatened by the families of empresses, espe­

cially theJia family, who were suspected of arranging the assassination of the pre­

vious empress and her family as well as more than one heir to the throne. Nor 

was it possible for the emperors fully to control the civil service. The system of 

recruitment to government posts that had been instituted by the Wei - the 'Nine 

Rank System' - had degenerated from a system of local assessments of character 

and talent into a procedure for assigning places in the bureaucracy according 

to the standing of the candidate's family. The Jin dynasty allowed further erosion 

of centralized imperial control by their policy of parcelling out_ enormous tracts 

of land to imperial princes. Gaining such resources spurred the princes' frat­

ricidal instincts and culminated in a series of bloody struggles over succession. 

Each prince sought out allies , including generals and non-Chinese chieftains 

with their troops , and full-scale civil war raged in and near the capital between 

291 and 305. 

THE NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN DYNASTIES 

The dissolution of the Jin into internecine war invited non-Chinese chiefs to stage 

a rebellion. During the second and third centuries , hundreds of thousands of 

Xiongnu and other northern peoples had been settled within China's political 

frontiers as an alternative to defending against their raids. Often recruited as sol­

diers or used as auxiliary troops , these formerly nomadic peoples, now generally 

settled pastoralists, were not easy to govern or assimilate. In 304 the sinified 

Xiongnu chief Liu Yuan declared himself king of Han. His son went on to sack the 

Jin capital at Luoyang in 311, sending its inhabitants fleeing in terror. Another 

Xiongnu leader assaulted Chang'an in 316, and less sinified chiefs, such as Shi Le 

and Fu Jian, soon joined the fray. For a period of over a century (known as the 
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'Sixteen Kingdoms', 304-439), north China was a battleground and Chinese civi­

lization seemed seriously threatened. 

As warfare brought in its wake banditry and famine , rural communities all over 

north China built forts and organized self-defence forces , with power devolving to 

the local level even more than it had in the waning years of the Han. The com­

mercial economy suffered and the circulation of money declined. A couple of mil­

lion residents of north China packed up what movable property they had and fled 

southwards across the Yangzi. Even the wealthy and high-ranking, facing depre­

dations and the unknown peril of alien rule, made the trek in huge numbers. At 

Jiankang (modern Nanjing) leading officials set a Jin prince on the throne, creat­

ing a government in exile. This Eastern Jin dynasty (317-420) was followed by 

four other dynasties that ruled from Nanjing - the Song, Qi, Liang, and Chen, col­

lectively called the Southern Dynasties ( 420- 589). These four short dynasties 

were all founded by generals who proved capable of holding the government 

together during their lifetime but not of assuring a successful transfer of power to 

their heirs. They possessed the desire to create imperial institutions but not the 

ability to concentrate power. 
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Part of the difficulty these rulers faced can be traced to the emergence of a 

hereditary aristocracy that entrenched itself in the higher reaches of officialdom. 

Much more so than in the Han period, these families judged themselves and oth­

ers on the basis of their ancestors , and would only marry with other families of 

equivalent pedigree. They even compiled lists, complete with genealogies, of the 

most eminent families. By securing near automatic access to higher government 

posts through the Nine Rank system, the aristocrats were assured of government 

salaries and exemptions from taxes and labour service. Many were also able to 

build up great landed estates worked by destitute refugees from the north who 

were settled as serf-like dependants. At court, the aristocrats often set themselves 

at odds with the 'upstart' rulers , doing what they could to frustrate these emper­

ors' efforts to appoint or promote whom they wished. But the aristocrats should 

not be looked on as foes of Chinese civilization. The men in these families saw 

themselves as embodying Chinese civilization, maintaining the high cultural 

accomplishments of the Han dynasty and the tradition of the scholar-official. The 

solidarity of these cultivated families provided a centre around which Chinese 

culture could adhere during a period when no state could serve that function. 

Constructing a capital south of the Yangzi had a beneficial effect on economic 

development of the south. When Luoyang fell in 311 , the south probably had only 

about 10 per cent of the registered population of the Jin (which did not include 

non-Chinese, indigenous people of the south who paid no taxes) . To pay for an 

army and to support the imperial court and aristocracy in a style that matched 

their pretensions, the government had to expand the area of taxable agricultural 

land, whether through settling migrants or converting the local inhabitants into 

tax-payers. The south , with its temperate climate and ample supply of water, 

offered nearly unlimited possibilities for such development. 

The courts at Nanjing repeatedly had to deal with challenges to their authority. 

The most destructive uprising began in 548 , initiated by a would-be warlord from 

the north, Hou Jing, who gathered a huge army of the disaffected and set siege to 

the capital. By the time the city fell four months later, many members of the great 

families had starved to death in their mansions. Although a general soon declared 

a new dynasty (Chen), his control over outlying areas amounted to little more 

than the privilege of confirming local strongmen as his governors. 

Meanwhile, the north was following a different trajectory. In the fourth century, 

rival warlords of many different ethnic groups fought for control, ousting each 

other whenever they could. The first to secure their position by finding ways to 

draw on the wealth of China's settled agriculture was the Tuoba clan of the Xian­

bei who established the (Northern) Wei dynasty (439-534). Originally from 

southern Manchuria, by the early fourth century the Xianbei occupied land in 

northern Shanxi province, which they used as a base to raid other tribes and Chi­

nese settlements , bringing back captives , horses , cattle , and sheep. As they 

expanded into Chinese territory, they forced massive relocations of population to 
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bring deserted land back into cultivation and to supply the capital they built. In 

their desire to preside over the whole Chinese world, they turned to educated 

Chinese as experts in statecraft. It was expedient for them to employ Chinese offi­

cials and adopt the institutions they proposed, because the total number of Xian­

bei and other northern tribesman in their confederation could not have been more 

than a couple of million, but the Chinese, over whom they were trying to main­

tain military control, numbered twenty or thirty million or more. 

It was on Chinese advice that in 486 the Northern Wei government undertook 

a major overhaul of its fiscal system, instituting an 'equal field' system reminiscent 

of Han efforts to tax individual cultivators and Cao Cao's military colonies and 

state lands. The Wei system was based on the premise that the state owned all 

land. Individual families were to be assigned 20 mu of permanent, inheritable land 

for growing mulberry and other trees plus lifetime allotments of crop land, the 

amount depending on their available labour; for instance 40 mu was allocated per 

able-bodied man (including slaves) and 30 per ox. Larger landholdings were only 

to be allowed for the families of officials. The memorial proposing this 'equal field' 

system argued that it would 'ensure that no land lies neglected, that no people 

wander off, that powerful families could not monopolize the fertile fields, and that 

humble people would also get their share of the land'. Even if the powerful were 

usually able to manoeuvre around the law, the government had asserted its power 

to assign and tax land, a key step towards building a fiscal base for a more intru­

sive form of government. 

A few years later, Emperor Xiaowen (r.4 71-99) decid ed to transform his state 

into a true Chinese dynasty on the model of Han and Jin. In the 490s he moved 

the capital more than 300 miles south to the ruins of Luoyang and built a splen­

did new city there; he gave Chinese surnames to the Xianbei, taking the name 

Yuan ('origin') for the imperial house; he ordered the use of the Chinese language 

and Chinese dress at court, even by Xianbei; and he encouraged intermarriage 

between the Xianbei and Chinese elites. Within twenty-five years Luoyang had 

become a magnificent city with half a million people, vast palaces, elegant man­

sions, and over a thousand Buddhist monasteries. Many members of the Xianbei 

nobility became fully versed in Chinese cultural traditions , at home among the 

leading Chinese families. 

The stability of this Luoyang-centred sino-foreign hybrid regime was brief. The 

Xianbei soldiers assigned to the northern frontier garrisons to fend off incursions 

by new occupants of the steppe such as the Ruanruan and Turks came to hate the 

sinified Xianbei aristocrats leading what seemed to them self-indulgent lives in the 

thoroughly Chinese atmosphere of Luoyang and in 524 they rebelled. Civil 

war ensued as those sent to suppress the rebels took to fighting each other. When 

Luoyang was sacked, some 2,000 officials were slaughtered. 

After a decade of constant warfare, two principal rivals emerged, each control­

ling a claimant to the Wei throne. In 552 the fiction of Wei rule was abandoned in 
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the east, and the (Northern) Qi dynasty (552-77) was established; in 557 the 

western powers followed suit and declared the (Northern) Zhou dynasty 

(557-81) . Both courts suffered from ethnic tension between the sinified Xianbei , 

Chinese aristocrats , and unsinified warriors. ln the northwestern court, not only 

was the law requiring Xianbei to take Chinese names rescinded, but Chinese offi­

cials were given Xianbei names. ln 553 the northwestern court conquered 

Sichuan, until then held by the south. ln 575 the Zhou court, through clever 

diplomacy, got the southern court of Chen to join in invading Qi. Qi was 

destroyed in 577, most of its territory going to Zhou, thus reunifying the north. 

The Zhou throne was in its turn usurped in 581 by one of its generals who 

declared the Sui dynasty. Before long he destroyed Chen to unify all of China 

proper (see Chapter 5). 

Reunification was made possible by the introduction of a new military institu­

tion that allowed for expansion of the army without bankrupting the state . This 

was the divisional militia , an army of volunteer farmer-soldiers who served in 

rotation in armies at the capital or on the frontiers . By the 570s this divisional 

militia had been expanded to about 200,000 soldiers. Equipping soldiers had 

become quite expensive because cavalrymen needed not only horses but also 

armour for the men and horses to protec t against arrows fired from powerful 

crossbows. Cavalrymen carried light crossbows that could shoot arrows 1,000 

feet, and infantry used ones with a range of 1,500 feet. Those defending or attack­

ing city walls used larger, more powerful crossbows with a range of over 3 ,000 

feet. The cavalrymen of the divisional militia had to provide their own horses , and 

presumably came from families that had long served in the military, while foot sol­

diers were recruited from better-off peasant families who supplied them in 

exchange for exemption from taxes. The cost of this army was also kept down by 

letting the soldiers farm when not called up for training or campaigns. The divi­

sional militia was also easier to co-ordinate and command than the military forces 

it replaced, most of which had been loyal only to their own officers. 

CLIENTS, RETAINERS, SERFS, AND SLAVES 

The Qin and Han dynasties had extracted the bulk of their revenue directly from 

agricultural producers. lt followed that these governments continually had to 

strive to keep land and people from falling off the tax registers. The weaker gov­

ernments that followed the Han were even less able to stop the poor from fleeing 

debt and tax collectors or the rich and powerful from amassing land and depen­

dent labourers. The Age of Division thus witnessed an increase in the proportion 

of the population occupying servile statuses. 

Demeaned status was not in itself new. By the late Zhou period a broad dis­

tinction was commonly made between ordinary 'good' people and base or ignoble 

people, the latter including those who had undergone mutilating punishments for 

crimes and those condemned to slavery as part of the punishment of a close rela-
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tive condemned to death for a heinous crime. In addition, in late Zhou and Han 

times, those desperately impoverished might sell their wives and children to be 

household slaves or bondservants. The law codes , however, imposed severe 

penalties for kidnapping 'good' people and selling them as slaves. Perhaps few 

people thought the aborigines in the south counted as 'good' people, for in the Han 

and later they were a major source of slaves. 

With the appearance of great landed estates and the creation of private armies 

from the Later Han period on, a whole variety of client statuses emerged. Many 

people voluntarily became dependants, despite the loss of status, because rich 

patrons could provide protection. Clients of local strongmen might till their land 

and turn out to help during battles; others were essentially private soldiers. 

Already in the third century the government gave some recognition to the wide­

spread existence of such dependants by trying to limit acquisition of them to offi­

cials. The Jin government decreed that the highest-ranking officials could have a 

maximum of forty households of dependants free from taxation and labour ser­

vice, and lower-ranking officials proportionally fewer, down to a minimum of ten 

households. Th~se limits never seem to have been effectively enforced, however. 

During the Southern Dynasties, serf-like dependent households grew in number 

because many refugees accepted the status when they settled on estates. 

The customs of the northern pastoral tribes reinforced the tendency towards 

increased incidence of serfdom and slavery. It was traditional for tribes to have 

both full members and slaves. When one tribe or confederation defeated another, 
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the victors enslaved the losers, distributing them as favours , and requiring them 

to do most of the menial labour. In its battles against the Southern Dynasties, the 

Northern Wei armies would enslave captives, sometimes in the thousands. Gen­

erals who had been granted captured soldiers might incorporate them into their 

own armies , but high officials who received dozens or hundreds of captives made 

them into household servants or settled them to work on the land. The Wei gov­

ernment supported the use of slaves in agriculture through the provision in the 

equal-field system that slaves be counted in allotting land. 

Captives made into slaves were sometimes freed or redeemed. In the mid fifth 

century a southern official offered 1,000 bolts of cloth to redeem his sexagenarian 

wife who had been captured and made into a palace slave. Once a northern officer 

was sent to the south to offer 1,000 horses in exchange for fifty men captured in 

a military campaign. When the Northern Zhou captured the city ofJiangling from 

the Liang in 554, more than 100,000 civilians were enslaved. The general Yu Jin 

was granted 1,000 slaves, and 200 were given to one of his sons. Some of the cap­

tives were redeemed by friends and relatives or freed by their new masters within 

a few years. In 577 those still in slavery were freed by an imperial rescript, with 

the provision that if they wished to remain with their master, they would be pro­

moted to the less ignominious but still mean rank of bound retainer. 

Much of what we know of the life of slaves and bondservants is found in casual 

references to them in accounts of their masters. Members of high-ranking families 

sometimes beat slaves to death on minor provocations, without any fear that they 

would be charged with a crime. Slaves could also be tattooed on the face to make 

it more difficult for them to flee. Female slaves were often used as concubines, and 

some of the stigma of their status attached itself to their children. The offspring of 

male slaves were unambiguously mean in status; their father's master could give 

them away, keep them on, or free them, as he pleased. 

BUDDHISM 

In this period when it was difficult to place much faith in civil governments, 

China encountered a religion whose reach extended way beyond any known gov­

ernment, a religion then spreading its teachings across Asia. As knowledge of Bud­

dhism filtered into China during these centuries, Chinese learned a radically 

different way of conceiving of life and death, humanity and the cosmos. 

Shakyamuni, the historical Buddha ('Buddha' means enlightened one) , lived in 

India at about the time of Confucius. He naturally took for granted the basic con­

cepts of Indian cosmology, such as karma and reincarnation. In this world view, 

men, women, animals , heavenly beings, hell dwellers , and other sentient beings 

pass through an endless series of lives , moving up or down according to the 

karma, or good and bad deeds , that they have accumulated. Shakyamuni's own 

spiritual journey led him to feel he had discovered basic truths about the human 

condition, and he began to teach people that their desires and attachments were 

95 



96 T HE C AM BRID GE I LLU STRATED H I STO RY OF C H I NA 

the source of their suffering; because they became enmeshed in the web of their 

attachments, their lives were inevitably filled with disappointments and anxieties. 

The way to put a stop to this process, he preached, was to live an ethical life 

(abstaining from the taking of life , for instance) and engage in spiritual exercises 

that enhance concentration and insight. Those who progress along this path can 

eventually escape the cycle of rebirth and enter nirvana, though it may take many 

lifetimes to reach that ultimate goal. Shakyamuni's most committed early follow­

ers left their families and made the quest for salvation the prime activity in their 

lives. After Shakyamuni's death, his disciples passed down his sermons orally, 

though after a few centuries these sermons were recorded, forming the basis of a 

huge corpus of scriptures called sutras. 

Buddhism arrived in China along with commercial goods, following trade 

routes from northern India through the Buddhist kingdoms of Central Asia such 

as Khotan and Kucha. At first the new faith was mostly a religion of foreigners. 

What Chinese encountered in the second, third , and fourth centuries was not a 

single creed, but an extraordinary array of ideas and practices , ranging from 

monastic discipline to magic, the worship of statues and relics , and techniques of 

meditation and ecstasy. Mahayana ('Great Vehicle') Buddhist philosophy was 

developing just as Buddhism was being introduced to China, and the Chinese 

learned of earlier and later theories at the same time. Mahayanists argued that 

pursuing the goal of nirvana was selfish compared to becoming a bodhisattva, a 

being of advanced spiritual standing who postponed entry into nirvana in order to 

help other beings. 

By the end of the Western Jin, members of the upper levels of Chinese society 

had begun to be attracted to Buddhism. Those who decided to become monks had 

to give up their surname and take a vow of celibacy, thus cutting themselves off 

from the ancestral cult that tied the dead, the living, and the unborn. Yet many 

made this decision, and Buddhist philosophy came to be widely discussed in aris­

tocratic circles. The alien rulers in the north also found Buddhism appealing. 

Devoted missionaries from Central Asia were quite willing to use feats of magic to 

convince these rulers that Buddhism was a more powerful religion than the 

shamanism they had traditionally practised. But Buddhism had other advantages 

to alien rulers ; its universalistic claims did not put them at a disadvantage in rela­

tion to the Chinese in the way Confucian theories did , and thus offered a basis for 

unifying an ethnically mixed population. 

To many Chinese, Buddhism seemed at first a variant of Daoism, which was 

understandable since Daoist terms were used by early translators to convey Bud­

dhist ideas. For instance, the Mahayana concept of the fundamental emptiness of 

phenomena was identified with the Daoist notion of non-being. A more accurate 

understanding of Buddhism became possible after the eminent Central Asian 

monk Kumarajiva (350-413) settled in Chang'an and directed several thousand 

monks in the translation of thirty-eight texts. Chinese also began in this period to 
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undertake the arduous journey to India to discover for 

themselves what might have been lost in translation. The 

first to leave a record of his trip was the intrepid Faxian, a 

monk who went to India overland in 399 vi.a Kucha and 

Khotan, returning by the sea route via Sri. Lanka and Suma­

tra in 414. 

The steady adaptation of Buddhism to China can be 

illustrated through the career of the great teacher Hui.yuan 

(334-417). Born in the north, in the period of greatest dis­

order, he still managed to get a basic education in Confu­

cian and Daoist texts. It was hearing a sermon by a Chinese 

monk (himself a disciple of a Kuchan missionary) that led 

Huiyuan to decide to 'leave the family' himself. Eventually 

he moved to the south, founding a monastery on Mount Lu 

in Jiangxi province. He kept up a learned correspondence 

with Kumarajiva on points of doctrine but also interacted 

with lay followers whom he taught concentration tech­

niques involving visualizing Buddhas. In 402 he assembled 

a group of both monks and lay people in front of an image 

of Pure Land, the western paradise of the buddha 

Amitabha. Buddhism thus was well on its way to becoming 

a religion of universal salvation with appeal to all the faith­

ful. Two years later, in 404, Huiyuan wrote a treatise enti­

tled On Why Monks Do Not Bow Down Before Kings, 

asserting the political independence of the Buddhist 

church. He also tried to assure the ruler that Buddhism was 

not subversive, arguing that lay Buddhists make good sub­

jects because their belief in the retribution of karma and 

desire to be reborn in paradise make them act circum-

spectly. 'Those who rejoice in the Way of the Buddha invariably first serve their 

parents and obey their lords .' 

Before the end of the Age of Di.vision, Buddhism had gained a remarkable hold 

in China. It appealed to people in China above all because it addressed questions 

of suffering and death with a directness unmatched in native Chinese traditions. 

It offered a fully developed vision of the afterlife and the prospect of salvation, 

promising that all creatures might one day find blissful release from suffering. Its 

code of conduct, including the injunction against the taking of life , seemed to 

many to carry the principle of compassion to its logical extreme. Retreating to a 

monastery or nunnery offered a new alternative to the world-weary, one especially 

attractive to high-born widows. Indeed , Buddhism had particular appeal to 

women. Although incarnation as a female was considered lower than incarnation 

as a male , it was also viewed as temporary, and women were encouraged to 
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Bronze altarpiece, depicting 

the Buddha Amitabha seated 

on a lotus throne and accom­

panied by disciples and 

attendants. The inscription 

indicates that it was commis­

sioned in 593 by a group of 

eight older women (who iden­

tify themselves as mothers of 

named men) as a way to earn 

merit for members of their 

families. 
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Afghanistan. In a comparable way, Chinese understandings of 

filial piety and ancestors reached Japan as part and parcel of 

sinified Buddhism with its 'merit ceremonies' for the salvation 

of ancestors. 



Buddhi sm , Ari stoc racy, and Alien Rul e rs: The Age o f Divis ion 

pursue salvation on nearly equal terms with men. Moreover, Buddhism held out 

for women some androgynous symbols unlike anything in native Chinese tradi­

tions; bodhisattvas were conceived as neither male nor female , transcending dif­

ferences of gender in addition to differences of class and ethnicity. 

The landscape of China, too , was transformed by Buddhism as temples and 

monasteries were built in towns and remote mountains. The Buddhist church in 

north China reportedly had 6,478 temples and 77,258 monks and nuns by 477 ; 

south China was said to have had 2,846 temples and 82,700 clerics some decades 

later. The beauty of Buddhist art and architecture (see pages 106-7) appealed to 

people of all levels of education. Buddhism helped transcend class differences ; 

inscriptions on Buddhist statues and temples show that Chinese and non-Chinese 

officials, local notables , commoners, and Buddhist clergy often all contributed to 

a project, working together. The scale of contributions was enormous; pious lay 

believers donated tracts of land and serfs in the conviction that donation of 

worldly wealth to the monastic community was an especially effective way to gain 

merit and to fulfil filial obligations to fathers and mothers. The most generous 

imperial patron was Wudi of Liang (r. 502-549), who banned meat and wine from 

the imperial table, built temples , wrote commentaries on sutras, and held great 

assemblies of monks and laymen, one of which attracted 50,000 people. To raise 

money for Buddhist establishments , he had himself held 'hostage' until those at 

court raised huge sums to get him freed. 

Not everyone , of course, was pleased by the many-face ted success of Bud­

dhism. Resentful Daoists and Confucians denounced many Buddhist ideas and 

practices as immoral or unsuited to China. Monks' practices of shaving the head 

and cremating the dead they decried as violations of the body, not allowed in Con­

fucianism. Even worse was celibacy, for Mencius had stated that the ultimate 

unfilial act was failure to provide one's ancestors with an heir. The refusal of 

monks to pay homage to the ruler, as well as their failure to contribute to the tax 

coffers, were depicted by critics as threats to the well-being of the state. Such crit­

ics argued that the great sums spent on construction of temples , statues, and cer­

emonies were a drain on the economy, impoverishing the people and thus 

indirectly the state. To rebut such criticisms, and to overcome resistance on the 

part of potential converts , Buddhist apologists argued that their religion was basi­

cally compatible with Chinese values. It was the utmost expression of filial piety, 

they argued, to free a parent from the suffering of purgatory by performing pious 

acts in his or her name. By praying for the welfare of the ruler and the population, 

they argued, monks were aiding the state, not injuring it. 

Even rulers who accepted these arguments saw some need to set rules for the 

Buddhist establishment, since it took so much land off the tax registers . Rulers 

generally consented to making monastic lands inalienable and free from taxation 

and to exempting monks from labour service, but in return they wanted guaran­

tees that monks were indeed pious and learned , not just tax-evaders . Twice 
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Tao Yuanming and the art of Chinese poetry 

The classical Chinese language, with its tones and abundant 
rhymes, was well suited to rhymed verse. The Chinese script 
is similarly conducive to poetry-writing because it stimu­
lates visual associations in ways that purely phonetic scripts 
do not. Perhaps for these reasons poetry was from early 

times the central literary art in China. During the age of 
Confucius, envoys and philosophers alike quoted the Book of 
Songs in their speeches and essays, not only to demonstrate 
their education but also to make their points more effec­
tively. During Han times the scholarship surrounding this 
classic emphasized the connection between poetry and the 

expression of emotion. Poetry is what happens when emo­
tions are stirred, commentators explained, and a sensitive 
reader of poetry can perceive through a poem the state of 
mind of the writer. rhe art of poetry reached great heights in 
the aesthetically inclined aristocratic society of the period of 
division, and poets came to play a distinctive cultural role as 
exemplars of the complex individual, moved by conflicting 
but powerful emotions. 

Tao Qian, better known as Tao Yuanming (365-427). was 

one of the first poets to create such a persona. From the 

south (modern Jiangxi province). Tao had an inconsequential 
political career, never holding any post very long. Once, it is 

told, he quit his post rather than entertain a visiting inspec­
tor, objecting, 'How could I bend my waist to this village 
buffoon for five pecks of rice!' On some occasions he 

expressed fierce ambition, at other times a desire to be left 
alone to follow the dictates of his heart. By the age of forty 
he quit government service altogether and supported him­
self by farming. 

Tao's extant corpus includes more than 100 pieces, many 
of which could be considered philosophical, tinged with 

such Daoist sentiments as 'excessive thinking harms life', 

'nothing is better than to trust one's true self, or 'propriety 
and conventions, what folly to follow them too earnestly'. 
Although he celebrated the quiet life, Tao was not a hermit 
who withdrew from friends and family. In his poems he 
expressed his enjoyment of books, music, and wine. 'I try a 
cup and all my concerns become remote./ Another cup and 
suddenly I forget even heaven. / But is heaven really far from 
this state?/ Nothing is better than to trust your true self' 
(from 'Drinking Alone in the Rainy Season'). Tao Yuanming 

northern rulers were swayed by the more virulent anti-Buddhist rhetoric to initi­

ate persecutions of Buddhism. In 446-52 and again in 574-79, orders were issued 

to close the monasteries and to force Buddhist monks and nuns to return to lay 

life. No attempt was made in these or subsequent persecutions to suppress private 

Buddhist beliefs, however; the state never sponsored any sort of inquiry into peo­

ple's beliefs, nor did it ever insist that its officials renounce Buddhism. Moreover, 

both of these persecutions lasted only to the end of the reign, and the next occu­

pant of the throne made generous amends. 

DAOIST RELIGION 

The development of Buddhism in China as a higher religion - a religion with a 

body of sacred texts and a clergy expert in them - coincided with and helped stim­

ulate the emergence of Daoism as a higher religion. Daoist religion drew inspira­

tion from the quietistic Daoist philosophy of the Zhou period, but was not simply 

an extension of it. It drew as well from folk religion ( worship of local gods along 

with exorcistic and mediumistic techniques for dealing with them) and from elite 

traditions related to the pursuit of longevity and immortality. Daoism as an orga­

nized communal religious movement began in the second century AD , when the 
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also idealized the farming life, describing its pleasures as 

a genuine alternative to public service. In 'On Returning to 

My Garden and Fields', he portrayed himself as a contented 

rustic: 

Since youth I have not fit the common mould, 

Instinctively loving the mountains and hills. 

By mistake I fell into the dusty net 

And was gone from home for thirty years. 

A bird in a cage yearns for its native woods; 

A fish in a pond remembers its old mountain pool. 

Now I shall clear some land at the edge of the 

southern wild 

And, clinging to the simple life, return to garden 

and field, 

To my two-acre lot, 

My thatched cottage of eight or nine rooms. 

Chinese painters over the centuries frequently depicted Tao 

Yuanming, finding in his life a potent symbol of the individ­
ual able to withdraw from active political concerns ai1d find 
satisfaction in simple pleasures. Painting on silk by Chen 

Hongshou (1599-1652). 

Han order was losing its hold in the countryside. Two religious leaders, Zhang Jue, 

the leader of the Yellow Turbans, and Zhang Daoling, the first Celestial Master, 

were able to harness popular yearnings for a new and better age into major reli­

gious movements. Operating in different parts of the country, both built up fol­

lowings as faith healers and set up organizations of subordinates to supervise their 

adherents. Zhang Jue and his followers were crushed soon after they revolted in 

184, but Zhang Daoling and his sect survived in Sichuan. 

The strand of Daoism related to the pursuit of immortality was already very old 

at the end of the Han. The First Emperor of Qin and the Han emperor Wudi had 

both consulted experts in the arts of extending lifespans. The Daoist pursuit of 

longevity was phrased in terms of enhancing the body's yang energy, thus revers­

ing the natural flow towards death. Through special techniques (such as breath 

control, restricted diets , sexual techniques, and the use of elixirs , herbs , and talis­

mans) a person could collect and refine the yang energies in the body, transform­

ing a heavy mortal body into a light immortal one. 

During the Age of Division, Daoism acquired a body of scriptures that rivalled 

the Buddhist sutras. During the years 364-70 two men, father and son , had a 

series of visions of a group of immortals from the heaven of Supreme Purity, a 
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Daoist religion continued to 

flourish in later dynasties, and 

Daoist priests frequently con­

ducted grand ceremonies. This 

illustration from a 1618 edi­

tion of a novel shows a Daoist 

priest performing a ceremony 

before an altar with statues, 

candles , and incense burners. 

Musicians are in attendance, 

and the man who commis­

sioned the ritual is kneeling in 

the centre. 
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realm loftier than any with which the Celestial Masters 

had communicated. They learned from these immortals 

that demonic forces would cleanse the earth of evildoers to 

prepare it for the descent from heaven of a new universal 

ruler. Some of the revealed texts show a thorough famil­

iarity with Buddhist thought, including notions of predes­

tination and reincarnation ; they also contain much 

alchemical lore. Within a few decades, other revelations 

resulted in the Lingbao scriptures, these ones containing 

elaborate liturgies for rituals. Then in 415 in the north , 

Kou Qianzhi, a Daoist priest in the line of the Celestial 

Masters , received revelations from Laozi himself. Laozi 

charged him with the task of reforming Daoism, eliminat­

ing sexual rites and other practices offensive to the high 

gods. The huge canon of scriptures that Daoism acquired 

in these ways was generally kept secret from the uniniti­

ated, unlike the widely circulated Buddhist sutras. 

Over the course of the Southern dynasties, Daoism 

developed institutions similar to Buddhist monasteries. By 

the end of the Age of Division, Buddhism and Daoism 

were in competition with each other for the patronage of 

ordinary Chinese in the cities and the countryside. In this 

competition, Daoists claimed that they had better spells , 

more potent hygiene techniques for achieving immortality, 

and more control over malevolent local gods. Buddhists 

claimed that they had loftier principles and better techniques for attaining salva­

tion and helping deceased loved ones achieve better rebirths. Both religions tried 

to accommodate popular belief and tended to accept local deities as lesser figures 

in their pantheons but rejected the practice of making offerings of meat to gods of 

any sort. In this period and for centuries to come, more Chinese would become 

Buddhist clergy than Daoist clergy, and more Buddhist temples were constructed 

than Daoist ones, but both religions developed through interaction with each 

other and with Chinese political authorities and lay society. 

DIFFERENTIAL REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

By the mid sixth century, China had been politically divided north and south for 

over two centuries, a situation that allowed society and culture in each region to 

go their own ways. 

The aristocratic families in the north and the south developed distinctive 

styles. In the north , eminent Chinese families, generally well entrenched in the 

countryside in places they had lived for centuries, put emphasis on their preser­

vation of Confucian learning and their embodiment of Confucian traditions of 
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family ethics and rituals. They sought substantive posts in the government not 

only out of a Confucian sense of duty but also because such service offered pres­

tige, power, and connections to elite families from other parts of the country. They 

spent much of their careers in the provinces, often starting near home where 

access to entry-level positions was nearly automatic, then rising to posts like pre­

fect that required commanding troops. At court , however, northern aristocrats 

were expected to exhibit mastery of the classics and histories. Many were quite 

learned , like Wei Shou , the scion of an eminent northeastern family, whose 

114-chapter history of the Wei. dynasty provides full accounts of both the Xianbei 

and the Chinese leaders and even an astute history of Buddhism and Daoism. 

The practical experience of these high-ranking Chinese families made them a 

real asset to the northern rulers intent on state-building. In the south, by contrast, 

the families of highest prestige were ones who had settled there as homesick 

refugees nostalgic for the cultural life of the Wei and Western Jin eras. With gov­

ernment salaries nearly guaranteed, they were free to cultivate the arts. Witty con­

versation, wine, and poetry were all characteristic of the cultural life of the 

aristocrats in Nanjing. The 'pure talk', which i.n its early stages had concentrated 

on the analysis of individuals' characters, had gradually been extended to include 

probing the essential features of literary, artistic , and philosophical works. Liter­

ary criticism flourished in an environment where taste was a matter of much 

importance. In about 530 a prince of the Liang dynasty compiled an anthology, 

the Selections of Literature, containing carefully selected examples of thirty-odd 

genres of prose and verse. Calligraphy and painting similarly benefited from the 

concern with individual expression and aesthetics. Wang Xizhi, taken by many to 

be the greatest calligrapher of all time, drew inspiration from Daoism with its 

emphasis on the natural and spontaneous. His younger contemporary, Gu Kai.zhi, 

became a master of figure painting. Interest in mountains where immortals 

dwelled - as well as general Daoist interest in nature - led to the beginning of 

landscape painting. Xie He, in the early sixth century, enunciated standards by 

which paintings should be judged, such as the degree to which they are imbued 

with vital force and the strength of the brushwork employed. Thus painting and 

calligraphy came to be seen as carrying intellectual content in a way not true of 

the decoration on ceramics, lacquerware, or textiles . 

To northerners , southern aesthetes seemed effete. And even some southerners 

saw how the pursuit of aesthetic values could deteriorate into an empty preoccu­

pation with style. Yan Zhitui complained that many young men in aristocratic 

families knew how to perfume their garments and powder and rouge their faces, 

but could not compose a poem for a court feast. In his view their vacuity stemmed 

from too sheltered a life; they could live off official salaries and never know any­

thing about how grain was grown. His portrayal of the Nanjing aristocracy makes 

it sound not unlike the aesthetically inclined aristocracy of medieval Japan 

depicted in the Tale of Genji. 
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The political separation of north and south, thus , was not inimical to cultural 

advance, and may even have helped foster the maturation of Buddhism. The cen­

tres of Buddhist learning in the north were in closer contact with Central Asia , 

and awareness of the foreign origins of Buddhism was kept alive through the 

active and earnest efforts at translation. ln the south, which had no direct over­

land connection to Central Asia, effort was directed instead toward the sinifica­

tion of Buddhism and the interpretation and elaboration of Buddhist ideas within 

the framework of traditional philosophy and religion. With the reunification of 

China under the Sui and Tang dynasties, these two strands were able to cross-fer­

tilize each other and strengthen the hold of Buddhism in Chinese society. 

In a comparable way, Chinese political theorizing was stimulated by political 

division, as supporters of one regime or another tried to construct convincing 

claims to the status of Son of Heaven and successor to the Han dynasty. ln the 

north much was made of geography, of controlling the region of the Zhou and 

Han capitals, the land where all the places sacred or memorable in Chinese history 

were located, including the tombs of all earlier monarchs. Much also was made of 

preserving the political traditions of the Zhou and Han. One of the northern suc­

cessor regimes took the name Zhou and evoked the heritage of the Zhou by 

renaming government offices according to the nomenclature listed in the ancient 

Rituals of Zhou (Zhou li). Chinese at the southern court could not make similar 

claims to geographical centrality, but they could point to the ethnicity of their 

rulers - indisputably Chinese. They also elaborated a theory based on the rituals 

of succession , on the abdications that linked one ruler to the next in an unbroken 

succession of Sons of Heaven. Thus, because the Han had turned over the imper­

ial seal to the Wei, the Wei to the Jin, and the Jin to the Song, it was the rulers in 

exile in the south who were the legitimate Sons of Heaven. 

North and south were not, of course, evolving independently of each other, but 

rather in contact and competition with each other. The Chinese elite in both areas 

were literate in the same language and read the same books . There was much 

travel back and forth , some of it coerced, some voluntary. Thus distinctive identi­

ties were fostered as much by contact as by isolation. 

To Chinese historians in subsequent ages, none of the rulers of the Age of Division 

fulfilled the central role of Son of Heaven, namely to establish a cosmically correct 

and harmonious order for All-Under-Heaven. Thus this period was treated as sig­

nificant primarily as a negative example: the disorder and dislocation, the ethnic 

hostility and bloody court struggles , the tyrannical rulers and enslaved captives 

all demonstrated why powerful , intrusive, unified, centralized, imperial govern­

ments were necessary. Yet much that enriched Chinese culture was given a chance 

to flourish in this period when the state was unable to penetrate very deeply into 

society, and both ordinary people and the elites absorbed themselves in less state­

centred systems of meaning. 
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Westerners and modern Chinese familiar with the course of western history 

have often labelled the Age of Division 'medieval' because of its similarities to 

Europe in the period after the fall of Rome. In both instances, a great empire broke 

up, barbarian tribes who had been used as auxiliary military forces gained the 

upper hand, and the old urban economy suffered. In both places a foreign religion 

with claims to universality rapidly gained adherents and the intensity of religious 

fervour led to vast expenditure on monumental art. Intriguing as these corre­

spondences are , they should not deflect our attention from the equally important 

differences between the experiences of China and Europe. Although north China 

was in great disarray for over a century after the collapse of the Western Jin, state­

building efforts were well underway by the middle of the fifth century. Perhaps 

because Chinese statesmen all knew the history of the Zhou dynasty - when 

bonds of fealty between vassals and lords led eventually to the emergence of sep­

arate states - empire-builders sought a strongly centralized, bureaucratically 

administered political order, and not a decentralized, feudal one. 

In China, moreover, the barbarian influx had much less impact on culture and 

consciousness. Chinese continued to be the spoken language of north China, 

Xianbei eventually disappearing. Charlemagne could not deny or obscure his Ger­

manic heritage and was restrained by it from acting out the part of a Roman 

emperor. By contrast, neither the Sui nor the Tang emperors had any difficulty 

presenting themselves and their ancestors as descended from ancient Chinese 

stock. The sense of disjuncture , of moral and emotional separation from the clas­

sical past, thus , was not nearly so great in China as in the west. 

Equally important, education and scholarship never went into eclipse in 

China. The aristocracies in both the north and south were fully literate, and the 

intellectual atmosphere in the south was as conducive to literary and artistic 

experimentation as any in Chinese history. Leading men of letters were in no 

sense less sophisticated than their Han counterparts centuries earlier. Indeed, the 

encounter with Indian civilization - a civilization much more on a par with China 

than any China had encountered before - stimulated intellectual inquiry and self­

reflection. Struggling with ways to convey the sounds of the Sanskrit language , for 

instance, led to the first analysis of the tones in the Chinese language. Even the 

commercial economy was not hit as hard in China as it was in the West. Trade was 

certainly disrupted in the fourth century and the use of coinage , for instance, 

declined. Still , the commercial economy had begun to revive by the late fifth cen­

tury and even trade between north and south grew to a considerable level. 
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Trade with Central Asia con­

tinued through the Age of 

Division , and aristocrats in 

north China in particular 

remained willing to import 

luxury items from distant 

lands . This necklace of gold , 

pearl , and lapis lazuli, dating 

from the late sixth century and 

possibly made in Persia or 

Afghanistan , was among the 

objects unearthed from the 

tomb of a nine-year-old girl 

from a noble family. 
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Buddhism had an enormous impact on the visua l arts in 
China, especially sculpture and pa inting. The merchants 
and missionaries from Central Asia who brought Bud­

dhism to China also brought ideas about the construction and 
decoration of temples and the depiction of Buddhas and bod­
hisattvas. In this way Greek and Indian artistic influence 
reached China, travell ing via the Buddhist kingdom of Gand­
hara (in present-day Afghanistan and Pakistan) through the 
Buddhist centres along the Silk Road to Dunhuang and later to 
central China. 

The most extensive surviving early Chinese Buddhist art is 
found in the cave temples at Dunhuang and Yungang, spared 
during the political persecutions which destroyed the temples 
in urban centres. The cave temples at Dunhuang in western 
Gansu province were probably begun by 400, initiated by local 
monks; work continued on them over a period of several cen­
turies. A large proportion of the residents of Dunhuang in this 
period were probably not Chinese, and it is therefore not sur­
prising that the decoration of the early caves at Dunhuang 
shows strong connections to the Buddhist art at other oasis 
towns further west, such as Kucha and Khotan. 

In 460 the Northern Wei court commissioned the carving of 
cave temples at Yungang, near its early capital in northern 
Shanxi. Most of the fifty-three caves there were carved out 
before the Wei moved their capital south to Luoyang in 494. 
The five earliest caves contain huge Buddha figures in stone, 

EARLY BUDDHIST ART 

the tallest a standing Buddha about 70 feet high. 
Pre-Buddhist Chinese shrines had not contained statues or 

paintings of deities, but Buddhists used images both to teach 
Buddhist doctrine and provide a focus for devotional activities. 
Much of the early cave sculpture and painting portrayed the 
events in the life of the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni. Bud­
dhas were often shown in a state of meditation, with masklike 
faces that betray no emotion. Their faces bore distinctive marks 
derived from Indian tradition, notably elongated ear lobes and 
cran ial bumps. By contrast, the accompanying bodhisattvas 
were mortals, adorned with armlets and earrings, standing in 
more varied poses. In the sixth century Ch inese artists gradually 
refined the ways they portrayed Buddhas and bodhisattvas, 
making them more slender and less angular, reflecting stylistic 
preferences seen also in secular Chinese painting. 

Although the cave temples of Dunhuang and Yungang, 
along with the slightly later ones at Longmen near Luoyang, 
contain the bulk of surviving fifth- and sixth-century Buddhist 
art, at the time they constituted just a small fraction of Bud­
dhist sites. The many temples and monasteries in cities, towns, 

This huge Buddha at Yungang (c. 490), about 45 feet tall , was 

probably inspired by the colossal Buddha images at Bamiyan 

in Afghanistan. It is the most massive of some 51 ,000 Bud­

dhist images carved into the surface of a cliff, which extends 

for over half a mile. 
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and mountainsides provided sensual stimulation of many sorts: 
the fragrance of incense; the sound of chanting; and the visual 
beauty of huge halls and towering pagodas whose walls were 
covered with paintings of the heavens or the lives of the Bud­
dha and his main disciples. Yang Xuanzhi was so dismayed by 
the destruction of the temples and monasteries in Luoyang in 
the civil war beginning in 524 that he wrote an account of their 
glories. According to him, Jingming monastery had been the 
most magnificent. On the seventh day of the fourth month, all 
the Buddhist statues in the city, over a thousand altogether, 
were brought to this monastery, and the emperor would come 

in person to scatter flowers on them as part of the Great Bless­
ing ceremony. 'The gold and the flowers dazzled in the sun, and 
the jewelled canopies floated like clouds; there were forests of 
banners and a fog of incense, and the Buddhist music of India 
shook heaven and earth. All kinds of entertainers and trick rid­
ers performed shoulder to shoulder. Virtuous hosts of famous 
monks came, carrying their staves; there were crowds of the 
Buddhist faithful, holding flowers; horsemen and carriages 
were packed beside each other in an endless mass'. 
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The walls of cave 9 at Yungang are decorated with standing 

or seated Buddha images surrounded by bodhisattvas, adoring 

heavenly beings, musicians, and flying apsaras. The lowest 

register carries a series of reliefs illustrating the life of 

Shakyamuni. 

Central altar in Cave 432 at Dunhuang, Western Wei period , 

with painted clay statues of a Buddha flanked by a pair of 

bodhisattvas , each about 4 feet tall. 

The grief of the Buddha's disciples at his death is captured in 

this painting from the west wall of Cave 428 at Dunhuang, 

painted in the early sixth century. 
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C HAPTER 5 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

A Cosmopolitan Empi re: 
Th e Tang Dynasty 618- 907 

North and South China were reunited at the end of the sixth century under the 

short-lived Sui dynasty (581-617) and fashioned into an expansive, dynamic, cos­

mopolitan empire by its successor, the Tang dynasty (618-907). The reunification 

of the country, the opening of the Grand Canal linking north and south, the cre­

ation of two huge capitals, and the expansion of interregional and international 

trade all stimulated economic growth. The Tang capital, Chang'an, grew to be the 

largest city in the world, housing perhaps a million people and attracting traders, 

students, and pilgrims from all over Asia. At least until the massive Rebellion of 

An Lushan (755-63) brought to an end this era of expansion, the Chinese of the 

Tang showed themselves remarkably open to what other cultures had to offer. 

Music and art in particular absorbed considerable foreign influence, and Bud­

dhism continued to be enriched by doctrines and rituals introduced from outside 

China proper. 

EMPIRE-BUILDING 

The recreation of a unified Chinese empire in the late sixth century was not 

inevitable. By then China proper had been divided into separate northern and 

southern states for over two centuries , each of which considered itself the true 

heir to the Zhou and Han dynasties. Given the geographical differences between 

north and south China, this situation might well have become a permanent one, 

like the division into eastern and western Roman empires in the west; the north 

and south could each have developed its own version of Chinese civilization. 

But union of the north and south did occur, and the long-term consequences 

for Chinese civilization were profound. The centralized bureaucratic monarchy 

was refashioned on an even stronger basis than in the Han. This reunification and 

the resultant peace ushered in three centuries of cultural flowering. From then on 

those who thought about the history of China had two examples from 'modern' 

times (the Han and Tang) to add to the three ancient dynasties (Xia, Shang, and 

Zhou) to prove the rightness of the unity of the Chinese world. Permanent divi­

sion into independent states seemed less and less a natural, reasonable, or desir­

able state of affairs . 

Unification came about through force of arms. The successors of the Xianbei 

Northern Wei, whose names changed as a result of palace coups from Western 

Wei to Zhou to Sui , took Sichuan in 553, the northeast in 577 , and the south in 

589. The conquest of the south involved naval as well as land attacks , with thou­

sands of ships on both sides contending for control of the Yangzi River. The Sui 

conqu erors razed the southern capital at Nanjing and forced the nobles and 
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officials living there to move to the new Sui capital at Chang'an, thus eliminating 

them as a possible separatist threat and bringing their cultural traditions to the 

north of the country. 

The Northern Zhou rulers who built the army that reunified China were unam­

biguously Xianbei, but in 581 Yangjian, a general with a Chinese surname, ousted 

the heir to the throne (his daughter's son) , secured his position by killing fifty­

nine princes of the Zhou royal house, and founded the Sui dynasty. Known as 

Emperor Wendi (r. 581-604), he sought to legitimate his actions by presenting 

himself as a Buddhist Cakravartin King, that is , a monarch who uses military force 

to defend the Buddhist faith. Both he and his successor had grandiose plans for 

rebuilding China but tried to do too much too soon. Levies for labour service and 

military campaigns were onerous - 1,132,800 men were called up for a campaign 

against Korea in 612 , for instance. In less than four decades rebellion resulted in 

the overthrow of the Sui. dynasty. Of the many contenders who emerged, the most 

formidable came from the same northwestern elite that had produced the North­

ern Zhou and Sui rulers. The victor, Li Yuan (who reigned as Gaozong, 618-26), 

was in fact a first cousin of the second Sui emperor (their mothers were sisters). 

He and his son Tai.zong (r. 626-49) not surprisingly largely continued Sui initia­

tives. Taizong ruled three times as long as his father and is generally treated as a 

co-founder of the Tang. He used as much force as Wendi to come to the throne, 

killing two brothers and seeing to the execution of all ten of their sons. Then he 

demanded that his father abdicate in his favour. Despite this ruthless beginning, 

Taizong proved a wise and conscientious ruler, able to select good advisors and 

willing to listen to them, even when they criticized his personal behaviour. 

Modern historians often describe the Sui and early Tang as sino-foreign 

regimes to draw attention to the large contributions of the Northern Dynasties to 

their institutional base and also the large component of families with Xianbei or 

other northern ancestry among the political and military elite of the period. It is 
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Drinking tea became popular 

in Tang times. The purpose of 

this gilded silver tea grinder 

was to pulverize powdered tea 

that had been made into cakes. 

Dated 869, it was among a set 

of objects donated by the 

imperial family to the Famensi 

Buddhist temple in Fufeng, 

near Xi'an, Shaanxi province. 
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Tang China's neighbours included states that had adopted 

many aspects of Chinese statecraft. These included the king­

doms of Silla and Bohai to the northeast, Nara Japan to the 

east, and Nanzhao and Tibet to the west. China also exerted 

political overlordship over large areas in central Asia where 

Chinese culture did not penetrate so deeply. 

9 
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true that both founders came from families that had worked closely with the Xian­

bei rulers and had intermarried with them. But none of these early rulers chose to 

present himself as synthesizing the best of Chinese and Xianbei traditions . 

Because both Yang and Li were Chinese names, they could present themselves as 

scions of old Chinese stock and emperors in the tradition of the Han. Certainly 

they did not think martial prowess or love of horses and hunting were un­

Chinese. During this period the Xianbei presence rapidly faded as the Xianbei 

were assimilated and their language disappeared. Many men of Xianbei descent 

used the Chinese surnames they had been given at the end of the fifth century and 

served in civil rather than military offices. One of Taizong's chief experts in civil 

administration, for instance, was Zhangsun Wuji, a well-educated descendant of 

the Tuoba imperial clan. 

Even if the Sui and Tang founders framed their state-building in entirely Chi­

nese terms, they were heavily indebted to the groundwork laid during the North­

ern Dynasties. Both dynasties retained modified forms of the equal-field system 

started during the Northern Wei. By setting the uniform taxes in grain, cloth, and 

labour serv~ces relatively low, they were able to increase the numbers of house­

holds on the tax registers , and within a few years after reunification, the number 

of registeretl households had been doubled to about nine million (for a total pop­

ulation in the vicinity of fifty million) . The Sui and early Tang also retained the 

Northern Zhou divisional militia, the army of volunteer farmer-soldiers who in 

return for their allocations of farmland served in rotation in armies at the capital 

or on the frontiers. 

Using this army, the Sui and Tang rulers quickly extended their control beyond 

China proper. On the Inner Asian frontier, the powerful Turks had become a 

recurrent threat. To keep them in check, these rulers used the old strategies of 

strengthening fortifications , marriage diplomacy, investiture of their rulers, trade 

and tribute missions, and getting one tribe or contender to fight another. For 

instance, in 605, when the Khitan from the northeast made raids into China, a 

Chinese general was sent to lead 20,000 Turkish cavalrymen against them. When 

the Khitan were defeated, their women and livestock were given to the Turks as 

their reward. In 630, however, the Chinese turned against the Turks, wresting 

control of the Ordas and of southwestern Mongolia away from them, and winning 

for Taizong the title of great khan . This opened the way for joint Chinese-Turkish 

expeditions into the Silk Route cities of Central Asia in the 640s and 650s, which 

resulted in China regaining overlordship in the area. 

The Sui and early Tang dynasties were also periods of empire building at home, 

of strengthening, standardizing, and codifying the institutions of political control. 

The Sui promulgated a code of law which combined elements of both northern 

and southern legal traditions , and the Tang built on it. The code of 653 , the earli­

est to survive, has more than 500 articles specifying penalties to be imposed on 

those found guilty of a long list of crimes. The penalties ranged from a beating of 
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The calm, respectful, but 

determined demeanour of this 

stone statue was meant to cap­

ture the qualities desired in 

high officials. It was among a 

series of civil and military offi­

cials that lined the path to the 

grave of the first Tang 

emperor. 
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ten blows with the light stick, to a hundred blows with the heavy 

stick, to penal servitude lasting one to three years, to life exile to dis­

tant locations with penal servitude, to execution. Like earlier laws, 

these ones served to support social and political hierarchies by grad­

ing penalties according to the relationship of the parties; for exam­

ple, it was more serious for a servant or a nephew to strike or kill a 

master or an uncle than vice versa. The legal principles articulated in 

this Tang code remained central to the Chinese legal system in all 

succeeding dynasties. 

Imperial control over provincial administration was a critical 

issue in this period. During the Northern and Southern dynasties , 

the number of prefectures had proliferated, and staffing them had 

largely become the privilege of local elite families . To reassert cen­

tral control over local government, the Sui reduced the numbers of 

prefectures and counties, gave the ministry of personnel the power 

to fill even the lower posts in them, and ruled that officials could no 

longer serve in their home prefecture or serve more than one tour in 

any prefecture. These new policies worked to limit the power of 

locally entrenched families and to keep centrally appointed officials 

from allying with them. 

As in the Han period, appointing men imbued with Confucian 

values of loyalty to the ruler and duty to the people was another 

means of strengthening imperial power, since it was much less costly 

to appoint officials the government could trust than to supervise and 

monitor their every action. To identify true Confucians, the Sui 

introduced written examinations of candidates' literary abilities and 

knowledge of the classics . The Tang expanded this civil service 

examination system and took other measures to promote Confucian 

education, such as setting up state schools and issuing authorized 

versions of the Five Classics, complete with selected commentaries. 

Although in the Tang period on average only twenty to thirty men 

passed the civil service examinations per year, the exams gradually came to play 

an important role in identifying an elite within the bureaucracy, a group of men 

who would spend much of their careers in the central government, rapidly pro­

moted from one post to the next. The new system moreover expanded opportuni­

ties for the highly talented from unconnected families; by mid Tang, a man from 

Guangdong province, far from any of the centres of aristocratic families, had risen 

through the examination system to hold some of the highest offices in the court. 

Still, members of the famous families were everywhere in the bureaucracy, espe­

cially at the highest reaches. Because men from old aristocratic families tended to 

do well in the examinations, this recruitment system did not put an end to their 

influence, but it did shape how they prepared themselves for government service. 
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Calligraphy as a fine art 

In China, perhaps more than anywhere else, calligraphy 
came to be recognized as a fine art, practised by men of 
education and social eminence. Different scripts, such as 
'seal', 'clerical', and 'draft' could be chosen to suit the callig­

rapher's mood or needs, and within each script a great num­
ber of styles evolved. Each piece of calligraphy was thought 
to reflect its writer's character and feelings. The strength, 
balance, and flow of the strokes made with a highly pliable 
hair brush were believed to convey the calligrapher's moral 
and psychological make-up as well as his momentary emo­
tions. So indicative of character was calligraphy thought to 
be that in Tang times it was used as a criterion for assigning 
posts in the civil service. To attain a good hand took disci­
pline and respect for tradition. Those aspiring to master the 
art of calligraphy would assiduously copy works by estab­
lished masters before attempting to develop styles of their 
own. Thus the pieces of calligraphy by former masters were 
treasured, and the esteem accorded them had a profound 
influence on the development of the art. 

The most famous piece of calligraphy in Chinese history 
is undoubtedly the Record of the Orchid Pavilion Gathering, 
written by Wang Xizhi in 353. Part of its fame is based on 
the story of how nearly three centuries later it got into the 
hands of the Tang emperor Taizong. Three times Taizong sent 
emissaries to request it from Biancai, an elderly monk living 
in a monastery in the south reputed to have possession of it, 
but each time Biancai claimed it had not survived the wars. 
Then Taizong sent Xiao Yi, a grandson of one of the last 
southern monarchs. Xiao Yi called on Biancai dressed as a 
Confucian scholar, and the two got along well, drinking, 
playing chess, and composing poetry. After several days of 
such visits, Xiao Yi brought out a painting to show Biancai 

and mentioned in passing that he possessed calligraphy by 
Wang Xizhi. Biancai asked him to bring the pieces the next 
day, and when he did, Biancai commented, 'These are 

authentic but not of the first rank. I happen to have a truly 
exceptional work, the original of the Orchid Pavilion manu­
script: Xiao Yi feigned disbelief, so the next day Biancai took 
his treasure out of hiding to show him. Xiao Yi pointed to 
flaws and declared it a copy, leading to a heated argument. 
When Biancai, flustered, failed to put it away before going 
off to participate in a monastic ritual, Xiao Yi grabbed the 
treasure and rode off. Overjoyed to get it, Taizong promoted 

Xiao Yi to a rank five government post and rewarded him 
with precious objects of gold and silver, a town mansion, a 
country estate, and two fine horses from the imperial stable. 
At first Taizong wanted to punish Biancai for his miserliness 
but in the end instead sent him silk and grain which the 
monk used to have a pagoda built. Taizong had many copies 
of Wang Xizhi's calligraphy made, but the original, we are 
told, he treasured so much that he had it interred with him 
in his grave. 

Whatever the truth of the details of this anecdote, it was 
recorded in Tang times, revealing that by that period the 
love of relics of the past had already reached the point 
where collecting and protecting them could become an 
obsession. 

To make copies of Wang Xizhi's calligraphy, Taizong had 

them carefully traced, then carved on a stone from which 

copies could be rubbed. This impression dates from the 

Tang or Song dynasty. 



11 4 T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED HI ST ORY OF CHI NA 

Love stories 

Undoubtedly the two most famous women of Tang times 
were Empress Wu and Yang Guifei, and popular understand­
ing of the power that women could gain over men was very 
much shaped by the stories told about these two rather dif­
ferent palace women. Before the end of the dynasty, how­

ever, fictional women were coming to play nearly as 
important a role in shaping understandings of male-female 

relations. Well -crafted short stories written in the classical 
language by leading men of letters came to shape cultural 
expectations concerning what makes men and women · 
attractive to each other, how they differ in the ways they 

express love, and their varying proclivities for devotion or 
callousness. 

Tang love stories frequently concerned young literati 
who became enamoured of courtesans or prostitutes. Bai 
Xingjian wrote about a young examination candidate who 
fell for the beautiful courtesan Li Wa on first glance. She and 
her proprietrix gradually squeezed him of all his money and 
then disappeared. Totally impoverished, the young man was 
reduced to supporting himself as a singer of funeral dirges. 
When his father discovered him in that demeaned capacity, 
he beat him nearly to death. For a while the young man lived 
by begging, until by accident he again encountered Li Wa, 
who out of a sense of guilt and compassion first purchased 
her freedom from her proprietrix, then took him in. After 
nursing him back to health, she convinced him to resume his 
studies. In the end he passed the examinations with distinc­
tion, became an official, and was able to win over his father, 
who even accepted Li Wa as a daughter-in-law. 

An even more famous love story concerns an examina­
tion candidate who fell in love with a girl of good family, a 

distant cousin. It was written by the eminent man of letters, 
Yuan Zhen. In this story, Zhang, the son of an official, falls in 
love with Yingying after her widowed mother introduced her 
to him to thank him for doing them a favour. On the advice 
of Yingying's maid, Zhang tried to win her over by writing 
poems to her. Both Zhang and Yingying were literate and 
sensitive, Yingying especially: 

She excelled in the arts but acted as if she knew nothing 
about them. She was quick and clever in speaking, but 
was not inclined toward repartee. She loved Zhang very 
much but never said so in words. She was subject to 
melancholy moods, but did not let her feelings show on 
her face. Once she was playing sad music on the zither 
alone at night. When Zhang, who had overheard her, 
appeared, he tried to get her to resume playing, but she 
refused. This made him all the more infatuated with her. 

Without a formal engagement or the permission of 
either's parents, an affair began, interrupted when Zhang 
had to go to the capital to take the examinations. Yingying 
wrote him a long letter accusing him of faithlessness when 
he did not return, but he in the end broke with her, telling a 
friend that beautiful women spell disaster for men. Each 
married other partners chosen for them by their parents. 

Opposite 

Notions of what makes women attractive have changed over 

the course of Chinese history. The figurines found in Tang 

tombs reveal that active women, even ones playing polo on 

horseback, were viewed as appealing. So too were plump 

and full-faced women. 

From Tang times on , the education of the upper class tended to become more 

bookish, and martial skills such as horsemanship, archery, and swordsmanship 

gradually came to play a lesser role in elite life. 

The examinations system helped to standardize and overcome differences 

between the northwestern, northeastern, and southern elites. The economic and 

political integration of the empire was similarly aided by an engineering feat: the 

construction of the Grand Canal, dug between 605 and 609 by means of enor­

mous levies of conscripted labour. Transport canals had been built sin ce Qin 

times, but these had never been anything on this scale. The first stage linked the 

eas tern capital of Luoyang to the Yangzi valley at modern Yangzhou . On its 
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The Sui dynasty's contribution 

to the development of Chinese 

transportation was not limited 

to the construction of the 

Grand Canal. Roads were built 
in the north China plain to 

improve access to the north­

ern frontier. This bridge in 

Zhouxian, Hebei province, 

was constructed between 605 

and 616 using over a thousand 

stones weighing more than a 

ton each. It has a span of 

about 130 feet and a width of 

over 30 feet. 
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completion, the second Sui emperor led a 65-mile-long flotilla of boats down to 

his southern capital at Yangzhou. Soon the canal was extended south to 

Hangzhou and north to the Beijing area. An imperial road was built alongside the 

canal and relay post stations were provided. In total, the canal extended almost 

1,200 miles , allowing the government to draw on the growing wealth ·of the 

Yangzi valley to support both the government in the capital area and the military 

garrisons along the northeastern frontier. This new long-distance supply system 

gradually obviated the need for the army to be self-supporting, as supplies could 

be brought from the south to the north. 

Empire building continued apace during the late seventh century when the 

court was dominated by Empress Wu , a powerful personality, as ruthless and 

politically adroit as Wendi or Taizong. Her rise to power is that much more 

remarkable because she did not begin as an empress, but as Gaozong's concubine. 

Her influence on Gaozong (r.650-83) was such that within a few years of her 

entering the palace he was willing to oust his previous empress to install her 

instead, over the strenuous objections of his high officials. Once installed as 

empress, she moved quickly to eliminate her rivals and opponents. After Gaozong 

suffered a stroke in 660, Empress Wu took full charge. Even though he died in 

683, she maintained her control during the reigns of her two sons, whom she 

summarily deposed, one after the other. In 690 she proclaimed herself emperor of 

a new dynasty, the Zhou , making her the only woman who took the title emperor 

in Chinese history. She circulated the Great Cloud Sutra , which predicted the 

imminent reincarnation of the Buddha Maitreya as a female monarch , under 

whom all the world would be free of illness, worry, and disaster, thus providing 

Buddhist legitimation for her ascent to the throne. During her reign the court fre-
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quently moved east to Luoyang and she recruited many officials from the east, 

probably seeing in them a counterweight to the northwest aristocracy so closely 

connected to the Tang imperial family. Execrated by later historians as an evil 

usurper, Empress Wu was, without question, forceful. She suppressed rebellions 

of Tang princes and maintained an aggressive foreign policy. Her hold on the gov­

ernment was so strong that she was not deposed until 705 when she was over 

eighty and ailing. 

LIFE AT THE CENTRE 

A woman in the role of emperor, as the link between heaven and humankind, was 

certainly anomalous in Chinese history, but was not the only anomalous feature of 

the Tang period. More than in any other epoch in Chinese history before the 

twentieth century, Chin'ese in early and mid Tang had the self-confidence to be 

open to the new and different. Perhaps because a universal religion of foreign 
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Chang'an was laid out in the 

early years of the Sui and 

developed in Tang times into a 

great city. It was divided into 
1 walled wards, the gates to 

which were closed at night. To 

facilitate state supervision, 
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restricted to special market 

quarters , but religious estab­

lishments were to be found 

throughout_ the city . 
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Silk remained a major item of 

trade through Central Asia in 

Tang times. The most luxuri­

ous silks were generally used 

for women's clothes, as seen in 

this painted wooden figurine 

excavated from the tomb of a 

Chinese official posted to the 

far western frontier near Tur­

fan in Xinjiang province. 
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ori.gi.n gave Chi.na li.nks to a~l the other countries of Asi.a east of Persia, 

perhaps because the eli.te included many fami.li.es of non-Chinese 

descent, perhaps because Chi.na had the mi.li.tary might to garrison the 

Silk Road and keep it open for trade, Chinese in thi.s period were more 

than happy to gather about them the best of what the rest of their 

world had to offer. 

The magnificent capital at Chang'an exerted a powerfully attractive 

force on the outside world. Like earlier capital cities in the north, 

Chang'an was a planned ci.ty laid out on a square grid, but it was con­

structed on a much larger scale than any previous capital. Its outer 

walls , made of pounded earth about ten to fifteen feet thi.ck and thirty­

five feet tall , extended over five miles north to south and nearly si.x 

miles east to west. The palace was in the north, so the emperor could, 

in a sense, face south towards hi.s subjects, whose homes were i.n the 

108 wards, each enclosed by a wall. Certain blocks were set aside for 

markets , open at specified hours each day. The great southern gate of 

the city opened out on to an extremely broad avenue about 500 feet 

wi.de. Foreign envoys seeking to see the emperor all travelled along 

this thoroughfare directly to the palace. This and other main avenues 

were bordered by ditches planted wi.th trees. When the city was first 

built in the Sui, officials and nobles were offered incentives to build 

residences and temples i.n the ci.ty, and many southern aristocrats were 

forced to move there after thei.r capital was conquered in 589. But 

incentives and coercion were not needed for long; by the early Tang 

leading members of society sought to live i.n Chan,g'an or the sec­

ondary capital at Luoyang, also rebuilt i.n the Sui period. 

The culture of Chang'an and Luoyang was enthusiastically cos-

mopolitan. Tai.zong was fascinated by the monk Xuanzang (602-64) 

who returned to Chi.na i.n 645 to tell about hi.s fifteen years travelling across Cen­

tral Asi.a and Indi.a. Knowledge of the outside world was also stimulated by the 

presence of envoys, merchants , and pilgrims who came from the tributary states 

in Central Asia as well as from neighbouring countries like Japan, Korea, and 

Tibet. Goods from these distant regions - horses, jewels, musical instruments, and 

textiles - were sources of endless fascination to both the court and the capital 

eli.te. Foreign fashions i.n hair and clothing were often copied, and foreign amuse­

ments like the game of polo became favourite pastimes of the well-to-do. The 

caravans that came from Central Asi.a were so appreciated that pottery 

representations of camels and thei.r non-Han grooms were among the objects peo­

ple commonly placed i.n tombs. Foreign religions , including Islam, Judaism, 

Mani.chaeism, Zoroastrianism, and Nestorian Christianity were practised among 

the thousands of foreign merchants resident there , though none of these religions 

spread into the Chinese population the way Buddhism had centuries earlier. 
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Foreign influence had longer-term impact in the arts. Silver-smithing was per­

fected, with cups, plates, ewers, and other small objects showing the influence of 

Persian designs and techniques. The introduction of new instruments and new 

tunes from India, Iran, and Central Asia brought about a major transformation of 

Chinese music. Interior furnishings were also transformed , as the practice of sit­

ting on mats on the floor gradually gave way to the foreign practice of sitting on 

stools and chairs. 

Prosperity undoubtedly aided the cultural vitality of the Tang period. The 

reunification of the country, the opening of the Grand Canal linking north and 

south, and the expansion of international trade via the Central Asian Silk Route 
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Ceramic model of a group of 

musicians seated on a camel, 

26 inches tall , excavated in 

Xi'an (Chang'an) from a tomb 

dated 723. The dress of some 

· of the musicians, along with 

their beards and facial fea­

tures, indicate that they are 

from Central Asia. Tang tombs 

often contain ceramic models 

of Central Asian men , both 

musicians and grooms attend­

ing to horses or camels; the 

presence of these objects 

attests to the love of the Tang 

elite for Central Asian music 

and for the caravans that 

brought goods from the west. 
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and the higher-volume sea routes all stimulated the economy. Economic develop­

ment of the south was particularly impressive, aided by convenient water trans­

portation along rivers and streams. River traffic had grown so heavy that storms at 

Yangzhou in 721 and 751 were said to have led to the destruction of over 1,000 

boats each time. Tea, native to the south, was no longer looked on as a medicinal 

herb, useful primarily to those trying to stay awake, but had come to be drunk all 

over the country, making it a major item in trade. The southern port cities of 

Guangzhou , Quanzhou , and Fuzhou grew in size as maritime trade along the 

coast and throughout Southeast Asia expanded greatly, much of it in the hands of 

Arab merchants. By 742, when a census was taken, the proportion of the regis­

tered popu-lation living in the south had increased from only a quarter in the 

early seventh century to nearly a half. 

Neither economic growth nor the development of thriving commercial cities 

brought about radical change in the composition of the social or political elite. 

Tang China was still an aristocratic society. In elite circles, genealogies continued 

to be much discussed and eminent forebears were looked on as a source of pride 

and admiration; the most prestigious families still largely married among them­

selves, giving coherence and visibility to the highest stratum of the elite. Early in 

the Tang dynasty the emperors sporadically made efforts to undermine the pres­

tige of aristocratic pedigree and to assert that high office carries more honour than 

eminent ancestors. Once the families closest to the throne had become socially 

accepted as aristocratic families , however, the emperors largely gave up trying to 

challenge the aristocrats' pretensions. 

Aristocrats and other educated men in Tang times engaged in a wide range of 

arts and learning. Confucian scholarship of many sorts flourished , especially the 

writings of histories and commentaries to the classics. In this period education in 

Confucian texts and commitment to Confucian principles of government service 

was not looked on as incompatible with faith in Buddhism or Daoism, and many 

men were learned in the texts of more than one tradition. The arts also attracted 

scholars , many of whom were esteemed for their calligraphy. Almost all educated 

men wrote an occasional poem, and poetic composition was tested on the most 

prestigious of the civil service examinations, the jinshi , or 'presented scholar' 

exam. Perhaps that contributed to the art of poetry, for the Tang produced many 

of China's greatest poets, including Wang Wei, Li Bai, Du Fu, Bai Juyi, and Li 

Shangyin. Over 48,900 poems by 2,200 Tang poets have survived. The parting of 

friends was a common theme of these poems, perhaps because officials were fre­

quently transferred to the provinces. The immense distances of the empire, the 

dangers of travel , and the difficulty of keeping in touch once separated evidently 

made every parting seem momentous. Poets also frequented entertainment quar­

ters of the cities where they could call on female musicians. In the late Tang 

period, courtesans played an important part in popularizing a new verse form by 

singing the lyrics written by famous men and by composing lyrics themselves. 
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The high point of Tang culture came in the first half of the eighth century, dur­

ing the reign of Xuanzong (r. 712-56) , a grandson of Empress Wu whose court 

became the focal point of high culture. Xuanzong conducted state ceremonies on 

a grand scale and authorized a major codification of state ritual. Buddhist and 

Daoist clerics were also welcome at his court. Xuanzong invited teachers of the 

newly introduced Tantric school of Buddhism, in 726 calling on the Javanese 

monk Vajrabodhi to perform Tantric rites to avert drought and in 742 holding the 

incense burner while the Ceylonese Amoghavajra recited mystical incantations to 

aid the victory of Tang forces. To liven up the poetry written at his court and 

amuse him on his outings with his palace ladies , Xuanzong established a new 

academy for poets. The poet Li Bai served in this academy for a few years , writing 

light sensual poems celebrating the beauty of the imperial parks and the ladies in 

them. Xuanzong also enjoyed music and horses and even kept a troupe of danc­

ing horses. Han Gan, a great horse painter, served at his court. 

In his early years , Xuanzong's love of court life did not keep him from tending 

to affairs of state. He took prompt action to curb the power of imperial relatives 

and Buddhist monasteries, both of which had gained strength under Empress Wu. 

To deal with the declines in tax revenue caused by absconding peasants , he 

ordered a new census and reformed the equal-field system. Because of threats 

from the Turks, Uighurs , and Tibetans, he restructured the defence establishment, 

setting up a ring of military provinces along the frontier from Sichuan to 

Manchuria and giving their commanders great authority. 

Xuanzong had many consorts and fathered thirty sons and twenty-nine daugh­

ters . But one woman had a special place in his life. In popular culture Xuanzong 

is remembered above all for falling in love, when nearly sixty, with the young 

imperial consort Yang Guifei, a beauty who shared his interest in music and dance 

but lacked sound political sense. She was amused by the company of An Lushan, 

one of the recently appointed military governors of non-Chinese origin. The dot­

ing Xuanzong showered An Lushan with favours and allowed him to amass 

160,000 troops along the northern and northeastern frontiers. In 755 An Lushan 

rebelled and marched on Luoyang and Chang'an, compelling Xuanzong to flee 

west. The troops that accompanied him staged a mutiny and forced Xuanzong to 

have Yang Guifei strangled; Xuanzong, already over seventy and depressed by the 

turn of events , abdicated to his son and the most brilliant age of court culture 

came to an end. 

THE PENETRATION OF BUDDHISM INTO CHINESE LIFE 

The outwardly oriented, cosmopolitan mood of the Sui and Tang periods allowed 

Buddhist institutions to become an integral part of Chinese li.fe. Buddhist monas­

teries ran schools for children; in remote areas they provided lodging for trav­

ellers; in towns they offered literati places to gather for social occasions like 

going-away parties. Monasteries also played a major role in the economy. Their 
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huge tracts of land and large numbers of serfs gave them the financial resources to 

establish enterprises like mills and oil presses and to open up new land. With the 

income they earned from these ventures , they often expanded into money-lend­

ing and pawn-broking businesses, making monasteries an economic force in local 

communities and contributing to further monetization and commercialization of 

the economy. 

Buddhism was also instrumental in transforming the Chinese imagination. 

Stories of Buddhist origin became in Tang times among the most widely known 

and popular tales . To spread the faith , monks would show pictures and tell stories 

to audiences of illiterate laymen. The story of Mulian, who journeyed to the 

netherworld to save his mother, suffering the most harrowing punishments there , 

gave rise to the ghost festival held on the fifteenth clay of the seventh month, one 

of the most important festivals in Chinese popular culture. On this day Buddhists 

and non-Buddhists alike , from the most educated members of the clergy to 

ordinary illiterate villagers, would put out food in order to feed hungry ghosts 

suffering in the netherworld. The Japanese monk Ennin, who spent the years 

838 to 84 7 in China, reported that on this clay the forty-odd monasteries in 

Yangzhou would compete with each other to make unusual candles, cakes , 

and artificial flowers to offer in front of the Buddha halls. 'Everyone in the city 
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goes around to the monasteries and performs adoration during this most flour­

ishing festival. ' 

By the mid-Tang period the most popular sects or schools of Buddhism were 

thoroughly sinified ones . Adherents of the Pure Land teaching devoutly paid 

homage to the Buddha Amitabha and his chief helper, the compassionate bod­

hisattva Guanyin, in order to be reborn in Amitabha's paradise, the Pure Land. 

Among the educated elite, the Chan school (known in Japan as Zen) was becom­

ing just as popular. Chan teachings rejected the authority of the sutras and 

claimed the superiority of mind-to-mind transmission of Buddhist truth through 

a series of patriarchs , the most important of whom were the First Patriarch 

Bodhidharma, an Indian monk who came to China in the early sixth century, and 

the Sixth Patriarch Huineng, a Chinese monk who died in the early eighth cen­

tury. The illiteracy of Huineng at the time of his enlightenment was taken as proof 

of the Chan claim that enlightenment could be achieved suddenly through insight 

into one's own true nature. 
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The history of Buddhism in Tang times was not solely one of expansion and 

penetration. In the late Tang period, opposition to Buddhism as foreign re­

emerged as China's international position weakened, and the court's financial dif­

ficulties revived antagonism against Buddhism as an economic drain. In 841 the 

court initiated a massive suppression of Buddhism and other foreign religions. By 

845, when the orders were rescinded, around a quarter of a million monks and 

nuns had been returned to lay life, 150,000 slaves had been confiscated, and some 

4,600 monasteries and 40,000 chapels had been demolished or converted to other 

purposes. This blow came at an unfortunate time for Chinese Buddhism, for in 

this period it also lost the intellectual stimulation of contact with Buddhist centres 

in India and Central Asia due to the spread of Islam in Central Asia and the 

decline of Buddhism in India. As a result of these two blows, although Pure Land 

and Chan continued to flourish, the more philosophical and exegetical schools of 

Buddhist thought did not survive into later centuries. 

LIFE FAR FROM THE CENTRE 

A sense of what life was like for subjects of the Tang who lived far from the capi­

tal and well below the upper reaches of society can be glimpsed from a great cache 

of documents found sealed in a cave temple at Dunhuang, at the far northwestern 

edge of China proper where the Silk Road across the desert began. Surviving 
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documents include contracts for the sale of land, houses , and slaves; household 

registration records used in the equal-field system; elementary education primers; 

forms for arranging divorce, adoption, or family division; sample or form letters 

for many occasions; circulars for lay religious societies; local histories and lists of 

local eminent families; and an enormous variety of government documents. 

The farmers of Dunhuang may have lived far from the capital, but their daily 

lives were still profoundly affected by the policies established there , particularly 

the equal-field system. Documents found at Dunhuang prove that people did, in 

fact , receive allotments of land through this system, and this land did revert to the 

state after people died. But tenancy is also much in evidence. Not only were there 

government lands worked by various types of tenants, but also some people found 

it inconvenient to work the land allocated to them under the equal-field system 

and rented it to tenants while they worked as tenants themselves on other people's 

land. Monasteries were also large landlords, and their tenants were held on serf­

like bondage, unfree to move elsewhere or marry outside their status group . Dun­

huang documents show, nevertheless , that monastery dependants were free to 

own property of their own and to employ others to help them work it; some even 

had slaves of their own. 

The state also had a large hand in the way goods were bought and sold. There 

are about ninety fragments of official price lists showing that every month the 

authorities established prices for three qualities of a wide range of commodities 

sold in government-supervised markets , including foodstuffs and textiles. In 

other matters , the role of the state was more indirect. Repair of irrigation ditches , 

for instance, appears Lo have largely been performed by small mutual-aid societies 

of those farmers most directly affected , supervised by men performing their 

labour-service duties. 

This is not to say that there were no private or non-governmental collective 

activities in Dunhuang. The presence of Buddhist lay associations shows that even 

ordinary farmers could organize themselves , passing around circulars to call 

meetings. The expansion of education, largely outside government hands , can be 

seen from the great quantity and variety of educational texts that survived in 

Dunhuang. Confucian social ethics were taught in the primers used in schools 

run by monasteries. The Family Instructions of the Grandfather, which surv_ived in 

forty-two copies in Dunhuang, employed simple verse to instruct young men in 

correct manners: 

When his father goes out to walk 

The son must follow behind. 

If on the road he meets a senior 

He puts his feet together and joins his hands. 

In front of a senior 

He does not spit on the ground. 
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The moral basis of women's manners was also expounded: 

A bride serves her husband 

Just as she served her father. 

Her voice should not be heard 

Nor her body or shadow seen. 

With her husband's father and elder brothers 

She has no conversation. 

The Dunhuang documents also include many books for somewhat more 

advanced students, such as multiplication tables, arithmetic exercises, vocabulary 

lists and etiquette books with elaborate rules for how to vary polite language 

when addressing someone very superior, slightly superior, a peer, or an inferior; 

how to write a condolence letter or make a condolence visit; and how to conduct 

weddings and funerals. 

The beginnings of printing can also be better understood in the context of the 

Dunhuang documents . There was clearly a large local demand for primers for 

children, calendars of lucky and unlucky days, manuals of charms for warding off 

evil, and guides for examination candidates. Another reason to make multiple 

copies was to earn religious merit by copying and distributing sacred Buddhist 

texts. It was perhaps not a large step to begin carving 

blocks to save time in reproducing texts, since the Chinese 

had long used seals made out of metal, stone, and clay to 

impress words on paper. They also knew how to make 

copies of texts by taking rubbings of inscribed stones. 

There is scattered evidence of the use of block printing as 

early as the eighth century, and by the ninth century the 

technique had been perfected. The oldest extant printed 

book is a copy of the Diamond Sutra preserved in Dun­

huang, dated 868. Other Tang printed works preserved in 

Dunhuang include dictionaries and almanacs. At about 

this time the scroll format for long texts began to be super­

seded by flat books with folded pages, a format much more 

convenient for storage. Within a couple of centuries the 

invention of printed books would revolutionize the com­

munications of ideas. 

POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC REALIGNMENTS 

The Tang government never completely recovered from 

the rebellion started by An Lushan. After eight years of 

fighting (755-63), Xuanzong's successor had little choice 

but to make a compromising peace. To restore order he 
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pardoned rebel leaders , often appointing them as military governors in the areas 

where they had surrendered. From then on in several vital areas military gover­

nors acted like rulers of independent states, paying no taxes, appointing their own 

subordinates, and passing their power to their own heirs. In these provinces, mil­

itary men, often non-Han or semi-sinified, came to staff a large proportion of gov­

ernment posts. Even in provinces with civil governors , the provincial governors 

were enhancing their administrative powers at the expense of both the central 

government and the prefects and magistrates. 

In these circumstances, the central government finally abolished the long out­

grown equal-field system it had inherited from the Northern Dynasties and in 780 

substituted a twice-yearly tax on actual landholding. From this time on, regions 

were given quotas of taxes to fill and allowed considerable leeway in how they 

raised the required funds. Government withdrawal from control of land owner­

ship amounted to a return to an open market in land, facilitating the growth of 

large estates as those who fell into debt had to sell their land and those with 

money could amass more and more property. 

The new land tax worked well, but the central government discovered it 

could raise revenue even more successfully through control of the production 

and distribution of salt. By adding a surcharge to the salt it sold to licensed mer­

chant distributors, the government was able to collect taxes indirectly, through 

merchants , even from districts where its authority was minimal. By 779 over half 

the total revenue was being raised through the salt monopoly. Success with salt 

led the government to attempt similar policies with other commodities, inclu­

ding wine and tea. The Salt Commission became a very powerful organization, 

independent of the old organs of government and run by officials who specialized 

in finance. 

Besides withdrawing from control of the market in land, the post-rebellion 

Tang government largely gave up supervision of the operation of urban markets. 

This retreat from management of the economy had the unintended effect of stim­

ulating trade. The circulation of goods increased and markets were opened in 

more and more towns, facilitating regional trade centred on the new provincial 

capitals. Merchants , no longer supervised so closely, found ways to solve the 

perennial problems of a shortage of coins by circulating silver bullion and notes of 

exchange. By the ninth century a new economic hierarchy of markets and towns 

had begun to emerge alongside the state hierarchy of administrative centres. The 

entire south was also benefiting from yet another influx of migrants as Hebei 

province in particular and the north more generally were hard hit by the rebellion 

and its aftermath. Because agriculture was more productive in the south, every 

shift of the population in that direction aided the overall economic prosperity of 

the country. Cities of the lower Yangzi area , such as Yangzhou , Suzhou, and 

Hangzhou , flourished , inducing many elite families from the north to relocate 

permanently in the region. 
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Chang'an continued to thrive as an urban centre in the post-rebellion era, but 

the court based there did not fare so well. Capable and determined emperors and 

court officials took many measures to strengthen central control , but with limited 

success. To counter the threat posed by the regional commanders, the court cre­

ated a Palace Army and put the emperor's personal servants, the palace eunuchs , 

in charge of it. It did not take long for the eunuchs to prove as much a bane as the 

mutinous provinces. They gained control of palace affairs, and high officials 

found themselves reduced to forming alliances with one group of eunuchs or 

another. Accounts of court politics after 820 revolve around plots and counter­

plots , with the eunuchs and their allies enthroning, coercing, and murdering one 

emperor after another. In 835 the emperor and a group of officials tried to strike 

against the eunuchs but their plot was discovered . In retaliation , the eunuchs 

ordered the immediate slaughter of over 1,000 officials. As a public display of 

their power, the eunuchs had the three chief ministers and their families publicly 

executed in Chang'an's western market place. 

External pressures coincided with these internal threats. Antagonistic states 

were consolidating themselves all along the Tang's borders - from Bohai on the 

northeast to Tibet and Nanzhao on the west and southwest. The Turkish Uighurs 

proved a burdensome ally. The An Lushan rebellion was put down in part through 

their help , but to keep them from plundering Luoyang after they helped retake it, 

they had to be paid off with huge quantities of silk. Thereafter, to keep them from 

raiding, they had to be allowed to trade horses for silk at extortionate terms. At 

the same time Tibet had formed a strong empire, and when Chinese troops were 

withdrawn from the western frontier to help defend the capital after An Lushan 

rebelled, it was easy for the Tibetans to step in, cutting off Central Asia from met­

ropolitan China. When the Tibetan empire collapsed in 842 and the Uighur 

empire broke up soon after, the Chinese court decided not to attempt the recov­

ery of their former dominions in Central Asia. 

After 860 , the decentralized government with so much of its power concen­

trated in the hands of regional commanders proved unable to maintain even a 

semblance of order. Bandit gangs, some as large as small armies, ravaged the coun­

tryside and even attacked walled cities. These gangs preyed on traders and tax 

convoys, smuggled illicit salt, and sometimes went on rampages that took them 

far from their original base. Huang Chao, the leader of the most successful band, 
I 

was a salt merchant who had failed the civil service examinations. His army 

moved rapidly across the country, from north to south and then north again, in 

879 taking Guangzhou where they slaughtered thousands of foreign merchants , 

and in 881 taking Chang'an, where they set up a government. At one point in 882 , 

after a poem ridiculing this new regime was posted on a government building, 

orders were issued to kill all those capable of writing poetry, and some 3,000 

people perished as a result. It was not for another twenty years , however, that all 

pretence of Tang rule was abandoned, and the (short-lived) Liang dynasty pro-
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claimed , beginning the period conventionally called the Five Dynasties 

(907-960) when China was fragmented into as many as ten regional states. 

REASSESSING CHI 1A'S CULTURE AND INSTITUTIONS 

In ancient times, when Chinese notions of their place in the world were first for­

mulated, it was quite possible for Chinese thinkers to see China as the sole locus 

of civilization, the only place with writing, cities, and advanced manufacturing 

techniques. ln Tang times such a view was no longer sustainable. For centuries 

pilgrims and missionaries had been travelling back and forth from India, bringing 

knowledge of a land with a written tradition that was fully the match of China's. 

Moreover, China's near neighbours could no longer be dismissed as primitives: 

Korea, Bohai (in Manchuria), Nanzhao (in Yunnan), Tibet , and Japan all con­

structed states, adhered to universal religions , made use of writing (sometimes 

inventing their own scripts), built cities , and engaged in long-distance trade. 

China could view itself as the superior on any of a number of grounds, but could 

not view itself as the only place with culture. ln the early Tang, China's political, 

institutional, and cultural excellence received affirmation from all quarters; rulers 
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in Korea and Japan , in fact , copied much of Tang culture and institutions whole­

sale in their own efforts to create powerful political centres. In the late Tang 

dynasty, however, a profound sense of cultural crisis pervaded intellectual life. 

The sense that some sort of action had to be taken motivated many of the best 

minds to rethink basic issues concerning the Chinese state and Chinese culture, 

in the process reinvigorating Confucian thinking. The ideas of two leading writ­

ers , Du You (732-812) and Han Yu (768-824) , can be taken to represent these 

intellectual trends. 

Du You, from an eminent aristocratic family, served with distinction in a series 

of provincial and capital posts. In 801 he submitted to the throne his Tongdian , an 

enormous history of Chinese institutions, in 200 chapters (over 5,000 pages in a 
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· modern edition). This work can be read as a plea for an activist approach to the 

problems of his day, for reforming the government in order to strengthen the cen­

tralized, interventionist aspect of imperial rule , then under threat from the 

autonomous provinces. Most officials, of course, believed in the primacy and cen­

trality of the emperor, but in Du You's view too many of them had an antiquated 

view of the imperial institution, elevating the emperor's ritual and cosmological 

roles and ignoring the ways government actually sustained itself. In organizing his 

compendium, Du You did not begin with court ritual, in the traditional way, but 

with food and money, the people's livelihood and the government's source of rev­

enue. In discussing taxation, he had great praise for Gao Jiang , the Sui official 

who had taken charge of enrolling additional households in the equal-field sys­

tem. During the period when the northeastern and northwestern courts had been 

in a state of constant war, 'cruel rulers and dilatory officials, heavy taxes and fre­

quent labour service drove the people to seek the protection of local strongmen'. 

When the Sui imposed order and people saw the government would take a much 

smaller share of their harvests than the magnates did, they were willing to be reg­

istered. Thus to Du You , 'It was all due to Gao Jiong's efforts that the Sui fiscal sys­

tem was instituted throughout the land and the people thus able to enjoy 

prosperity. ' With hindsight we can see that the late Tang withdrawal of the state 

from management of the economy had positive effec ts , but to Du You well­

designed government control was much to be preferred to leaving people to their 

own devices. 

Du You took particular issue with Confucian scholars of a literalist bent who 

thought the government should pattern itself on ancient institutions described in 

the classics. To refute them he argued that in distant antiquity the Chinese had 

been as backward as some of the barbarians on the borders in his day. He con­

tended that the prefecture and county system of government perfected in the Han 

and Tang was superior to the feudal system of the Zhou on the grounds that it 

made possible long periods of peace and population growth. The author of a pref­

ace to the Tongdian described Du You as believing that 'for the superior man, real­

izing his purpose lies in ordering the state, ordering the state lies in accomplishing 

things, accomplishing things lies in learning from the past, and learning from the 

past lies in changing with the times'. 

Du's younger contemporary Han Yu saw China's problems much more in cul­

tural terms. A committed Confucian, he reaffirmed the Confucian classics as the 

basis of education and good writing and promoted simpler styles of prose based 

on the ancient ideals of clarity, concision, and utility. He was as concerned as Du 

You with the weakness of the central government, but believed a rejuvenation of 

Confucian learning would bolster the state. He submitted a memorial to the 

throne protesting against the emperor's veneration of a relic of the Buddha. In it 

he labelled Buddhism a barbarian cult and the relic a foul object, much too inaus­

picious to touch . He argued that the emperor, by showing respec t for it , was 
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encouraging the common people to give up their proper work and social obliga­

tions to pursue Buddhist goals, to the detriment of the state whose tax base was 

thereby reduced. In an almost equally famous essay on the origin of the Way, Han 

Yu argued that there was a single line of orthodox transmission of Confucian 

learning from the Duke of Zhou to Confucius and Mencius which had since been 

disrupted. Han Yu was, in a sense, proposing that to revive the 'Way of the Sages' 

it was necessary to go back to the Analects and Mencius to recover the authentic 

teachings. He provided a summary of Chinese civilization as broad in conception 

as Du You's but much more succinct: Chinese civilization began with the sages 

who saved people from peril, showed them how to secure food and clothing and 

defend against wild animals, taught them music and rituals, and created political 

institutions for defence and the suppression of crime; but it began to be perverted 

with the rise of Daoism and Buddhism. Han Yu ended his essay by advocating that 

Buddhist and Daoist clergy be layicized, their books burned, and their temples 

converted into homes. 

Du You's and Han Yu's views are, of course, at odds with each other at many lev­

els. Du You insisted on the need to grasp change and to know the details of con­

crete practices. Han Yu , by contrast , stressed what he saw as permanent and 

universal , and at the policy level stressed issues of moral character, arguing the 

need for leaders who had grasped the 'Way of the Sages'. Du You traced the suc­

cessive stages of historical development , whereas Han Yu seemed to think it 

would be possible to leap back to a distant past as though the intervening centuries 

could be cancelled. Still, both men were in agreement on some matters. 

They both, for instance, had little interest in the sorts of cosmological theories 

about emperorship in vogue since the Han. Moreover, they shared a basic opti­

mism about the possibility for men of good intention to take action in the world 

that would bring about change for the better. These attitudes were shared with 

many of their contemporaries and did a great deal to enliven intellectual debate in 

this period. 

In Chinese historical consciousness , unity and expansion have been viewed as 

much more to the credit of the Chinese people than fragmentation and contrac­

tion. The first half of the Tang dynasty is thus viewed as one of the most splendid 

eras in Chinese history, the second half as its unfortunate aftermath. For a dynasty 

to decline in this way was not unexpected because traditional historians saw 

dynasties as progressing according to a predictable moral dynamic. Successful 

dynasties , like the Tang, were founded by men of vigour and purpose whose com­

mitment to the larger good earned them the Mandate of Heaven. They built effi­

cient governments on the basis of low but equitable taxes , having cleared away 

many of the local powers and corrupt practices that had accumulated before their 

rise. Their successors , however, would not all be supermen able to prevent power 

struggles at court , keep the cos t of defence and local administration low, and 

133 



134 

Instruments such as this 

three-foot-long, four-string 

pipa, a type or lute or Iranian 

origin, were given as girts to 

envoys of Japan who visited 

China in the late seventh or 

early eighth centuries . The 

wooden marquetry on the 

reverse depicts llowers, birds , 

butterflies, and mountains. 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED HI STORY OF CHINA 



A Cos m op olitan Empire : The Tang Dy na s ty 

preserve or enhance sources of revenue, all the while inspiring loyalty through 

their bearing and virtue. In this view of history, men of ability and integrity- both 

emperors and their counsellors - could arrest decline or even temporarily reverse 

it, but inevitably the dynasty would weaken and eventually fall. 

To traditional Chinese historians, there was no comparable moral logic linking 

one dynasty to the next, and dynasties , presumably, could follow one after the 

other indefinitely. Thus, when Chinese historians in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries first came across European theories of linear progression from 

ancient, to classical, to medieval, and to modern civilization, they began to pro­

pose schemes for the larger periodization of Chinese history as well. As has 

already been mentioned in earlier chapters, they noted correspondences between 

Han and Rome, the Age of Division, and the Middle Ages. But the Sui-Tang reuni­

fication was an anomaly. In the west neither Justinian in Constantinople in the 

sixth century nor Charlemagne at Rome in 800 had been able to recreate an 

empire as large, centralized, or mighty as Rome. In China, the Tang more than 

matched the Han; it was able to contain more formidable external threats and 

manage a more diverse society with a more developed economy. 

Few historians today accept either a cyclical view of Chinese history that 

downplays long-term change or a three- or four-stage periodization that assumes 

the normal pattern of historical development is the one that occurred in the West. 

In their search for China's own historical progression, it has become common for 

historians to focus on the late Tang as a key turning-point, elevating it from a 

period of lamentable decline to one of exciting growth. The distress that intellec­

tuals felt as they witnessed the deterioration of central control sparked a major 

revitalization of Confucianism that continued into Song times. The inability of the 

central government to keep tight control over the economy rhay have hurt state 

coffers but it invigorated the underlying economy. Emerging from these confused 

and often distressing circumstances, China became a society less centred on the 

political and military structures of the state and therefore better able to weather 

political crises. 
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CHAPTER 6 

T HE C AMBRIDGE I L LUST RATE D H IST ORY Of C H INA 

Shifting South: 
The Song Dynasty 907-1276 

The pace of change in Chinese society began to increase in the late Tang period. 

By early Song times (960-1276) advances in agriculture and industry were con­

tributing to dizzying economic growth. The pace of migration south accelerated 

and the Yangzi valley finally became as central to the Chinese economy and to 

Chinese culture as the Yellow River regions in the north. The civil service exami­

nation system came to dominate the lives of the elite, and Confucianism was rein­

vigorated. Despite these signs of vitality, the Song dynasty was never able to 

establish dominance of East Asia the way the Han and Tang dynasties had. Pow­

erful neighbouring states had to be treated as equals, not vassals, and limiting 

their incursions became a major preoccupation of both the state and the intellec­

tual elite. 

THE EMBATTLED STATE 

During the chaotic century from 860 to 960 fo llowing the disintegration of the 

Tang dynasty, political and military power devolved to the local level. Any strong­

man able to organize defence against rebels and bandits could become a local war­

lord and declare himself king, and many of the kings of this period rose from very 

lowly beginnings, one had even been a merchant's slave. In the south, no self-pro­

claimed king ever consolidated much more than the equivalent of a modern 

province or two, and historians generally refer to the regional states in the south 

as the 'Ten Kingdoms'. Political fragmentation in the south did not impair the 

economy there; on the contrary, rulers of the regional states, eager to expand their 

tax bases, successfully promoted trade. 

The effects of fragmentation were less benign in the north. Many of the 

regional warlords there were not Chinese but Turks from the garrison armies. 

Both Chang'an and Luoyang had been ravaged by the wars of the late Tang period, 

and Kaifeng, located in Henan province at the mouth of the Grand Canal, came to 

be viewed as the central city in north China. The rapid succession of Five Dynas­

ties (Later Liang, Later Tang, Later Jin, Later Han, and Later Zhou) reflects how 

little time any of the claimants of the throne was able to hold on to this capital 

before being ousted by rivals. In 93 7, one contender for the Chinese throne 

turned to the Khitans , the new power in Manchuria, to help him gain control of 

the city of Kaifeng; and in repayment, he recognized the Khitans as overlords and 

granted them the territory around modern Beijing. When his successor tried to 

renounce this arrangement, the Khitans attacked Kaifeng between 946 and 94 7. 

The general finally able to bring about military unification was Zhao Kuangyi.n, 

who reigned as Taizu (r. 960- 76) , first emperor of the Song dynasty. Previously 
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commander of the palace army, Taizu was elevated to emperor by his troops , who 

were unwilling to be led by the seven-year-old son of the former emperor. By the 

time Taizu died sixteen years later, most of the warlords in the south had submit­

ted to the Song. Taizu's overwhelming accomplishment was putting an end to two 

centuries of independent regional armies. To solidify his control over all military 

forces, he got his own commanders to retire on generous pensions and gradually 

replaced the military governors with civil officials. The best units in the regional 

armies he transferred to the palace army, which he kept under his personal com­

mand, fashioning it into a large, mobile professional army charged with protect­

ing the capital. To prevent the rise of new regional strongmen, Taizu put the army 

under civilian control and saw that its officers were regularly rotated. This reor­

ganization of the military forces was completed by Taizu's younger brother (who 

succeeded to the throne in 976); he dismantled the military provinces and 

appointed intendants in charge of judicial, fiscal , military and transportation mat­

ters to supervise and co-ordinate overlapping sets of prefectures. 

The reunification under the Song dynasty did not usher in an era of military 

expansion on the order of the Han or Tang. Not only was there no hope of regain­

ing dominance in Central Asia , but it proved impossible under the Song to dis­

lodge the Khitans from the area around Beijing. Moreover, the Tanguts, a people 

related to the Tibetans, had consolidated a state in the northwest , centred in mod­

ern Gansu. Like the Northern Dynasties in the fifth and sixth centuries, the Khi­

tan's Liao state and the Tanguts' Xia state were ruled by non-Chinese who made 

use of Chinese officials and Chinese methods of government and ruled over 

mixed populations, including many Han Chinese peasants, merchants , and crafts-

Northern Song 

TANGUTS 

X I XIA 

- - major road 

-- canal 

L I A 0 KHITANS 

1, 2 ;: Alternative courses 
of Yellow River 
after 1194 
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Chinese civilization flourished 
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Song times - especially after 

1127 when theJurchen seized 

the north, dividing China 

proper between the Jin in the 

north and the (Southern) Song 

in the south. 
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men (see Chapter 7). Under peace agreements reached in 1004 and 1044, the 

Song court agreed to make substantial annual payments to both Liao and Xia, in a 

sense buying peace. But defence remained a constant concern. The size of the 

Song army was more than tripled between 979 and 1041 to about 1,250,000 men, 

and the government manufactured armaments in huge quantities , arrowheads by 

the tens of millions per year, armour by the tens of thousands. Military expenses 

thus came to absorb over three-quarters of state revenue. 

The need to defend against such powerful enemies stimulated improvements 

in military technology. In 1040, during the wars with the Tanguts, the emperor 

Renzong commissioned a forty-chapter manual on military matters , which 

includes instructions for the construction and use of a broad range of weapons 

and siege machines. It provides the first recipe for gunpowder, which at the time 

was used for incendiary grenades delivered by catapults. Not until later in the 

Song did military engineers discover that gunpowder could also be used as a pro­

pellant, thus inventing true cannons. In its wars, however, the Song's technical 

superiority generally gave it only temporary advantages , because its enemies 

would capture craftsmen and engineers and set them to producing comparable 

weapons and tools. 

Military crises also stimulated centralization of governmental power. Chinese 

imperial government had always involved balances between the central govern­

ment and the local administrators , and between the emperors, who in theory held 

all power, and the civil and military officials charged by the emperor to carry out 

his orders. During the Song dynasty, these balances tipped in favour of central 

power and civil officials, and in many ways Chinese government came closer to 

matching the Confucian ideal in Song times than in any earlier or later period. 

There were no tyrants among Song emperors, no empresses suspected of anything 

but good intentions, and no coups staged by eunuchs. 

Song emperors, moreover, rarely acted arbitrarily. They regularly listened to a 

range of opinion before making decisions and usually deferred to their leading 

officials. Taizu had vowed never to put anyone to death for disagreeing with him, 

and enjoined his successors to follow his example. Court officials, in turn, gener­

ally identified with the dynasty and supported strengthening central control. 

Many were outstanding men, committed to good government and willing to stand 

up for what they believed. Fan Zhongyan, a scholar-official who during 1043 and 

1044 attempted to institute a reform of personnel recruitment and local adminis­

tration , described the duty of the Confucian scholar-official as being 'to be first in 

worrying about the world's troubles and last in enjoying its pleasures'. 

Despite an ample supply of worthy emperors and statesmen, the Song govern­

ment still exhibited two main weaknesses: factionalism and bureaucratisrn. Per­

haps because printing made it so easy, bureaucratic regulations came to be issued 

in enormous quantities. Rules about use of one imperial ritual hall filled 1,200 

volumes and rules concerning reception of envoys from Korea , 1,500. Changing 
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regulations or procedures became so cumbersome that many officials objected to 
any and all reform as too bothersome. 

Factionalism proved just as intractable. Because there were no legitimate 

means to resolve political conflicts , disputes among officials seeking to influence 

the emperor often escalated , with each party lining up allies and focusing their 

energies on devising ways to oust their opponents. The most divisive episode of 

this sort began when Emperor Shenzong (r. 1067-1085) took the throne at the 

age of twenty and decided to let Wang Anshi launch a thorough reform of the gov­

ernment. Wang's goal was to enrich the country and bring more of the wealth into 

state coffers. In the course of totally restructuring the fiscal administration, he 

changed the basis for land tax assessments, introduced new schemes for collect­

ing and transporting special tribute taxes, instituted interest-bearing loans to 

peasants to keep them from becoming dependent on landlords , converted labour 
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Identifying oneself as Chinese has 
meant, over the centuries, taking pride 
in association with symbolically 
charged figures from the past. Of the 
great figures from the Song, perhaps 
none has inspired greater admiration 
than Su Shi (1037-1101). better 
known by the name he chose for him­
self, Su Dongpo. Ranked among the 
greatest of poets and essayists in the 
Chinese tradition, Su was also deeply 
enmeshed in the politics of his day. 
From shortly after his death up to our 
own day, people have sought out 
pieces of Su's calligraphy, paintings 
depicting him, inscriptions on stone 
marking his visits, and shrines dedi­

cated to his memory. 
From Sichuan in western China, Su 

passed the civil service examinations 
in 1056/57 and quickly entered leading 
literary circles. During his lengthy 
career in the bureaucracy, he was an 
outspoken policy critic and became a 
leader of the opposition to Wang Anshi 
and other reformists. He was once 
arrested and thrown into prison on the 
grounds that his poems slandered the 
emperor and his appointed officials. Su 
expected execution, but instead was 
banished to Hubei, an area he came to 
love and where he wrote some of his 
best poetry. Years later, after returning 
to office, he was banished once more, 
ending up at Hainan island, the south­

ernmost extremity of the realm. He 
died on his way back from this second 
period of exile. 

Su Dongpo wrote prodigiously. 
Some 800 of his letters survive along 
with over 2,700 poems. His poetry is 
characterized by a remarkable variety 
of subject matter and minute attention 
to detail. Some poems have a playful 

Su Dongpo 

tone, other exude warmth and tender­
ness. During his exile, for instance, he 

. wrote.a playful but biting poem to cel­
ebrate the first bath of his month-old 
son, in which he claimed, 'All I want is 
a son who is doltish and dumb. No set­
backs or hardships will obstruct his 

path to the highest court posts'. The 
visual quality of Su Dongpo's poetic 
descriptions may owe something to his 
mastery of both calligraphy and paint­
ing. In his writings on the theory of 
painting, he explicitly argued that the 
purpose of painting was not to depict 
the appearance of things but to 
express the painter's own feelings, 
making it much more like poetry. 

In his writings Su upheld Confu­
cian ideas of public service 
but he was drawn to 
Daoist and 
Buddhist 

philo­
sophical 
ideas as 
well. Two of 
his best-loved 
poetic essays 
were occasioned by his visits 
to Red Cliff, the spot on the Yangzi 
River where a famous battle took 
place in AD 208. In the first he and his 

friend discuss the shortness of life and 
the joys to be had from enjoying the 
breeze along the river. In the second 
he described hiking along the rocks 
with friends, then drifting in the river 
on a boat, letting the current deter­
mine their direction. 

For twenty-five years after his 
death, Su's writings were proscribed 
because of his association with the 
anti-reform faction . Once the ban was 
lifted, however, commercial publishers, 
private patrons, and Buddhist monas­
teries began publishing his works, at 
least nine separate editions appearing 
in Song times. 

Su Dongpo at Red Cliff, by Li Song 

(c.1190-1225). 
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service obligations to money taxes , reformed the local 

clerical service, set up government pawnshops, and intro­

duced a local militia to aid in national defence. 

Eager to do everything at once, Wang Anshi quickly 

antagonized much of the bureaucracy. Because leading 

officials such as the historian Sima Guang and poet Su Shi 

denounced his programs as un-Confucian , Wang had to 

bring in his own men. To do this he revised the examina­

tions for entry to office and increased the number of gov­

ernment schools, which only incensed his critics. Personal 

antagonism, differences of regional and class interest, and 

opposing philosophies of government all contributed to 

the mounting hostility between those for and against 

Wang's policies. Wang Anshi ousted from office many of 

those who opposed him, and when they got their turn 

they acted in like fashion. Factional hostility persisted 

long after Wang and his original supporters and oppo­

nents had died, marring relations among scholar-officials 

for half a century. 

THE BURGEONING ECONOMY 

As mentioned in the last chapter, the late Tang political 

fragmentation so lamented by political thinkers seems, if 

anything, to have stimulated economic growth. One of the 

clearest signs of this is the doubling of the population between 750 and 1100. In 

742 China's population was still approximately fifty million, the same as it had 

been in AD 2. Over the next three centuries, with the expansion of rice cultivation 

in central and southern China, China's food supply steadily increased and so did 

its population, which reached 100 million by 1100. Agricultural prosperity and 

denser settlement patterns both aided commercialization. Peasants in more 

densely populated regions were drawn more deeply into commercial networks , 

selling their surpluses and buying charcoal , tea , oil, and wine. Farming families 

whose main crops were grain frequently could also engage in small-scale sideline 

production of products like wine, charcoal, paper, and textiles , which they could 

sell through brokers. Some farmers were even finding specialization profitable. 

Local farmers near Suzhou, for instance, often devoted themselves to raising silk­

worms and producing silk thread. In Fuji.an, Sichuan, and Guangdong many 

farmers devoted their land to sugar cane. Other commercial crops included tea , 

vegetables, oranges, timber, bamboo, oil seeds, hemp and ramie for cloth, and, by 

the late Song, cotton. 

The need to transport the products of interregional trade stimulated the inland 

and coastal shipping industries, providing employment for ship builders and 
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sailors and business opportunities for enterprising families with enough capital to 

purchase a boat. Marco Polo , the Venetian merchant who wrote of his visit to 

China in the late thirteenth century, was astounded at the boat traffic on the 

Yangzi River: '1 tell you that this river goes so far and through so many regions and 

there are so many cities on its banks that, truth to tell, in the total volume and 

value of the traffic on it, it exceeds all the rivers of the Christians put together plus 

their seas.' 

As trade increased, demand for money grew enormously. The late Tang gov­

ernment had abandoned the use of bolts of silk as currency, which created 

increased demand for coins. By 997 the Song government was minting 800 mil­

lion coins a year, two and a half times the largest output of the Tang. By 1085, less 

than a century later, the output of coins had increased almost another eightfold to 

over six billion coins a year. The use of silver was increasing concurrently; in 1120 

the government collected eighteen million ounces of silver as taxes. 

Indeed, the demand for currency was so great that paper money came into exis­

tence. The initial step was a byproduct of the peculiar coinage situation in 

Sichuan, where coins were made of iron rather than bronze. To avoid the weight 

and bulk of iron coins for large transactions , local merchants in late Tang times 

started trading receipts from deposit shops where they had left money or goods. 

The early Song authorities awarded a small set of shops a monopoly on the issu­

ing of these certificates of deposit, and in the 1120s took over the system, issuing 

the world's first government paper money. The Song government proved capable 

of controlling this currency, on the whole avoiding the sorts of over-issuing that 

result in rapid inflation. 

As interregional trade intensified, merchants became progressively more spe­

cialized and organized. Partnerships were common, and commercial ventures 

were sometimes organized as stock companies , with a separation of owners 

(shareholders) and managers. Credit was widely available , not only through 

money-lenders , but also through brokers, wholesalers , and warehousemen. ln the 

large cities merchants were organized into guilds , such as the rice guild which 

arranged sales from wholesalers to shop owners and periodically set prices. Guild 

heads represented all the merchants when dealing with the government in matters 

of taxation or requisitions. 

Trade was not confined to the domestic market. From the beginning of the 

dynasty the government encouraged foreign trade , especially maritime trade. 

Court officials were sent on missions to southeast Asian countries to encourage 

their traders to come to China. Chinese traders took the initiative as well , and in 

Song times Chinese merchants sailing Chinese ships displaced south and south­

west Asian merchants in the south seas. Maritime trade was aided by the develop­

ment of huge ships powered by both oars and sails and capable of holding several 

hundred men. Also important to ocean-going travel was the invention of the com­

pass, first reported in Chinese sources in 1119 . The expansion of maritime trade 
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helped fill government coffers, especially in the Southern Song, as the Song gov­

ernment had learned effective ways to tax commerce. Just as important, this new 

orientation towards the sea contributed to the unprecedented creation of a power­

ful ocean-going navy. 

Industrial development was no less impressive in Song times. Traditional 

industries such as silk, lacquer, and ceramics reached their highest levels of tech­

nical perfection. Many of the finest silks continued to be made in government 

workshops, but small-scale family-based enterprises were not uncommon. Rural 

families might grow mulberry trees and raise silkworms , selling reeled silk to 

weaving households in the cities. Ceramics also prospered under workshop con­

ditions, with a few major regional centres acquiring reputations for high-quality 

wares. With the rise in demand for books , documents , money, and wrapping 

paper, paper-makers flourished as well. Heavy industry, especially iron produc­

tion, also grew astoundingly. With advances in metallurgy, iron production grew 

143 

The commercial revolution 

depended on a well-developed 

transportation system. Cargo 

boats like this , a detail from a 

Song period painting on silk, 

carried goods on the extensive 

river and canal network. 



144 T H E C AM BRI DG E I L LUSTR ATE D H ISTO RY OF C H INA 

to around 125,000 tons per year in 1078, a sixfold increase over the figure for 800 . 

At first charcoal was used in the production process, leading to deforestation of 

parts of north China. By the end of the eleventh century, however, bituminous 

coke had largely taken the place of charcoal. Other important technical advances 

allowing the expansion of the iron industry were the use of hydraulic machinery 

to drive bellows and explosives to excavate mines. The iron produced was used in 

industrial processes (the production of salt and copper, for instance) as well as 

for tools, weapons, nails for ships, chains for suspension bridges, and even for 

Buddhist statues. 

All of this commercial and industrial expansion fuelled the growth of cities. 

The population of many cities grew so rapidly that more than half the people had 

to live outside the city walls. Kaifeng, the capital of the Song until 1126, was as 

populous as the Tang capital at Chang'an , but it was much more a commercial city, 

dominated more by markets - open all hours - than by palaces and government 

offices. Multi-storey houses , situated directly on the streets rather than behind 

walls , became common and were often let out for rent. After the north was lost, 

the new capital at Hangzhou quickly grew to match or even surpass Kaifeng in 

population and economic development. Marco Polo described it as without doubt 

the finest and most splendid city in the world. 'Anyone seeing such a multitude 

would believe it impossible that food could be found to feed them all, and yet on 

every market day all the market squares are filled with people and with merchants 

who bring food on carts and boats. ' 

Cities in the provinces also grew at an unprecedented pace, dozens attaining 

populations of 50,000 or more. Jiankang, an inland city in north Fuji.an, had per­

haps 200,000 residents ; Quanzhou, a coastal city in southern Fujian, was even 

larger - its governor in 1120 claimed 500 ,000 residents for the city and its hinter­

land. In addition, market towns began springing up everywhere. Many of these 

towns began as periodic markets where trading occurred on a regular schedule, 

such as every fifth or tenth day. These markets soon attracted tea houses, then 

shops that sold daily necessities , and in time new residents. Eventually the 

government would notice these emerging towns and establish tax collection 

offices in them. 

Economic opportunities and a growing population led to the gradual 'filling up' 

of much of south China. Fuji.an provides a good example of this process. In the 

early Tang an official had claimed that half the people in Zhangzhou were not 

Chinese but 'barbarians who button their coats on the left and have unkempt 

hair', and in the late Tang an observer commented on the presence in Fujian of 

indigenous people unable to speak Chinese who lived in caves or on rafts. Yet by 

mid Song population pressure in Fujian had resulted in the terracing of hills for 

cultivation and migration to less developed areas such as Guangdong. One 

observer claimed that nine out of ten pawnbrokers in one prefecture in Guangdong 

came from Fujian. 
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THE SCHOLARLY ELITE 

Concurrent with these economic and political changes was the emergence of one 

of the most distinctive features of Chinese civilization, the scholar-official class 

certified through competitive literary examinations, an elite unlike that of any 

other major civilization. Although members of this elite called themselves shi or 

shidafu, terms used since classical times to mean 'scholar-gentleman' and 

'scholar-official', they differed from their predecessors in several key regards. The 

decline of aristocratic habits and ideals , the increase in wealth, the intellectual 

excitement caused by the revival of Confucian teachings, and the great growth in 

the importance of the examination system for recruitment to office all resulted in 

an elite both broader and more schooled than any of its predecessors. 

The examination system, used only on a small scale in Sui and Tang times, 

played a central role in the fashioning of this new elite. The ea,rly Song emperors, 
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Spring Festival along the River 

depicts life in and near the 

Northern Song capital of 

Kaifeng. Among the many fig­

ures in the section shown here 

are draymen and porters, ped­

lars and shopkeepers , a 

professional storyteller, a for­

tune-teller, a public scribe, a 

woman in a sedan chair, and 

scholars and monks convers­

ing. Painted by Zhang Zeduan 

in the twelfth century, the full 

work is 9 3/➔ inches tall and 

over seventeen feet long. 
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concerned above all to avoid domination of the government by military men, 

greatly expanded the civil service examination system and the government school 

system. The number of those passing the highest examinations soon averaged 

four to five times the number in Tang times. Great efforts were put into perfecting 

the examinations as a tool for discovering the most qualified candidates. To assure 

that examiners were not influenced by their personal knowledge of the candidates 

(something not considered objectionable in Tang times) , the papers were recopied 

by clerks and identified only by number. Through this system, for the first time in 

Chinese history, a large proportion of officialdom was recruited from families 

living in central and southern China , ending the dominance of the north. The 

prestige of success in the exams was very high. Even men who could enter the 

government through the privileges extended to the sons and grandson_s of higher 

officials often chose to take the exams because success there gave one a much 

better chance of rising to a policy-making post at court. Men who entered 

government service without passing the most prestigious examinations were 

usually forced to start their careers as sheriffs in remote places and might well 



15 2 

Paintings of Cai Wenji 's story 

commissioned by the South­

ern Song court accentuate the 

differences between the mater­

ial culture of the barbarians 
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the wilderness contrasted to 
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Revitalizing Confucianism was seen by many Song thinkers as the best way to 

strengthen the core of Chinese culture. Even though most of the students of the 

leading Confucian teachers were studying to prepare for the civil service exami­

nations , the most inspiring teachers regularly urged their students to set their 

sights on personal moral and intellectual growth. Teachers and their disciples 

debated the merits of the examination system and the ways Confucian ideas could 

be applied to current problems. Some Confucian thinkers concentrated on devel­

oping philosophical frameworks for understanding the world that could stand up 

to the challenges of Buddhism. Two brothers, Cheng Yi and Cheng Hao , devel­

oped metaphysical theories about the workings of the cosmos in terms of Ii (prin-
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ily rejected things foreign on the grounds of their origins. Like Han Yu in the late 

Tang, they sometimes rejected Buddhism - on Chinese soil nearly a millennium -

on the sole ground that it was not indigenous. Sun Fu declared that allowing a 

'teaching of the barbarians' to bring disorder to 'the teachings of our sages' was a 

great humiliation to Chinese scholars. Shi Jie wrote that it was perverse for Chi­

nese 'to forget their ancestors and abandon sacrifices to them, serving instead bar­

barian ghosts'. In Tang times the widespread popularity of Buddhism throughout 

Asia had added to its appeal. In the Song, however, as international politics 

changed, so too did perceptions of cultural integrity. That the Tanguts , Khitans , 

andJurchens were all zealous Buddhists seemed only to underline Buddhism's for­

eignness, rather than confirm it as the universal religion. 

The complexity of issues of loyalty to Chinese culture was explored by Song 

painters and poets through depictions or evocations of well-known stories of Chi­

nese women forced to live among the barbarians. One story concerned Wang 

Zhaojun, a Han palace woman sent as a bride to a Xiongnu chief. In a poem about 

her, Ouyang Xiu referred to the unfeeling winds and sands of the barbarians' 

homeland, and the irony that palace ladies in later centuries were eager to master 

the barbarian musical instruments that Wang Zhaojun had used to sing about her 

homesickness. Another story concerned Cai Wenji , the daughter of a well-known 

Han scholar, who was abducted by a band of Xiongnu and forced to marry one of 

their chiefs. Because she bore him children, deciding to return to China when ran­

somed years later was not an easy choice for her. Huizong's son, enthroned as the 

first emperor of the Southern Song, commissioned paintings of Cai Wenji's saga 

while negotiating his own mother's ransom. 
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Emperor Huizong 

(r. 1100-1126) was greatly 

interested in Daoism as well 

as painting and calligraphy. 

On this si lk painting he 

recorded that in 1112 a flock 

of cranes arrived at one of the 

palace buildings, and that to 

commemorate the ausp icious 

omen, he wrote a poem. 

Huizong has traditionally been 

credited with executing the 

painting as well, but it is just 

as likely he had one of his 

court artists do it for him. 
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(see Chapter 7). The Song thought they had found a new ally and soon concluded 

an alliance with the Jin that called for a division of Khitan territory. Within three 

years this alliance collapsed and in 1126 the Jurchens attacked Kaifeng. The city 

fell after a siege lasting less than two months and was sacked. By that time 

Huizong had abdicated in favour of a son; he and this successor were captured 

and taken to the far northeast along with 3,000 members of the imperial family. 

Negotiations to ransom Huizong were not successful and he died in captivity in 

North China in 1135. The period before the loss of the north is commonly called 

the Northern Song, the period after it the Southern Song, north and south refer­

ring to the location of the capitals. 

Chinese loyalists regrouped in the south and proclaimed a younger son of 

Huizong as emperor. This court now found itself in the humiliating position of 

having to request peace talks with invaders who were holding the emperor's par­

ents, wife, brothers, and numerous other relatives. Yet by 1138 the situation had 

stabilized, with the Song court at Hangzhou controlling most of the area south of 

the Huai River. 

For the rest of the twelfth century the overriding concern of Song officials and 

intellectuals was regaining what they still saw as the heartland of China, the land 

where all major dynasties had had their capital and where the tombs of all prior 

Song emperors were located. Later historians have nearly uniformly condemned 

the various peace parties as appeasers and found a hero in Yue Fei, a general who 

tried to regain the north and who in fact reached the Luoyang area before being 

recalled and executed. After a treaty of 1142 the Song government appeased the 

Jin with annual tributary payments, much as it had earlier bought off the Liao. 

From time to time one or the other side would launch military efforts to conquer 

the other, but there was not much change until the rise of the Mongols in the early 

thirteenth century (see Chapter 7). 

The loss of the north did not destroy the Song economy; in fact , having the cap­

ital in the south seems to have further stimulated the development of the region. 

The transport of goods to the capital had always formed a large share of total 

trade, and could be accomplished more cost-effectively with the capital in the 

south. Goods could be brought to Hangzhou economically by boat, through the 

many streams and canals criss-crossing the region. Moreover, the political border 

between the Song and Jin proved no obstacle to trade, as the north continued to 

import vast quantities of tea , rice , sugar, and books from the south. 

A TURN INWARD 

The inability of the otherwise impressive Song government to achieve the sort of 

military dominance the Han and Tang had attained at their heights was pro­

foundly disturbing to Song writers, thinkers, and officials. Those who felt acutely 

the threat posed by northern neighbours were less open to borrowing foreign 

styles and more sensitive to issues of Chinese cultural identity. Writers more read-
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advantages , ranging from access to examinations with better success ratios to 
-- - - --

direct entry into the lowest posts. Therefore when the elite is looked at from the 

local, rather than the- national, level, established families are more striking than 

new men. In a county with a population of perhaps a hundred thousand, a dozen 

or so families might produce virtually all the prominent figures over the course of 

a century or two. Not that these families had any guarantees; indeed, they were all 

too aware of the possibility of downward mobility as family property was divided 

among complacent sons. Family heads who hoped to preserve their families' eco­

nomic base, one writer warned, had to know how to manage tenants and agents , 

buy and sell land, lend money, and invest in business ; otherwise their family 

might well lose its property and decline into poverty. 

By the end of the Song dynasty, the scholar- official elite had attained remark­

able social , political, and cultural importance and marked China as different from 

other major societies of Eurasia. Looked at from the perspective of the central 

government, a much higher proportion of the most powerful posts was going to 

men selected for their literary abilities. Looked at from the perspective of class 

and the local power structure, the ruling class was becoming more closely identi­

fied with education and the examination process, even if 

its chief economic resource remained landholding. Looked 

at in terms of larger cultural symbols, the identification of 

Chinese civilization with the literati ideal was strength­

ened , thanks in part to the rivalry between the Song and 

the militarily stronger nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples 

to the north. 

LOSS OF THE NORTH 

The most cultivated Song emperor was Huizong (r. 

1100-26). A talented painter and calligrapher, Huizong 

not only used the resources of the throne to build up the 

imperial painting collection (his catalogue lists over 6,000 

paintings) , but he personally developed new styles of cal­

ligraphy and bird and flower painting, often instructing 

the painters employed at the court how to paint. Huizong 

was also deeply interested in Daoist religion and had grand 

ritual pageants performed at court. In the popular imagi­

nation, it was because Huizong was so absorbed in aes­

thetic and religious matters that not only did he lose the 

throne but the dynasty lost north China. 

In 1115 the Jurchens , an agricultural , herding, and 

hunting people based in eastern Manchuria, rose up in the 

region north of the Khitans' Liao state, declared them­

selves the Jin dynasty, and began a war against the Khitans 

/ 
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Printing could be done in a 

small workshop with only a 

few workers. After the carver 

had copied the text onto wood 

blocks, a worker brushed ink 

over the block, then placed a 

piece of paper on it, then 

brushed over it with the dry 

side of the brush. Using this 

method one person could 

print up to 1,000 pages in a 

day. Since blocks could be 

saved and used to make on 

average 20,000 copies, the 

cost of each copy could be 

kept low. This illustration of a 

printing workshop , from a 

Qing period book, depicts the 

father of the Cheng brothers 

printing a morality book as a 

charitable act. 
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Men of wealth and taste would 

often hold banquets in their 

homes, sometimes even hiring 

female entertainers from the 

courtesan quarters to help. 

Elegant furnishings with 

painted screens and fine 
porcelain wine ewers added to 

the feeling of luxury. Note the 

use of chairs with backs. 

Detail from a Song copy of the 

tenth-century handscroll by 

Gu Hongzhong. 
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Leading members of this new scholar-official elite were often men of remark­

able intellectual breadth. Ouyang Xiu, besides serving in some of the highest 

offices in the land, composed excellent poetry and essays , edited two major histo­

ries, and compiled an analytical catalogue of rubbings on stone and bronze, a pio­

neering work in the fields of epigraphy and archaeology. Su Shi had similarly 

broad interests , with more emphasis on the arts. Sima Guang, besides serving as 

prime minister and leading the opposition to Wang Anshi, undertook to write a 

narrative history of China covering over 1,300 years from the late Zhou to the 

founding of the Song in 960. Perhaps the most broadly accomplished of them all 

was Shen Gua. During his official career, Shen designed drainage and embank­

ment systems that reclaimed vast tracts of land for agriculture; he served as a 

financial expert skilled at calculating the effects of currency policies; he headed 

the Bureau of Astronomy; he supervised military defence preparations; and he 

even travelled to the Liao state as an envoy to negotiate a treaty. Over the course 

of his life he wrote on geography, history, archaeology, ritual, music , mathematics, 

military strategy, painting, medicine, geology, poetry, printing, and agricultural 

technology. Although often labelled a scientist, he wrote commentaries to Confu­

cian classics and had deep interests in divination and Buddhist meditation. 

As a class , the scholarly elite was composed of families , only some of whose 

men entered national political and sQcial life. Families able to educate their sons 

were generally landholders , established as members of the local elite in their 

home area. Once a family got one member into government service, it was easier 

to get others to follow, not only because office holding generally helped a family's 

economic standing, but also because the sons, grandsons, and sometimes more 

distant relatives of mid-rank or higher officials had a variety of privileges and 
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spend their entire careers in county-level positions, never managing to rise above 

the post of magistrate. 

Given these incentives, more and more men attempted the civil service exami­

nations. In the early eleventh century less than 30,000 candidates took the pre­

fectural examinations each year. This rose to nearly 80,000 by the end of the 

century and perhaps 400,000 before the dynasty's end. Because the number of 

available posts did not change, each candidate's chances of passing plummeted, 

reaching as low as one out of 333 in some prefectures. To prepare to take such 

competitive exams, candidates needed to memorize the classics so that they could 

recognize even the most obscure passages . They also needed to master specific 

forms of composition, including poetic genres. Fortunately for them, with the 

spread of printing, books became much more widely available. Scholarly families 

and aspirants for office could much more easily buy or borrow the Confucian clas­

sics, the dynastic histories , collections of poetry and prose, and reference books of 

many sorts . Wealthy families were now in a position to amass thousands of books 

for their private libraries. 

14 7 
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ciple, pattern) and qi ( vital energies, material force , psy­

chophysical stufO. The Ii for something could be moral 

or physical; thus, for example, the li for fatherhood is 

essentially moral in nature, that for mountains , physi­

cal. For either to exist, however, there must also be qi, 
the energy and substance that makes up things. The 

theory of li and qi allowed Song philosophers to accept 

Mencius' theory of the goodness of human nature and 

still explain the evidence of human waywardness; peo­

ple had good li but their more or less impure qi 
accounted for their selfish desires. The sages had per­

fec tly clear qi, but ordinary people have turgid qi and 

have to work to improve themselves. 

In the Southern Song Confucian scholars gave more 

and more attention to what people could do themselves 

at the local level. These scholars were frustrated with 

the failure of the government to regain the north and 

aware of the drawbacks of the large-scale reform pro­

grammes of the Northern Song. Thus they proposed 

ways to build a more ideal society by starting from the 

bottom, reforming families and local communities , 

establishing academies , and spreading their message 

through publishing. The greatest of these Southern 

Song masters was Zhu Xi. Immensely learned in the 

classics , commentaries, histories, and the teachings of 

his predecessors, Zhu Xi managed to serve several turns 

in office and still write, compile, or edit almost a hun­

dred books, all the while corresponding with dozens of 

other scholars and regularly teaching groups of disci­

ples , many of whom stayed with him for years at a time. 

Zhu Xi considered himself a follower of the Cheng 

brothers and elaborated on their metaphysical theories. 

He gave particular weight to the 'investigation of things' , intensive study that 

would allow the learner to discover the li of any matter at hand. Zhu Xi's own 

interests were very broad , and his recorded conversations with his disciples range 

widely over subjects such as how to analyse and evaluate what they read, what to 

make of ghost stories, how to engage in quiet sitting, and how to rid themselves 

of selfish thoughts. Zhu Xi played an active role in developing the institutional 

basis of a revived Confucianism, helping establish academies as private gathering 

places for teachers and their disciples. These academies were sometimes located 

in cities, but also often in qui.et mountain settings, much like monasteries. When 

he taught at the White Deer Grotto Academy, Zhu Xi offered the students there 

15 3 
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Consumer goods were not to 

be found only in the great 

cities, as shown in this silk 

painting by Li Song (c. 

ll90-arter 1225). This 

woman nursing a baby and 

surrounded by four small chil­

dren, one too young yet to 

wear trousers, has stopped to 

look at the wares offered by a 

pedlar making his rounds 

through the countryside. 
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both moral exhortation and scholarly exegesis , hoping they would become both 

virtuous and erudite. 

Zhu Xi's insistence on the correctness of his own interpretations offended 

many as pretentious, and for a few years near the end of his life his teachings were 

condemned by the government as 'spurious learning'. Candidates for office were 

barred from the examinations unless they denied any faith in Zhu Xi's teachings. 

Still, within a few decades of his death, his learning received unprecedented polit­

ical support. In 1241 the emperor credited Zhu Xi with 'illuminating the Way' and 

government students were ordered to study his commentaries on the Four Books 

(the Analects , Mencius , Doctrine of the Mean , and the Great Learning) . This shift in 

the government's position probably reflected its political needs. By this time the 

Mongols had conquered north China and the survival of the Song dynasty was in 

jeopardy. To bolster support, the Song government had to demonstrate that even 

though it did not occupy the Central Plains, it was still the guardian of Chinese 

culture and the greatest patron of Confucian scholars. [n subsequent dynasties as 

well, rulers found it to their advantage to recognize this school of Confucian 

learning as the correct or orthodox teaching. 
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LOCAL SOCIETY 

The basic realities of peasant life did not change much from century to century; 

ploughing and planting, paying rents and taxes , caring for the young and the 

elderly, arranging and celebrating marriages, defending against bandits and bul­

lies , worshipping at local temples and buying and selling at local periodic mar­

kets , all gave rhythm to peasant life throughout the imperial period. Yet the 

economic expansion of the Song period was of such magnitude that even ordinary 

peasants found their lives changed in major ways. 

Peasants were certainly affected by the emergence of widely varied forms of 

land tenure and landlord-tenant relations . In frontier regions like Hunan and 

southern Sichuan, to which large numbers of people had migrated , new lands 

were being opened, and the wealthy often established large manors tilled by serfs 

given little freedom. By contrast, in the most advanced areas where rice had long 

been grown, wealthy people inves ted in land but did not try to create consoli­

dated, centrally managed great estates. There were no economies of scale to be 

had in wet-rice cultivation, nor were there advantages to centralized management. 

Landlords thus usually let tenants manage on their own, setting fixed rents in 

kind or cash and thus offering the tenants an incentive to improve their produc­

tivity. In the advanced areas , in addition to such tenants , there were small owners 
and owners who rented land as well to supplement what they held outright. Then 

there were economically peripheral areas, such as hilly areas far from trade routes 

and not suited to rice , where large landowners were nearly absent, and most farm­

ing was done by owner-cultivators. 

Even in the most advanced areas , village life seems to have been far from 

serene. Local officials regularly complain of the difficulty of suppressing banditry. 

Legal casebooks show law courts clogged with neighbours and relatives suing 

each other over rights to land and other property. Yuan Cai, author of a book of 

advice to family heads, bluntly warned the well-to-do not to let their children out 

unaccompanied for fear that they would be kidnapped and held for ransom. He 

also urged families to have servants patrol their property at night to prevent theft 

and repeatedly warned of the possibility of being sued. 

Economic development may have accentuated differentiation between core 

and peripheral areas, but other trends were tending to tie distant regions of China 

more closely together. Because of improvements in transportation and communi­

cation, customs, ideas, and practices spread more quickly in the Song than they 

had earlier. By the end of the Song, for instance , cities all over the country had 

temples dedicated to the god of the city wall. Many also had temples to Wen­

chang, a deity who began as a fearsome serpent spirit in Sichuan, but by Song 

times had taken on the identity of patron of the examinations. Stronger forms of 

local descent group organization were also spreading across broad regions of the 

country. Leading literati helped to publicize some key elements of these lineages: 

Ouyang Xiu was one of the first to show how to compile a suitable genealogy, Fan 
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Rice did not become a central element 
in the Chinese diet until Song times. In 
its wild form a swamp plant, rice grows 
most easily in standing water. It had 

been cultivated in the Yangzi regions 
since neolithic times, in some sites as 
early as 5000 sc. As the settlement and 
development of the south progressed, 
rice occupied a larger and larger place 
in Chinese life. 

Rice production steadily expanded 
because it is a nearly ideal food crop. It 
tastes good, is highly digestible, and 
when eaten along with soy products 
offers good nutrition. When milled, it 
stores well. It is easy and economical 

Rice 

to cook, the only cereal that can simply 
be boiled and eaten without disinte­
grating into mush . But probably most 
important, rice almost always yields 
more calories per unit of land than 
other crops. In the most suitable cli­

mates, two or even three crops can be 
grown in the same field, or rice can be 
alternated with other crops. 

South China had the temperature 

and rainfall needed for wet-field rice, 
but much of the terrain was either too 
hilly or too marshy to be immediately 
exploited. In Song times the discovery 
and selection of new seed strains, 
including early-ripening, drought-

resistant rice from Southeast Asia, 
made it possible to grow rice in previ­
ously unsuitable places. Technical 
improvements in damming methods 
and water pumps facilitated recon­
structing the environment, allowing 

reclamation of land at the edge of 
lakes, marshes, and seas and the ter­
racing of mountain slopes, an activity 
the Song government encouraged 
through tax incentives. In southern 
Fujian, for instance, until late Tang the 
coastal plain could not be effectively 
exploited for agriculture because it 
was too marshy. From late Tang on, 
however, settlers began to rebuild the 
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Because the Song government wanted 

to promote up-to-date agricultural 
technology, in the twelfth century it 

commissioned a set of twelve illustra­

tions of the steps to be followed. The 

scenes above and opposite are from 

one of the many copies made during 

the next century or two. The foot­

powered water pumps (opposite) were 

an efficient way to bring up water 

from a ditch to flood a field of stand­

ing rice. After the field was flooded, to 

allow double cropping and to maxi­

mize yield per seed , rice seedlings 

were transplanted into the paddy 

fields (above). Transplanting was a 

tedious and muddy job, done barefoot 
in standing water. 

environment, constructing drainage 
systems, embankments, and reservoirs. 
By the thirteenth century, hillsides 
were being terraced and supplied with 
irrigation systems so that they too 
could be planted in rice. 

The spread of rice cultivation had an 
impact not merely on the Chinese diet 
and food supply but also on rhythms of 
labour. Even after the fields were lev­
elled and water under control, growing 
rice took a lot of labour. The fields had 
to be ploughed and harrowed, prefer­
ably with the help of a water buffalo. 
Manure, properly aged and mixed with 
compost, had to be applied to maintain 
the fertility of fields in near continuous 
use. All hands would come out to help 
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with the transplanting of the rice 
seedlings that had ?een growing for a 
month in seedbeds. Rows of planters, 
their feet in the mud, would bend at the 
waist as they moved backwards through 
the field. Then, of course, there was the 
labour of weeding, maintaining the 
water levels, and finally draining the 
fields and harvesting them. 
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Zhongyan was credited with inventing the idea of the corporate lineage estate , 

and Zhu Xi was associated with the idea of halls for ancestral rites. By the end of 

the Song, lineages had become major forces in local social and political life in 

Fujian, Zhejiang, Anhui, Jiangxi , and other provinces. 

The expansion of printing must have contributed to the spread and standard­

ization of ideas and practices, but its impact on local social order went beyond 

that. By late Song, the books being printed were not confined to the histories , clas­

sics, and belles-lettres traditionally associated with the scholar-official class, but 

included handbooks on agriculture , childbirth, pharmacy, divination, and Daoist 

rituals. Thus traditions of knowledge that had previously been transmitted pri­

marily through oral means came to be fixed in print, a change that opened them 

up to both criticism and appropriation. The well-educated could now point to 

inconsistencies, or identify unverifiable 'superstitions' , in order to undermine the 

authority of these traditions. At the same time ordinary people gained access to 

bodies of knowledge formerly restricted to experts. They could thus organize 

their own funeral services, dabble in geomancy, or prescribe medicines for their 

family members , all with more confidence. 

WOMEN'S LIVES 

Due to the development of printing, many more books survive from Song times 

than from earlier periods, and this increase in documentation makes it possible to 

discern more clearly than before the roles women played in Chinese society. In 

Song sources one encounters widows who ran inns, maids who ran away from 

abusive masters , midwives still delivering babies into their seventies , nuns who 

called on upper-class families to preach to their women, singing girls and courte­

sans who entertained in cities, female mediums adept at communicating with 

spirits, farmers' daughters skilled at weaving mats , daughters of literati who loved 

to write poetry, elderly widows who accused their nephews of stealing their prop­

erty, to provide a far from complete list. 

These women were certainly not all confined to the home, but neither were 

they very powerful outside it. In descriptions of village and town life, commerce 

and government, and the social and cultural life of the elite, references to men 

vastly outnumber those to women. Inside the family, however, women were with­

out doubt very important. They did much of the child rearing, usually played a 

role in selecting spouses for their children (often trying to find one of their own 

relatives) , and continued to have strong ties to their sons after they were grown 

and married, since their sons stayed at home. 

The great social and economic changes of Song times had a substantial impact 

on women's lives . With printing and the expansion of the educated class, more 

women were taught to read and write. It was not at all uncommon in the educated 

class for wives to be able to write letters and tutor their young children. One 

woman, Li Qingzhao , even attained great fame as a poet. Increased prosperity 
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AD2 
(population: 
60 million) 
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(population: 
100 million) 

highest 
density 

lowest 
density G 

Shifting patterns of population density. Because of extensive 

migration and acculturation , settlement patterns in China 

shifted over the centuries. The Yellow River regions were 

nearly as dominant in 742 as they had been in AD 2, but by 

Song times something much closer to the modern distribution 

had already been attained , with a large share of the population 

742 
(population: 
49 million) 

highest 
density 

lowest 
density G 
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(population: 
1,132 million) 
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living in the Yangzi River valley and further south. Even with 

major movements of population within the country, China has 

always had a large share of world population; if figures were 

available, China's share in 1100 would probably be even higher 

than in modern times. 
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Shoes for bound feet exca­

vated from the tomb of Huang 

Sheng (122 7-1243), the young 

wife of an imperial clansman. 

This tomb contained several 

pairs of shoes for bound feet, 

each measuring 5 to 5½ inches 

in length. Unearthed at 

Fuzhou, Fujian province. 
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resulted in both dowry inflation and in an expanding market for women to be 

purchased as servants, concubines, courtesans, and prostitutes. In the upper class, 

families gave their daughters large dowries to attract sons-in-law with good 

prospects for official advancement. Families that had channelled significant prop­

erty through their daughters wanted to see it used to their benefit, and probably 

as a consequence in the Song period women's legal claims to property were 

improved. Judges assigned orphaned daughters shares of family property for their 

dowries, even landed property. Moreover, wives' and widows' control over the use 

of their dowries was widely recognized. 

These changes can all be classed as favourable for women, opening new possi­

bilities to them and offering them more avenues for influence both within the 

family and outside it. But there were concurrent changes in Song times that are 

generally classed as detrimental to women, particularly footbinding and more 

rigid notions of ethically acceptable female demeanour. In the Tang, court life was 

occasionally dominated by powerful women like Empress Wu and Yang Guifei , 

and physical activity was fashionable enough that palace women played polo. In 

Song times, standards of beauty shifted to favour the delicate and restrained 

woman. Notions of female modesty became more rigid; women veiled their faces 

more often and rode in curtained sedan chairs when travelling through the streets. 

By the twelfth century medical authorities were reporting that doctors who called 

on women in elite households could neither view the woman nor question her; all 

they could do was take the pulse of a hand extended through the bed curtains. 

These shifts in notions of what was attractive and becoming in a woman must 

have had something to do with the spread of footbinding during the course of the 

Song. This practice apparently began among dancers in the tenth or eleventh cen­

turies, but in time it spread to upper-class homes. By the Southern Song, mothers 

were binding the feet of their five- or six-year-old daughters painfully tight to pre-
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vent them from growing normally. Tiny narrow feet were considered to enhance a 

woman's beauty and to make her movements more dainty. 

Developments in Confucian thought also reinforced these trends toward a 

more restricted sphere for women. All of the leading Neo-Confucian teachers 

were moralists, firm in the conviction that social harmony depended on individ­

ual moral actions. When discussing family ethics, they stressed the need for men 

and women alike to identify with the interests of the family. In women's case, this 

meant identifying with the family of their husbands and sons. Women should 

have no desire to have their own property, feel no jealousy if their husband took a 

concubine, show no bias against the children of concubines, and remain to care 

for their parents-in-law and children if their husbands died. Learning to read and 

write was fine , but they should not indulge in frivolous pastimes like writing 

poetry. Confucian scholars found nothing objectionable about the growing ten­

dency toward stricter seclusion of women, and encouraged clear separation of the 

men's and women's quarters in the house. And they reiterated in the clearest pos­

sible terms the impropriety of widows remarrying, Cheng Yi even arguing that 

starving to death was a lesser evil. 

In the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries China was the leading society in 

the world. By the eleventh century, Europe was certainly out of the shadows of the 

Dark Ages , but improvements in its economy were not occurring at anywhere 

near the rate they were in China. At the end of the thirteenth century, when Marco 

Polo crossed Asia, neither Venice where he came from nor any of the countries of 

Europe or Asia that he passed through could compare to China in agricultural 

productivity, industrial technology, sophistication of commercial organization, 

urbanization, or standard of living. 

The rapid development of commerce and appearance of commercial cities did 

not play the same political or intellectual role in China as it did in Europe slightly 

later. Chinese cities did not become places identified with personal freedom. They 

were not communities of merchants at odds with the lords in the countryside. 

Merchants penetrated rural areas , and both cities and rural areas were under the 

political control of representatives of the central government. 

Other societies in Asia had cities not unlike China's, but no other society had 

an elite comparable to the scholar-official elite of the Song and later. Key features 

of this elite can be traced back to the Han dynasty and even earlier, especially its 

Confucian ideology and government service, but the elements came together in a 

new and stronger way in the Song period. Unlike the elites of most other pre­

modern societies, China's late imperial elite was not military in character, nor was 

it a hereditary aristocracy, nor a priestly caste . Its stature was buttressed by its ide­

ology of duty and service, and by the ostensibly fair and objective ways in which 

its members gained access to ranks and honours. 
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Chinese painting falls into two large divisions : painting 
on walls and painting on the portable media of paper 
and silk. Paintings discovered on the walls of exca­

vated tombs and the rare surviving temple give us hints of how 
magnificent the interior of palaces and temples must have 
been, but painting on paper and silk have survived in much 

Fan Kuan's Travelle)f amid Mountains and Streams was 

monumental in size [as well as subject matter (around 6¾ by 

2½ feet). 

LANDSCAPE PAlNTING 

larger quantities. These portable paintings include vertical 
scrolls that could be hung against a wall, horizontal scrolls that 
could be unrolled little by little on a table, and small round or 
square pictures that could be used as the face of a fan or col­
lected in albums. Whatever the format, the painting was done 
with brushes and ink much like those used for writing, supple­
mented often, but not always, with water-based coloured 
washes applied with the same sorts of brushes. 

Many paintings depicting people have been reproduced in 

this book because they help convey a sense of Chinese social 
life. In the estimation of Chinese art critics, however, the great­
est glory of the Chinese art of painting was not figure but land­

scape painting. Centuries before western artists began to see 
natura l scenery as anything more than background, Chinese 
artists had developed the depiction of landscape into a great 
art. Mountains had long been seen as sacred places - the 
homes of immortals, close to the heavens. Philosophical inter­

est in nature could also have contributed to the rise of land­
scape painting, including both Daoist stress on how minor the 
human presence is in the vastness of the cosmos and neo-Con­
fucian interest in the patterns or principles that underlie all 
phenomena, natural and social. 

Three masterpieces of Song landscape painting are illus­
trated here. Majestic mountains are the focus of the earliest of 
these, a hanging scroll nearly seven feet tall by Fan Kuan (active 

c.990-c.1020). The foreground, presented at eye level, is exe­
cuted in crisp, well-defined brush strokes. Jutting boulders, 
tough scrub trees, a mule train on the road, and a temple in the 
forest on the cliff are all vividly depicted. There is a subtle break 
between the foreground and the towering central peak behind, 
which is treated as if it were a backdrop, suspended and fitted 
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into a slot behind the foreground. There are human figures in 

this scene, but it is easy to imagine them overpowerdd by the 
magnitude and mystery of their surroundings. I 

Little is known of Fan Kuan other than that he l<hved the 

mountains of his native region in north China. By ! he late 
Northern Song, prominent literati like Mi Fu (1051-1107) 
sometimes achieved fame as both calligraphers and : a inters. 
Mi Fu and his son Mi Youren (1086-1165) had successful offi­
cial careers and mixed with eminent men, who often gathered 
to appreciate each others' art objects. As painters, the Mis 
developed a distinct style of brushwork and composition; they 
made extensive use of washes and overlaid horizontal dabs and 
represented depth by showing mists between layers of moun­
tains. 

These two Northern Song works can be contrasted to a 
Southern Song one on a smaller and more intimate scale. Much 
as leading scholar-officials of the Northern Song set out to 
'order the world', tackling the largest questions of the organi­
zation of state and society, Northern Song painters often 
painted huge scenes. In the Southern Song, Confucian scholars 
preferred working from what was close at hand - improvement 
of oneself and small units like the family and village where one 
could have significant hope of success - and artists often 
painted small, intimate scenes that suggest contemplation of 
what was close to the viewer. This was true even of the painters 

at the imperial academy, where many of the most influential 
painters worked in this period. The album leaf by the court 
painter Xia Gui is in the evocative 'one-corner' format popular 
in this period. The gaze of the viewer is drawn from the vividly 
sketched material world in the foreground to the empty space 
beyond, a realm without substance. Small paintings like this 
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one were often collected into albums and paired with poems or 
poetic couplets, both poets and painters seeing commonalities 
in the ways they depicted the juxtaposition of scene, season, 
and human activity. 

The signature of Xia Gui (active c. 1180-1224) is hidden in the 

lower right corner of this intimate album leaf on silk. 

This silk handscroll , painted by Mi Youren in 1130, may well 

represent the landscape of the south, with rol1i.ng, low-lying 

hills seen behind rivers. 
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CHAPTER 7 

T HE CAMBRID GE I LLUS TR ATED H I ST O RY O F CHI N A 

Alien Rule: 
The Liao, Jin, and Yuan Dynasties 
907-1368 

Over the course of four centuries, progressively greater parts of China proper were 

conquered by Inner Asian tribal peoples, culminating in 1276 with the Song sur­

render to the Mongols who incorporated all of China into their empire. Each of 

the three dynasties of conquest - Liao (907-1125), Jin (1125-1234), and Yuan 

(1215/1276-1368) - built on the achievements of its predecessors to gain greater 

dominance in China. The Khitans' Liao dynasty did not merely extort material 

benefits (as the Uighurs had in late Tang) but also occupied a strip along the 

northern edge of China proper, populated primarily by Chinese. The Jurchens' Jin 

dynasty, once it defeated the Liao , expanded the occupied zone to include all of 

north China . The Mongols' Yuan dynasty, after defeating the Jin , built up the 

machinery needed to conquer all of China. Just as the foreign conquerors gradu­

ally learned more effective ways to control and exploit China, the opportunities 

for the Chinese living under them became progressively more restricted. By the 

time the Mongols had defeated the Song, chances to serve, resist, or flee were 

severely limited at all social levels. And yet Chinese civilization not only survived 

but responded creatively, developing means of expression and modes of coping 

that added to the richness of the Chinese heritage. 

STEPPE NOMADISM AND THE INNER ASIAN STATES 

Ever since Qin and Han times, when the Xiongnu became a major threat to the 

Chinese empire , geography had dictated the basic contours of the relations 

between China proper and Inner Asia. Although as large as China proper, Inner 

Asia was always much more sparsely settled because it was unsuited to crop agri­

culture. China proper at the beginning of the Song had a population of perhaps 

eighty million people , but only about five million lived in all the Inner Asia 

regions from Tibet through modern Mongolia and Manchuria. Even fewer would 

have been able to survive in Inner Asia if tribes had not had access to the settled 

agricultural society of China. Herders could trade animals and animal products 

for grain, textiles , and ceramic and metal utensils from China. When drought or 

disease among their animals reduced their resources, or when the Chinese refused 

to trade on acceptable terms, the herders had the mobility and military skills to 

make raids to get what they wanted. This hardly promoted friendly relations or 

sympathy between herders and farmers. Agriculturalists saw the nomads as bul­

lies who preferred taking from others to working for their living; the nomads 

looked on Chinese farmers as weaklings. 
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Despite diverse and shifting tribal identification among the various peoples of 

the steppe , the basic tribal form of social organization remained remarkably 

constant. All men learned to ride and shoot and were potential warriors. Families 

were patrilineal and camped in clan units. Clans would coalesce into tribes , with 

tribal chiefs selected for their military prowess. Predatory activities were taken as 

normal; clans and tribes were regularly at odds with each other, seizing cattle, 

horses , and women, thus setting off cycles of revenge. Captives would be incor­

porated into the victors' clans as slaves or serfs. The alternative to fighting was to 

form alliances, and at times a tribal leader would build up a large coalition or 

confederation through a combination of military victories and alliances. Personal 

loyalty of warrior to chief, of chief to lord, and lord to overlord tied such 

structures together. But lords and overlords were not autocrats; major decisions 

were typically reached at deliberative assemblies of military leaders. Great leaders 

who had defeated or won over other tribes could aggregate huge armies and keep 

them happy with the spoils of expansion. Expansion could not be sustained 

indefinitely, however, and squabbles among heirs or successors might conceivably 
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Rubbing of a 'Map of the Chi­

nese and the Barbarians' 

carved on a stone about 2½ 

feet square in 1137. The map 

depicts the major rivers and 

cities of China and the Great 

Wall , and gives historical 

accounts of the various non­

Chinese people settled along 

the borders, including the 

Khitans , Tanguts, and numer­

ous smaller tribes and 

city-states. 
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The material culture of Inner 

Asia was often in striking con­

trast to China's. Metalwork 

was more central to Inner 

Asian art, perhaps because 

treasures of gold and silver 

were easy to transport. The 

dragons on this 8-inch-tall 

gilded silver Khitan crown 

reveal Chinese influence, 

but the form is not borrowed 

from China. 
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lead to the break-up of the confederation within a genera­

tion or two. 

Between the pure nomad of the steppe and the Chinese 

farmer who encountered non-Chinese only when they 

raided his settlement, there was a large fluid frontier zone 

where distinctio,ns of ethnicity and way of life were not so 

clear-cut. From Later Han times on there was always a 

broad region settled both by Chinese and non-Chinese. 

Some of the non-Chinese became farmers, others remained 

herdsmen or served in military units. Some non-Chinese 

were still very much members of a tribe, responding to the 

orders of tribal leaders, while others identified themselves 

as subjects of the Chinese government or were even assim­

ilated into the Chinese population. Chinese in the frontier 

zone often made their living rendering services to non­

Chinese, whether as farmers, traders, craftsmen, or gov-

ernment advisers , and some of them intermarried with 

and were assimilated into the non-Chinese groups. 

In contrast to the non-Chinese regimes of the Sixteen Kingdoms and Northern 

Dynasties, who were able to rise to power above all because the Chinese state tore 

itself apart through civil war, the Khitan, Jurchen, and Mongol states wrested 

power from a strong dynasty willing and able to devote vast resources to its 

defence. These alien dynasties erupted into Chinese history because of the 

dynamics of the border zone. The first to succeed in this way were the Khitans, a 

proto-Mongol people from the fringes of the steppe in Manchuria, where they 

practised agriculture along with animal husbandry and hunting. The Khitans had 

participated in the Tang tributary system, sending envoys to Chang'an , but they 

also fought and raided as circumstances allowed. As the Tang dynasty disinte­

grated and north China was vulnerable to attack, Abaoji, of the Yelu clan, united 

some eight to ten Khitan tribes into a federation, secured control of the steppe, 

and proclaimed the Liao dynasty as a way of announcing his intention to compete 

for north China. Abaoji set aside the traditional Khitan practice of electing chiefs 

for limited terms. Not only did he rule until his death in 926, but he set up hered­

itary succession on the Chinese model to ensure that his son would succeed him. 

The ruling line he established married exclusively with the Xiao clan, and the Yelu 

and Xiao clans dominated government affairs throughout the Liao dynasty. 

At the peak of their power, the Khitan probably numbered about 750 ,000 and 

ruled over two or three million Chinese. They created a dual state, with distinct 

Khitan and Chinese areas. The southern section encompassed sixteen prefectures 

in north China (compared to 300 under Song control). These were nominally 

governed through the institutions of the civil bureaucracy inherited from the 

Tang, but counties and sometimes even prefectures were granted to Khitan impe-
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rial relatives and high-ranking officials who had absolute jurisdiction in their 

fiefs and did not have to pay taxes to the government. The main city of this region 

was their southern capital at modern Beijing, which until then had been little 

more than a border garrison city. In the huge but sparsely settled northern part of 

their domain, Khitan institutions were employed. The government in the north 

was a mobile organization with the emperor and his important officials moving 

from one place to another in different seasons. A script was created so that docu­

ments could be kept in the Khitan language. Even though the Liao ruled over a 

population tiny by Song standards, its armies had such striking power that the 

Song found it easier to buy them off than try to defeat them in battle . The Liao 

state intimidated other neighbours as well, including at times the Korean state 

of Kory6 and the Tangut state of Xia, located in modern Gansu province. Probably 

because they retained the northern sector as a Khitan preserve, the Khitan effec­

tively resisted sinification. The ruling elite became culturally dual - adept in 

both Khitan and Chinese ways - but the bulk of the Khitans preserved their 

ancient customs. 

It was not Chinese forces that destroyed the Khitan state but the rise of another 

northern confederation, this one led by thejurchens. Thejurchens originated fur­

ther east than the Khitans, in the mountains of eastern Manchuria. In the early 

twelfth century, Aguda, of the Wanyan clan, formed a confederation of Jurchen 

tribes , proclaimed it the Jin dynasty, and began attacking the Liao , soon allying 

with the Song for this purpose. After he died in 1123, Aguda's successor not only 

defeated Liao in 1125 but turned on the Song. 
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Siege warfare required up-to­

date military technology, such 

as the portable scaling ladder 

and catapult illustrated here 

from an early Song manual, 

the Comprehensive Essentials 

of the Milita,y Classics (Wt~ing 

zongyao) , commissioned in 

1040. The Khitan andJurchen 

quickly mastered this technol­

ogy, adding expertise in 

siegecraft to their previous 

mastery of cavalry warfare . 
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Jurchen military successes against Chinese-fortified cities owed much to 

Jurchen willingness to incorporate Chinese experts in siegecraft into their army. 

To take the medium-sized city of Taiyuan they brought in thirty catapults to throw 

a barrage of stones, and built over fifty carts protected by rawhide and iron sheet­

ing to bring in troops to fill the moat. Kaifeng, defended by 48,000 troops , many 

equipped with powerful crossbows and flame throwers, posed an even greater 

challenge. TheJurchens brought in siege engines , including mobile towers higher 

than the city walls , in order to fire incendiary bombs into the city. They succeeded: 

Kaifeng fell , the Song imperial family was captured and held for ransom, and the 

remnants of the Song government and army fled south across the Yangzi. 

Thus , in less than a generation, the Jurchen went from being a group of tribes 

concentrated in the far eastern edges of Inner Asia to being the masters of north 

China, the lords of a densely settled land with over forty million residents , in pos­

session of the treasures of both the Liao and Song capitals. Having gained power 

so quickly, the Jurchens initially continued the Khitans' dual government and 

employed former Liao officials, both Chinese and Khitan. The Jin dynasty moved 

its capital from central Manchuria to Beijing in 1153 and to Kaifeng in 1161 , all 

the while steadily adopting more Chinese political institutions and employing 

more Chinese officials. As the Liao rulers had before them (and the rulers of the 

Northern Dynasties still earlier), the Jin rulers found that Chinese political insti­

tutions provided them with a potent weapon in their competition with their own 

nobles. Hereditary monarchy and a bureaucracy of officials willing to do the 

ruler's bidding enhanced the power of the ruler. The Jurchen emperors , however, 

did not copy all aspects of Tang and Song government practice, and in particular 

did not treat civil officials with the respect traditionally accorded them in China. 

Jin emperors instituted the practice of flogging high officials in open court, a bru­

tal violation of the Confucian dictum that corporal punishment should not extend 

to the educated elite. Such humiliating punishment was never imposed by the 

Song and only rarely by earlier dynasties. 

The Jin government settled the bulk of theJurchen in North China so that they 

could aid in maintaining control over the Chinese population. Immersed in Chi­

nese society in this way, theJurchens, unlike the Khitans , rapidly adopted Chinese 

customs, including language , dress , and rituals. Jurchen commanders who 

objected to the trend towards assimilation assassinated the Jin emperor in 1161 , 

and the succeeding emperor sought to revitalize the Jurchen heritage. He pro­

moted the use of Jurchen as a written language, commissioned translations of the 

Confucian classics into Jurchen, orderedJurchens to study at specially established 

Jurchen schools, set up civil service examinations for Jurchen candidates that 

would test their mastery of Jurchen , and issued terrible threa ts against those who 

adopted Chinese customs . Still the process of sinification continued apace, and 

later emperors shifted their policies. In 1191 an emperor even forbade referring to 

Jurchen as people 'of the border areas' , not wanting them to be seen as outsiders. 
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By the end of the dynasty most Jurchen spoke Chinese, wore Chinese clothes, 

used Chinese-style surnames, and married with the local population. A century 

later hardly anyone claiming to be Jurchen could be found in China proper, 

though there still were some in the original homelands in Manchuria. 

CHINGGIS KHAN AND THE MONGOLS 

Neither the Khitan nor Jurchen empires ever fully controlled the Mongolian 

steppe, though they sometimes got the various Turkic- and Mongol-speaking 

clans and tribes that occupied the area to recognize their overlordship. In the late 

twelfth century this region was facing a subsistence crisis because a drop in the 

mean annual temperature had reduced the supply of grass for grazing animals. 

The man who saved the situation by gaining access to the bounty of the agricul­

tural world for them was Chinggis (Ghengis , c.1162-1227). 

A brilliant and utterly ruthless military genius, Chinggis proudly asserted that 

there was no greater joy than massacring one's enemies, seizing their horses and 

cattle, and ravishing their women. His career as a military leader began when he 

avenged the death of his father, a tribal chieftain who had been murdered when 

Chinggis was still a boy. As he subdued the Tartars , Kereyid, Naiman, Merkid, and 

other Mongol and Turkic tribes , Chinggis built up an army of loyal followers. In 

1206 the most prominent Mongol nobles gathered at an assembly to name him 

their overlord, or great khan. He then fully militarized Mongol society, ignoring 

traditional tribal affiliations to form an army based on a decimal hierarchy, 1,000 

horsemen in the basic unit. A new military nobility was thus created of comman­

ders loyal to Chinggis. They could pass their posts to their sons, but the great 

khan could remove any commander at will. Chinggis also created an elite body­

guard of 10,000 sons and brothers of commanders, which served directly under 

him. To reduce internal disorder, he issued simple but draconian laws; the penalty 

for robbery and adultery, for instance, was death. He ordered the Uighur script to 

be adopted for writing Mongol, seeing the utility of written records even though 

he was illiterate himself. 

His organization in place, Chinggis initiated one of world history's most aston­

ishing campaigns of conquest. He began by subjugating nearby states. First he 

would send envoys to demand submission and threaten destruction. Those who 

submitted without fighting were treated as allies and left in power, but those who 

put up a fight faced the prospect of total destruction. City-dwellers in particular 

evoked his wrath and were often slaughtered en masse or used as human shields 

in the next battle. In the Mongol armies' first sweep across the north China plain 

in 1212-13, they left ninety-odd cities in rubble. When they sacked the Jurchen's 

northern capital at Beijing in 1215, it burned for more than a month. 

Chinggis's battle-hardened troops were capable of enduring great privation and 

crossing vast distances at amazing speed. In 1219 he led 200,000 troops into Cen­

tral Asia, where the following year they sacked Bokhara and Samarkand. Before his 
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Chinggis Khan 's conquests 

had as much impact on west 

Asia as they did on China. 

This Persian illustration of 

Chinggis pursuing his enemies 

is from a manuscript copy of 

the history of the Mongols 

written by Rashid al-Din 

(124 7-1318) , a Persian admin­

istrator in the employ of the 

Mongol Ilkhans in Iran . 
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death in 1227, Chinggis had conquered Mongolia and Manchuria, brought Korea 

into submission, driven the Jurchen south of the Yellow River, destroyed the 

Tangut state in northwest China, overrun Central Asia, and plundered the Grand 

Duchy of Kiev in the Ukraine. He ruled from the Pacific Ocean on the east to the 

Caspian Sea on the west. 

Chinggis's death created a crisis due to the Mongol tradition of succession by 

election rather than descent. In the end the empire was divided into four sections, 

each to be governed by one of the lines of his descendants. Ogodei, Chinggis's 

third son, got control of Mongolia. In 1234 he crushed the Jin and became ruler 

of north China. By 1236 he had taken all but four of the fifty-eight districts in 

Sichuan, previously held by the Song, and had ordered the total slaughter of the 

one million plus residents of the city of Chengdu , a city the Mongols had taken 

easily with little fighting. Even where people were not slaughtered, they were fre­

quently seized as booty along with their grain stores and livestock. Ogodei's 
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main Mongol campaigns 1211-40 

borders of successor states after 1259 

later campaigns 

route described by Marco Polo 

troops also participated in the western campaigns begun in 1237. Representatives 

of all four lines, with some 150,000 Mongol, Turkic , and Persian troops, cam­

paigned into Europe in 1237, taking Moscow and Kiev in 1238 and striking into 

Poland and Hungary in 1241 and 1242. Although they looted cities in central 

Europe on these campaigns, the Mongols soon retreated to Russia, which they 

dominated for over a century. 

The Mongols could not have numbered more than 1.5 million. Their success, 

thus, was due in large part to their willingness to incorporate other ethnic groups 

into their armies and government. In their campaigns against the Jurchens, they 

recruited both Khitan and Chinese who felt no great loyalty to their Jurchen lords. 

The Mongol conquests 

expanded contacts across 

Eurasia, which led to the 

spread of deadly plagues but 

also the transfer of technical 

and scientific knowledge. Visi­

tors like Marco Polo brought 

back to Europe reports of th~ 

wealth and splendour of Chi­

nese cities and information on 

Chinese inventions such as 

gunpowder and printing. 
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Chinese catapult experts enabled the Mongols to storm walled cities, and Chinese 

shipbuilders enabled them to engage the Song in naval battles. Whatever their 

nationality, those who served the Mongols loyally were rewarded and given 

important posts. Uighurs, Tibetans, Persians, and even Russians came to hold 

powerful positions in the Mongol government. 

The Mongols conquered in order to enrich themselves, but their perception of 

how best to do this changed over time. Looting and pillaging were a standard fea­

ture of the first phase of takeover. Lands and those living on them were appropri­

ated and assigned to military commanders, nobles , and army units , to be 

exploited as the recipients wished. Skilled workers were brought back to Mongo­

lia to provide the Mongols with the material goods of civilized life and to help 

populate the new capital city of Karakorum. After Bokhara and Samarkand were 

captured, some 30,000 artisans were seized and transported to Mongolia to work 

as slaves, and many Chinese craftsmen suffered the same fate. More sophisticated 

methods of extracting revenue took longer to master. After Ogodei conquered the 

Jin , some Mongols suggested that he turn all of north China into pasture land. An 

alternative was proposed by a sinified Khitan, Yelu Qucai, who had taken up ser­

vice with the Mongols after they took Beijing in 1215. Yelu convinced Ogodei that 

greater wealth could be gained by taxing farmers , calculating a revenue of 500,000 

ounces of silver, 80 ,000 bolts of silk, and over 20 ,000 tons of grain. But his insti­

tutional arrangements did not last long. Soon Yelu's rivals convinced Ogodei that 

Yelu's method of direct taxation was less lucrative than their plan to let Central 

Asian Muslim merchants bid against each other for licences to collect taxes. These 

Central Asian tax farmers quickly gained a reputation for rapaciousness and came 

to be as hated by the conquered Chinese as the Mongol soldiers. 

THE MONGOL CONQUEST OF THE SONG 

It was not until Chinggis's grandson Khubilai (r.1 260-94) came to power that the 

conquest of the Song began in earnest. Before succeeding to the title of great khan, 

Khubilai had ruled a prefecture in Hebei as an appanage and thus knew something 

of Chinese ways. He had Chinese as well as Uighur and Central Asian advisors , 

and even knew a little spoken Chinese. In 1264 he transferred the capital from 

Karakorum in Mongolia to Beijing, known then as Dadu , and in 1271 he adopted 

a Chinese name for his dynasty, Yuan, and instituted Chinese court rituals. 

China south of the Yangzi had never been captured by non-Chinese from the 

steppe, in large part because the rivers , canals, and streams of the region posed an 

effective barrier to cavalry forces. But on the advice of a surrendered Song com­

mander, the Mongols began the construction of a river fleet. In 1268 they set siege 

to Xiangyang, a city on the Han river in Hubei recognized by both sides as the key 

to control of the Yangzi valley. Both sides were equally determined to win, and the 

siege lasted five years. Thousands of boats and tens of thousands of troops were 

involved on both sides. The Mongols employed Chinese , Korean , Jurchen, 
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Uighur, and Persian experts in naval and siege warfare . Muslim engineers 

designed artillery that sent a barrage of rocks weighing up to a hundred pounds 

each. The Chinese started with substantial food stores, but had to run the block­

ade to get in supplies of salt and other essentials, leading to many naval engage­

ments on the river. 

The Song did not lack officials and generals devoted to the cause of stemming 

the Mongol onslaught, but co-ordination of their efforts was poor. The emperor at 

this time was a child, and the highest officials got caught up in opposing each 

other's plans. In 1275, after the Mongol armies crossed the Yangzi, Empress 

Dowager Xie issued an appeal to the populace to rise up and fight the barbarians, 

and within a couple of months 200,000 soldiers had been recruited. But even this 

force could not counter the Mongols' scare tactics; during their advance towards 

Hangzhou they ordered the total slaughter of the population of the major city of 

Changzhou. Empress Dowager Xie surrendered in hopes of sparing the people of 

the capital of a similar fate. Three years later, in 1279, the Mongols were able to 

defeat the last of the loyalists in a naval battle off the coast of Guangdong during 

which the last of the Song princes drowned. 

By the time the Mongols had conquered the Song, there was no longer a pan­

Asian Mongol empire. Much of Asia was in the hands of Mongol successor states, 

but these were generally hostile to each other. Khubilai was often at war with the 

Khanate of Central Asia , then held by his cousin Khaidu, and he had little contact 

with the Khanate of the Golden Horde in south Russia. In these other areas the 

Mongols tended to merge with the Turkish nomads already there and, like them, 

to convert to Islam. Thus, from Khubilai's time on China proper was united with 

Mongolia , Manchuria , and Tibet, but not with Persia, Iraq, or Russia. 

Like the Khitans, the Mongols resisted assimilation . Although the Mongol 

rulers developed a taste for the material fruits of Chinese civilization, they pur­

posely avoided many Chinese social and political practices. The rulers conducted 

their business in the Mongol language and spent their summers in Mongolia. 

Khubilai discouraged Mongols from marrying Chinese and took only Mongol 

women into the palace. Some Mongol princes preferred to live in tents erected in 

the palace grounds rather than in the grand palaces constructed at Beijing. Mon­

gols continued to choose their rulers through competition , often bloody. As 

recorded in the Chinese history of the Yuan dynasty, succession after Khubilai is a 

sordid tale of assassinations , coups d'etat , enthronements of youthful incompe­

tents , fratricide , and domination by nobles. 

LIFE IN CHINA UNDER ALIEN RULE 

Under these alien rulers, the Chinese were not forced to adopt the customs of 

their conquerors . Chinese cultural life continued , much as it had under the 

Northern Dynasties , with members of the Chinese elite continuing to read and 

write books and ordinary Chinese continuing to worship gods of their choice in 
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In 1280 Khubilai had the Chi­

nese court painter Liu 

Guandao depict him on horse­

back in a hunting party. In this 

detail from the silk handscroll , 

he is clothed in the brightly 

coloured Chinese brocades 

underneath the more dis­

tinctly Mongol furs. 
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their own ways. To Song literati , the culture of the Chinese living under the Liao, 

Jin , or early Yuan was rather provincial , but that did not make it non-Chinese. 

Still, it would be difficult to argue that ordinary Chinese fared as well under 

these alien rulers as under earlier native dynasties. Large numbers had their lands 

expropriated or were forced into serfdom or slavery, sometimes transported far 

from home. Taxation, especially under the Mongols , was often ruinous . The econ­

omy of north China seems to have taken a downward turn that took centuries to 

reverse. Added to this was the indignity of being treated as a legally inferior caste. 

The Venetian merchant Marco Polo , who spent twenty years in Mongol-ruled 

China (1275- 95), found ethnic animosity intense. 'All the Cathaians detested the 

rule of the great khan because he set over them Tartars [i.e. Mongols], or still 

more frequently Saracens [i .e. Muslims], whom they could not endure, for they 

treated them just like slaves .' 

Since all three sets of conquerors were interested in maximizing their revenues, 

they did not purposely damage the economy. All three encouraged trade beyond 

their borders, the Jin managing extensive officially sanctioned trade with the 

Southern Song, and the Mongols encouraging trade throughout Eurasia . The 

Jurchen allowed the circulation of Khitan and Song money and issued their own 

currency, including paper money, which, however, suffered from serious inflation 

after 1190. The Mongols similarly tried to maintain the existing paper currency 

system and even allowed conversion of Song paper money into Yuan currency. 

They were no more expert than the Jurchen in its management, however, and 

inflation became ruinous by the fourteenth century. The Mongols, of course, fos -



Alie n Rul e : T h e Li ao, Jin , an d Yu a n Dyn as ti es 

I 
I , 

, ' J 

tered north-south trade within China by reunifying the country. Added to this , 

they rebuilt the northern section of the Grand Canal, inoperative since orthern 

Song times, and extended it to the capital they had built at Beijing. 

None of the three conquest dynasties aimed at as open or mobile a society as 

the Song, preferring to place people in hereditary occupational and ethnic cate­

gories. Ethnic divisions were codified to preserve the conquerors' privileges. At 

times the rulers' greatest concern was to prevent their own people from being 

assimilated into Chinese culture, at other times, to prevent Chinese from learning 

their language and adopting their identity. Intermarriage was usually discouraged 

but certainly occurred. Chinese were sometimes encouraged to learn the con­

queror's language (as it demonstrated the conqueror's dominance) , and sometimes 

discouraged (as it might undermine their privileges). During the Yuan period, the 

ethnic hierarchy was particularly complex, with the Mongols the most privileged, 

then allies of the Mongols from areas outside China (Uighurs, Turks, Tibetans, 

Tanguts, Persians, Central Asians, called collectively semu) , then former subjects 

of the Jin (Chinese and sinified Khitans and Jurchens, called Hanren), with the 

bottom occupied by former subjects of Song (called 'soutlierners'). This system of 

classification affected methods of taxation, judicial process, and appointment to 

office. Chinese in north China, for instance, were taxed by household in ways that 
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Built in 1212 in the early Yuan 

period, the Yongle ('Perma­

nent Joy') Temple in Shanxi 

province is one of the oldest 

surviving Daoist temples in 

China. The walls of its main 

hall, shown here, are deco­

rated with paintings of gods in 

the Daoist pantheon. 
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This crate of ceramic bowls is 

evidence of the continuation 

of sea-borne commerce under 

the Mongols. It was excavated 

in 1976 from a ship that sunk 
off the coast of Sinan in Korea 

in 1323 while en route from 

Ningbo to Japan. The 17,000-

odd ceramic pieces found on 

the ship came predominantly 

from major kilns in Zhejiang, 

Jiangxi , and Fujian provinces. 
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reflected Jin practice, whereas Chinese in south China were taxed by land owned, 

following Song precedents. Each ethnic group was judged and sentenced accord­

ing to its own legal traditions, so that, for instance, the Chinese, but no other eth­

nic groups, were tattooed if convicted of theft. 

Other ethnic distinctions were clearly based on the fear that the Chinese were 

the most likely of all the Mongols' subjects to rebel. Chinese, for instance, were 

forbidden to congregate in public or to own weapons. Khubilai even prohibited 

Chinese from dealing in bamboo since it could be used for the manufacture of 

bows and arrows. Chinese were subject to severe penalties if they fought back 

when attacked by a Mongol; by contrast, Mongols who murdered Chinese could 

get off by paying a fine. Probably because Chinese so outnumbered them , the 

Mongols were particularly vigilant in their efforts to keep the Chinese from trying 

to pass as Mongols and prohibited the taking of Mongol names. 

Hereditary rank and station were a normal part of the social structure of these 

nomadic peoples, so they fostered it to make society more stable, but for China it 

was a regressive step. The Mongols went the furthest in this regard, registering the 

population into hereditary statuses by occupation, such as ordinary farmers , 

scholars, physicians, astrologers , soldiers, military agricultural workers, artisans , 

salt producers, and miners. Specialized occupational groups were required to pro­

vide unpaid services needed by the state according to rotational quotas and to 

earn their living during the rest of the year. The rigidity of the system led to wide­

spread absconding by families unable to provide the required services. 

The Chinese may not have welcomed alien rule but at all social levels they 

found ways to adapt creatively to their new situations. The Khitan , Jurchen, and 

Mongol rulers all needed men capable of handling the paperwork that made cen­

tralized bureaucratic government possible , and for this purpose functionaries , 

whom the Chinese literati dismissed as 'clerks', could be just as useful as men who 

had studied the classics. But scholars also found employ­

ment, if somewhat more slowly, and at lower levels than 

they would have liked. During the Yuan period, Chinese 

scholars in the north took to serving the Mongols more 

readily than those in the south. They were already accus­

tomed to rule by non-Han conquerors, and saw that Mon­

gol rule would be more palatable if Chinese scholars were 

the administrators. Moreover, they anticipated that the 

Mongols would gradually become more sinified as the 

Jurchens had, and could view themselves as shielding Chi­

nese society from the most brutal effects of Mongol rule . 

Scholars like Xu Heng devoted their lives to teaching the 

Mongol rulers Chinese principles of the moral basis of pol­

itics. In the south , where the literati had identified so 

strongly with resistance to the Mongols , accommodation 
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was slower. Still, as southern Chinese literati came to realize that Mongol domi­

nance was not to be an ephemeral event , more and more accepted posts where 

they could put their learning to use, particularly by serving as instructors at gov­

ernment-sponsored academies. 

To the literati, the best way for the alien rulers to show their commitment to 

good government was to hold civil service examinations and employ the best­

educated in positions of authority. The Khitans maintained a limited examination 

system, modelled on the Tang system, which the Jurchen perpetuated and then 

greatly expanded. The Mongols were more hesitant. They did not reinstitute the 

civil service recruitment examinations until 1315, and then had quotas that 

ensured that Mongols and other non-Chinese candidates (such as Central Asians) 

would get half the degrees awarded, another quarter going to former subjects of 

the Jin , and only a quarter to former subjects of the Song (who accounted for well 

over half the total population). There were, moreover, regional quotas, restricting 

the number of candidates from each province, which worked to limit the influ­

ence of the educationally-advanced lower Yangzi regions. Perhaps most impor­

tant, only about 2 per cent of the ranked bureaucracy was recruited through the 

examinations anyway. Instead, the majority entered by promotion through the 

clerical ranks. 

Those southern literati who could not or would not work for the Mongols 

often supported themselves as doctors , fortune-tellers, Daoist priests , teachers of 

children, or playwrights. This abundant supply of talented and educated men 

seems to have proved beneficial to the literary art of drama, which flourished in 

this period. The presence of an alien elite controlling the government did not 

diminish the prestige of the literati within Chinese society, and they continued to 
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The scholar who did not find 

government employment 
under the Mongols might still 

hope to lead a comfortable 

life, attended by elegant maid­

servants and surrounded by 

objects that evoked the culti­

vated life. Using the conceit of 

paintings within paintings to 

draw attention to the role of 

art in such a lifestyle, Liu 

Guandao (active 1279-1300) 

depicted a scholar reclining 

before a painted screen that 

itself depicts a scholar sitting 

by his books and antiques in 

front of a screen painted with 

a landscape. 
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Demons and demon quellers 

The Chinese religious imagination had room for all sorts of 
beings, good and bad. Among the dangerous beings were 
vengeful ghosts, extortionate gods who could be merciless 
toward those who did not serve them properly, and demons 
who carried out the orders of gods. More benevolent spiri­
tual beings, such as ancestors and Buddhist and Daoist gods, 
could protect people from the more baleful beings. There 
were also human exorcists who could subdue or expel them. 

Although there was without doubt a genuinely fearful 
aspect to Chinese demon lore, there was a more playful 
dimension as well, as seen in the great popularity of the leg­
end of Zhong Kui, the most famous demon queller. It is even 
said that in Hangzhou merchants would give their cus­
tomers pictures of Zhong Kui as New Year's gifts. Such pic­
tures were probably pasted by their doors, a custom 
common in later periods. 

The legend of Zhong Kui goes back to a Tang story of 
Emperor Xuanzong encountering first a small demon who 

stole his favourite concubine's embroidered perfume bag 
and his own jade flute and then a large demon who came to 
the emperor's aid by not only catching the small demon but 
gouging out his eyes and eating him. When Xuanzong ques­
tioned this helpful demon, the demon introduced himself as 
Zhong Kui, a man who had committed suicide by dashing his 
head against the palace steps decades earlier on learning 
that he had failed the palace examination. In gratitude for 
the posthumous honours the Tang emperor had then 
bestowed on him, Zhong Kui had vowed to rid the world of 
mischievous demons. 

As time went on, a variety of other stories grew up 
around the cult of Zhong Kui, and in paintings Zhong Kui 
was depicted sometimes as a solitary menacing figure, 
sometimes in the company of demons he had subjugated, 
sometimes with his sister, but almost always with a beard 
and a dark, ugly face, and dressed in a scholar's robe and hat 

and boots. 

Demons whom he had already subjugated carry Zhong Kui and his sister on a new demon hunt in 

this detail from a painting by Gong Kai (1222-c. 1304). 
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be accepted by ordinary Chinese as the natural leaders of local society, active in 

local defence and kinship organization. Educated men could also concentrate on 

their cultural responsibilities , looking on themselves as trustees of the Confucian 

tradition. In Yuan times, in particular, academies flourished as alternative centres 

of cultural life, beyond the scope of state domination. These were places where 

scholars could attempt to assert the importance of civil as opposed to military val­

ues, and to sustain confidence in their own moral and intellectual autonomy. 

ETHNICITY, LOYALTY, AND CONFUCIAN UNIVERSALISM 

Confucianism had always made universal claims: the ruler was the Son of Heaven 

and he ruled over All-Under-Heaven. True, there were 'barbarians' at the fringes of 

the civilized world who did not obey the Son of Heaven, but this was the result of 

their not yet having received the transformative influence of Chinese culture, not 

the consequence of anything inherent in them as a race. To put this another way, 

China was superior to all its neighbours , but that was because Chinese culture 

was superior, not because the Chinese, as a race , were physically or biologically 

better. Barbarians could in time be transformed into Chinese if they adopted Chi­

nese ways - clothes, manners, family system, ethics, and so on. At the same time, 

Chinese culture was not lacking in ethnic or particularistic sentiments. Deeply 

ingrained habits of ancestor worship required recognizing obligations to forebears 

- it would be a violation of filial piety for someone descended from a sinified 

Xiongnu, Turk, or Khitan to falsify a genealogy to claim descent from an ancient 

Chinese line. The importance of loyalty to one's ruler also tended to foster a sense 

of ethnic identity. When one's ruler was threatened by alien enemies, as they were 

repeatedly in Song times, it was difficult not to blur hostility to them as enemies 

with hostility to them as culturally alien. 

Confucian theory of the transformative power of Chinese culture worked well 

in situations where China was the dominant force. Throughout the south, local 

populations that were at one period considered non-Chinese came to merge with 

the Chinese. Even in the north there were plenty of examples of originally non­

Chinese groups that eventually were assimilated into the Chinese - the Xianbei of 

the Northern Dynasties offer a good example. But the conquest dynasties of the 

tenth to fourteenth centuries put these Confucian ideas of transformation to 

much more severe tests. Exposure to Chinese culture and Confucian values did 

not lead to full-scale sinification of the Khitans or Mongols, even if many individ­

uals became sinified. This exposure did, however, lead to the Jurchens and the 

Mongols using Chinese universalistic political ideology to their own advantage. 

By the thirteenth century the Jin emperors presented themselves as supporting an 

order in which Chinese subjects and non-Chinese conquerors would live together 

in peace and prosperity under a universal empire. One of the last Jin emperors has 

come down in history as a model Confucian ruler, the patron of a cultural revival 

led by Chinese Confucian scholars. Khubilai similarly played up the universal 
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dimensions of his rule. When he announced that his dynasty would be called 

Yuan, he cited a passage in the Book of Changes and pointed out that his grandfa­

ther, Chinggis, had expanded the realm to dimensions never before equalled. 

Alien emperors could not both preserve their own ethnic identify and perform 

all of the Chinese rituals traditionally associated with the Son of Heaven and Chi­

nese culture. Alien rulers erected ancestral temples , long identified with the 

dynastic principle and imperial legitimacy, but this step did not involve symbolic 

identification with the Han Chinese since the ancestors to be worshipped were 

their own non-Chinese ancestors. Chinese advisors to alien rulers convinced 

them to imitate or adopt some features of Chinese imperial funeral and wedding 

rituals, explaining to them the moral interpretations Chinese scholars tradition­

ally put on such acts. But given the need to preserve their own ethnic identity, 

none of these alien rulers ever fully adopted such Chinese rituals. 

Even though these alien rulers came to act out the role of ritual centre for Chi­

nese culture, many Chinese intellectuals could not accept them as legitimate 

rulers of China, developing a proto-nationalistic conception of loyalty not just to 

ruler but to nation and culture. As discussed in Chapter 6, in the early Southern 

Song period regaining the north was seen as tantamount to preserving China. In 

the thirteenth century many of those who participated in the resistance to the 

Mongol invasion saw themselves as engaged in a desperate struggle to save Chi­

nese civilization. Wen Tianxiang, the most famous of the literati-turned-generals, 

gave everything he had to the cause. Long after there was any real chance of dri­

ving out the Mongols , he continued to fight, withdrawing further and further 

south, hoping to keep the Mongols from the two Song princes the loyalists had 

rallied behind. Even after he was captured, for three years in captivity he resisted 

all inducements to serve in the Yuan government, right up to his execution by 

Khubilai three years later. 

The Mongols' policies of favouring other ethnic groups over the Chinese fur­

ther aroused Chinese ethnic consciousness. Former subjects of the Song were par­

ticularly incensed when the Tibetan cleric, Yang Lianjianjia, was given so much 

power he was able to convert the former Song palaces in Hangzhou into Buddhist 

temples and excavate the Song emperors' tombs to extract the treasures in them to 

pay for the building of more Buddhist temples. Defeated Song loyalists gave mean­

ing to their survival by secretly searching out the bones of the Song emperors and 

burying them elsewhere. 

It is true that in each of these dynasties the conquerors and their subjects 

reached a workable accommodation within a couple of generations as military 

rule yielded to civilian rule. But persisting tensions should not be underestimated. 

Although the Jurchen were by far the most sinified of the conquerors, Chinese 

and Khitan subjects of the Jin readily defected to the Mongols out of hatred for the 

Jurchen, and after the collapse of the Jin, Chinese common people reportedly 

massacred large groups of Jurchen. In the case of the Mongols, even in the four-
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The decision to take up service under 
the Mongols was not an easy one for 
subjects of the Song. The conflicting 
pressures they experienced can be 
illustrated by the career of Zhao 
Mengfu (1254-1322), a member of the 
Song imperial clan (an eleventh-gen­
eration descendant of the founding 
emperor). Too young to have served in 
office under the Song, he had, how­
ever, enrolled in the Imperial Academy 
in Hangzhou. For ten years after the 
fall of Hangzhou, Zhao kept to himself 
and his circle of talented friends inter­
ested in poetry, paintings, and calligra­
phy, known as the 'Eight Talents' of 
Wuxing. Several of them had lost their 
property in the wars and relied on 
patrons, donations, or teaching to sub­
sist. They saw painting in archaic styles 
as a way to express longing for the 

past and disapproval of the present. 
In 1286, in an attempt to win over 

the southern literati, Khubilai sent a 
southerner in his employ to recruit 
eminent scholars in the south. Zhao 
was among some two dozen who 

Zhao Mengfu 

agreed to travel north. After his deci­
sion became known, there were friends 
who refused to speak to him and mem­
bers of the Song imperial clan who no 
longer recognized him as a relative. 

Zhao quickly gained favour with 
Khubilai, which enabled him to speak 
up for Confucian values at court. He 
made bold proposals on currency 
reform, did all he could to help bring 
about the downfall of the notoriously 
corrupt Tibetan chief minister, Sangha, 
and argued that literati should be 
exempt from corporal punishment. By 
1316 he had risen to the high post of 
president of the Hanlin Academy. 

For men like Zhao, getting to see 
north China - to them the 'central 
plains', the heartland of Chinese cul­
ture - compensated a little for the 
humiliation of serving conquerors. 

During his first decade in office Zhao 
travelled over much of north China on 
various official business and gathered 
a large collection of paintings by Tang 
and Northern Song masters, paintings 
no one in the south had ever had a 
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chance to see. This experience made it 
possible for him to break with South­
ern Song painting styles and gain fresh 
inspiration from earlier masterpieces. 
When he returned to Hangzhou to visit 
his old friends, he described for them 
what he had seen in the north and 
even painted a picture of one man's 
ancestral home in Shandong for him. 

On a side note, Zhao's second wife, 
Guan Daosheng, was the first woman 
in China to attain fame as a painter. 
She was noted for her paintings of 
bamboo, orchids, plum blossoms, and 
Buddhist figures. In the epitaph Zhao 
Mengfu wrote for her, he reported that 
the Mongol emperor once asked for a 
piece of her calligraphy. 

Much like other paintings by Zhao 

Mengfu (1254-1322) , this one shows 

the influence of Tang dynasty models . 

Still the Mongols could easily have 

appreciated this rendering of a horse 

and groom buffeted by the wind with­

out knowing anything of its art 

historical background. 
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teenth century they and their Chinese subjects had considerable suspicion of each 

other. Bayan, the Mongol chief minister dominant at court from 1328 to 1340, 

made efforts to ensure that no Chinese gained leading positions in the central, 

provincial , or local government. Fearing that he would be assassinated by a Chi­

nese, he reiterated rules against Chinese owning weapons or retaliating if struck 

by Mongols or Central Asians. The Chinese for their part were just as frightened 

of him, especially when rumours spread that the government was going to seize 

all unmarried young people in the country, and that Bayan intended to have every­

one with the common surnames Zhang, Wang, Liu , Li, and Zhao slaughtered. 

Bayan's fears of Chinese conspiracy were thus balanced by Chinese fears of Mon­

gol political brutality. When widespread rebellion in south China brought the 

Yuan dynasty to the point of collapse (see Chapter 8) , the Mongols in China did 

not simply melt into the Chinese population the way the Xianbei and Jurchen 

had. Rather, those who could escape fled northward back to the steppe. The post­

Yuan Mongols resumed their nomadic, tribal life, looking back on their period of 

hegemony over China with pride. 

Chinese notions of ethnic identity were undoubtedly sharpened by defeat and 

occupation by the Mongols , but these sentiments should not be taken as equiva­

lent to modern nationalism. Loyalty to one's ruler remained to many a higher 

virtue. Many conscientious Confucian scholars did everything in their power to 

make the Yuan government work well , at both the central and local level. And 

when the Yuan fell to a native Chinese dynasty, a not inconsiderable number of 

such scholars remained loyal to the Yuan and refused to serve the Ming. 

During the four and a half centuries separating the fall of the Tang and the begin­

ning of the Ming, north and south China experienced markedly different fates. 

The north was at peace and part of a unified China under Chinese rulers for only 

about a century and a half during the Northern Song (and even then a strip at the 

northern edge was under the control of the Khitans). For most of the rest of the 

time it was under the domination of states formed beyond its frontiers by non­

Chinese tribesmen. Social and economic dislocation were thus greater in the 

north, which had hardly had time to recuperate fully from the destruction caused 

by thejurchen invasion and subsequentjin-Song wars before it was devastated by 

the waves of Mongol campaigns and the militarization of society that came in 

their wake. Confiscation of land, warlord domination, and frequently changing 

civil service recruitment policies upset the old power structure, so that relatively 

few of the families that were eminent in the Northern Song maintained elite sta­

tus into the Ming. 

In the south, by contrast, alien rule lasted for a little less than one century, and 

even then was not so thoroughly militarist or so disruptive of the old social and 

economic order. Alien rule did not last long enough to seem inevitable, and it was 

never accommodated to the degree it was in the north. To the Mongol rulers, the 
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Chinese of the north and the south were so different that they put them in differ­

ent ethnic categories and administered them differently. 

The history of the conquest dynasties has usually been told from the point of 

view of the conquerors and how successful they were in consolidating and 

extending their rule . Western historians have been fascinated with the Mongols' 

extraordinary war machine and have focused on Chinggis and Khubilai as con­

querors of world-historical proportions. Traditional Chinese historians, with their 

focus on political history and reliance on the dynastic histories , have for their own 

reasons concentrated on the rulers. Moreover, the dictates of modern politics have 

required recent Chinese historians to treat the Jurchens and Mongols as minority 

peoples of China, rather than as alien conquerors. This allows contemporary Chi­

nese to take pride in the geographical sweep of the Mongol empire but in the 

process distorts history. 

When the central concern is the history of Chinese civilization and the Chinese 

people , the conquest dynasties look rather different. Just as Chinese culture 

would have to respond to the threat of the west in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, so Chinese culture had to respond to the threat of conquest by horse­

riding nomads in this period. Its response had profound effects on many aspects 

of Chinese culture. 

Even though all three alien dynasties patronized Buddhism, China did not 

become a more Buddhist society under their tutelage. Buddhism probably had 

special appeal to the conquerors since it was a universalistic religion with no 

greater ties to China than to anywhere else. Still, the patronage of alien rulers did 

not stimulate an intellectual renaissance among Buddhists in China, nor did 

increased contact with Buddhists from other lands. Chinese Buddhist monks, for 

instance, seem to have found little to celebrate in the increased prominence of 

Tibetan lamas in court circles. It would be going too far to say that the patronage 

of alien rulers undermined the appeal of Buddhism to the Chinese at large, but it 

did not enhance it. 

During the Mongol occupation, China was tied into a Eurasian empire, and 

foreigners from west Asia and Europe visited China in unprecedented numbers. 

These cross-cultural contacts whetted the appetite of Europeans for increased 

contact with distant lands but had the opposite effec t on the Chinese. Chinese 

inventions - such as printing and gunpowder - spread westward, and the demand 

for Asian goods eventually culminated in the great age of European exploration 

and expansion. By comparison, in China protecting what was distinctly Chinese 

became a higher priority than drawing from the outside to enrich or enlarge Chi­

nese civilization. Much more in the way of foreign music and foreign styles in 

clothing, art, and furnishings were integrated into Chinese civilization in Tang 

times than in Song or Yuan times. In this regard , China was more like the Islamic 

world, where the Mongol conquests and military threats provoked conservative 

reactions, not enhanced interest in distant regions. 
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For the Chinese, bamboo is a 

symbol of survival in adver­

sity: it is strong but flexible; 

because it bends, it can with­

stand storms and winds 

without breaking. Perhaps for 

this reason bamboo was a pop­

ular subject among Chinese 

literati painters during the 

Mongol period. This 17-inch­

tall album leaf was painted in 

ink on paper in 1350 by Wu 

Zhen (1280-1354) , a scholar 

who supported himself as a 

fortune-teller. 
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The impact of Jurchen and Mongol conquests was certainly detrimental to the 

economy. The iron industry that had been central to the Northern Song economic 

expansion never regained its former vitality. Population growth was replaced by 

population decline. By 1100 the population of Northern Song was in the vicinity 

of 100 million. The Jurchen invasion led to population loss in the north, but by 

1207 the Jurchens had fifty-three million people in the north, which combined 

with perhaps sixty-five million in lands held by the Southern Song gives a com­

bined population of nearly 120 million. In 1290 the registered population of 

China was down to 60 million, and was still at that level a century later. Indis­

criminate slaughter by Mongol armies undoubtedly accounts for some of this 

drop. Certainly some large areas, like Sichuan and Hebei, were devastated and 

took several centuries to recover economically and demographically from the 

Mongol conquest. The increased communications across Asia may also have led 

to the spread of deadly plagues. Shortly after the lifting of the first siege of Kaifeng 

in 1232 an epidemic spread, killing nearly a million people over the next three 
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months . The turmoil of the final decades of the Yuan, when civil war raged , 

undoubtedly contributed as well to population loss. 

The Jurchens and the Mongols have also been blamed for introducing more 

authoritarian forms of government, forms that their Chinese successors main­

tained or even perfected. The alien rulers and officials often had little patience for 

following written regulations , and accomplished their goals more easily through 

violence and terror. Their governments were not necessarily stronger or more cen­

tralized than the Song; indeed, in many ways they was more decentralized, the 

residue of a more feudal-patrimonial mode of governance. But under foreign 

dynasties the imperial exercise of power was less constrained by precedent and 

more given to overt use of force. 

Despite all these negatives - or perhaps because of them - Chinese civilization 

also gained something during these centuries of alien domination: a confidence in 

its ability to survive, to bend just enough to ward off the worst blows , and to 

defeat aggressors through simple staying power. Chinese civilization survived not 

by transforming the Mongols , but by strengthening those facets of cultural iden­

tity independent of the Son of Heaven. More important to the survival of Chinese 

culture than Khubilai's gestures of playing patron was what was going on far from 

the court - in academies where Confucian teachings were being transmitted, in 

circles of artists and writers who found ways to maintain confidence in their cul­

tural traditions , in local lineages where self-defence and distinctly Chinese rituals 

were both promoted. The association of the conquerors with military values may 

well have strengthened the identification of China with the opposite - with the 

arts of peace and order. 
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Theatrical performances were so popular in Jin times that representations of actors and musi­

cians were used to decorate tomb walls. This carved brick from a twelfth-century tomb at 

Jishan, Shanxi province, depicts actors in stock roles in the front row, with the musicians who 

accompany_their performances behind them. Each figure is 12 to 15 inches tall. 



DRAMA AND THE PERFORMlNG ARTS 

Chinese performing arts have a long history. Acrobats 
and dancers entertained in the pa laces of the Warring 
States period. Cities in Song times were enlivened by 

comedians, puppeteers, singers, and storytellers who drew on a 
substantial repertory of farces, moral tales, love stories, and 
historical legends. 

Drama as a literary art was established during the Jin and 
Yuan periods. The t itles of more than 600 Jin dramas have been 
preserved, but only one full script remains. From Yuan times, 

however, the scripts of about 160 plays have survived. Most 
plays were in four acts, with the scripts consisting of alternat­
ing sung lyrics and spoken passages. The Mongol rulers were 
patrons of the theatre, which could be appreciated by those 

unable to read Chinese. But the development of the literary art 

of drama probably owes as much to the changed career 
prospects of the literati. Talented writers, unwilling or unable to 
serve the conquerors, earned money by writing scripts for 
impresarios, an activity previously looked on as too vulgar for 
men well-educated in the li terary tradition. 

One of the most accomplished of these playwrights was 
Guan Hanqing, author of sixty-odd plays. In The Injustice to Dou 
E, a young widow, Dou E, falsely confesses to a murder to spare 
her mother-in-law from torture. Before her execution, which 
takes place on a summer day, she announces that heaven will 
prove her innocent by sending a fall of snow and initiating a 

three-year drought. As it turns out, the judicial intendant who 
reviews the case is none other than her father, who, years 
before, had sold her to raise money to travel to take the exam­
inations. He cannot return her to life but he does bring the true 
miscreants to justice. 

Dramas like this one were loved as much for the poetic qual­
ities of the arias as for the plots. On her way to the execution 
grounds Dou E sang of her plight: 

The virtuous suffer poverty and early deaths 
But the wicked enjoy long lives of wealth 

and honour. 

Even heaven and earth now fear the mighty and 
bully the weak, 

Simply letting evil take its course. 

0 earth! You have not distinguished between 

the good and the bad! 
0 heaven! You have confused the worthy and 

the unworthy! 
My tears stream down endlessly! 

Some see in dramas like The Injustice to Dou E subtle protest of 
Mongol rule, but tales of injustice were common under native 
dynasties as well. 

Even if the Chinese people loved drama and opera, the per­
formers did not command high social status. Singers and actors 
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This illustration of The Injustice to Dou E, included in a Ming 

edition of the play, captures something of the erotic dimensions 

of the tale of Dou E's suffering. 

were classed with prostitutes as a demeaned category of peo­

ple, forbidden to marry ordinary commoners. Nor could their 
sons or grandsons take the civil service examinations. Women 
who performed in public were seen as little better than prosti­
tutes, an attitude that led to the widespread practice of female 

impersonation by male actors. But men impersonating women 
were general ly assumed to be homosexuals, adding to the asso­
ciation between the theatre and sexua l laxity. Some people 

entered the theatre through birth into families of actors; others 
were trained from childhood by impresarios who purchased 

them from their parents for the purpose. 
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Above. Characters in theatrical performances wore elaborate costumes and stereotyped facial make­

up , shown here in a large Yuan dynasty mural in a hall of the Guangsheng temple in Hongtong, 

Shanxi province. 

Right. Story-tellers and puppeteers entertained city-dwellers with much the same stories that play­

wrights worked into their polished dramatic texts. Detail from a fourteenth-century handscroll in 

ink and colour on paper. 
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CHAPTER 8 

T HE C AMBR IDGE I LL USTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

The Limits of Autocracy: 
The Ming Dynasty 1368-1644 

With the disintegration of the Mongol empire and collapse of the Yuan dynasty, 

China got a respite from alien rule. The Ming dynasty (1368-1644) , founded by a 

poor peasant turned rebel general, managed to secure all of China proper and 

even to expand into areas in the southwest. The early Ming emperors, struggling 

to gain personal control over a huge, complex empire, used terror to keep officials 

in line. Despite the despotism of the rulers , however, competition to join official­

dom quickly reached and exceeded Song levels. Literati culture was especially 

vibrant in the Lower Yangzi region, where levels of urbanization were very high 

and the ~blishing industry grew ~ pidly. One reason fur the prosperity of this 
region was a burgeQning of trade , including international maritime trade. Even 

though the Ming rulers had little sympathy for commerce and tried to force all for­

eign trade into the structure of the tribute system, the Ming government could not 

keep high foreign demand for Chinese silk and porcelain from drawing China into 

the rapidly expanding international trading system. The resulting influx of silver 

speeded the monetization of the Chinese economy and had pervasive social and 

cultural effects , some of which contributed to the unravelling of social order in 

the seventeenth century. 

MING TAIZU AND DESPOTISM 

Seldom has the course of Chinese history been as influenced by a single personal­

ity as much as it was by the founder of the Ming dynasty, Zhu Yuanzhang 

(1328- 1398), better known by his imperial temple name, Taizu, and the name of 

his reign period, Hongwu. The first commoner to become emperor in 1,500 years, 

Taizu proved shrewd, hardworking, and ruthless. He knew poverty first-hand . His 

destitute parents frequently had to move to look for work or escape rent­

collectors; they even had to give away several of their children because they could 

not afford to rear them. When Zhu Yuanzhang was sixteen, a shift in the route of 

the Yellow River brought floods , famine , and epidemic to his region, and took the 

lives of both his parents. Taizu , without even the resources for coffins to bury 

them in, presented himself to a Buddhist monastery ; but the monastery, hard­

pressed itself, soon sent out the novices to beg. After several years wandering 

across east-central China, Taizu returned to the monastery for three or four years 

until it was burned to the ground by the Yuan militia attempting to suppress local 

rebellions. Homeless again , in 1352 Taizu joined one of the many rebel groups 

affiliated with the Red Turbans, a branch of the millenarian White lotus Society 

whose teachings drew on Manicheism and the Maitreya cult of popular Bud­

dhism, as well as Confucian and Daoist values and symbols. Taizu rose quickly in 
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this rebel group, especially after he married the foster daughter of the commander. 

In 1355, on the latter's death, he took over command of the troops and the fol­

lowing year captured the major city of Nanjing. In these early years he attracted 

to his service a small band of able soldiers of peasant origins as well as a few 

learned men who served as advisors. 

Using Nanjing as a base for campaigns against other local strongmen, Taizu 

gradually became supreme in the southeast, even though he still nominally rec­

ognized the dynastic claims of the head of the Red Turbans. After the latter died 

in 1367 (somewhat suspiciously while Taizu's guest) , Taizu made clear his own 

imperial intentions, sending his army north toward the Yuan capital at modern 

Beijing. The Mongol ruler was not captured and did not abdicate; rather he and 

his court fled, retreating into Mongolia. Subsequent Ming efforts to defeat the 

Mongols there were unsuccessful, so the Ming domain never extended into Inner 

Asia. In 1368, after gaining control of Beijing, Taizu razed 

the palaces and declared the establishment of the Ming 

dynasty. He retained Nanjing as his capital, making the 

Ming the first dynasty to rule a united China from a city 

south of the Yangzi River. Nanjing's population rapidly 

swelled from about 100,000 to perhaps one million. Taizu 
built huge walls around the city, nearly thirty miles long, 

as well as palaces and other government buildings. 

Influenced, it would seem, by Daoist notions of heav­

enly autocrats, Taizu made every effort to exalt the posi­

tion of emperor. He saw his task as bringing into being a 

world where people obeyed their superiors and where 

those who did evil were promptly punished, in other 

words, a world quite unlike the violent, amoral one he 

knew. He required his officials to kneel when addressing 

him and did not hesitate to have them beaten. In order to 

lighten the weight of government on the poor, he ordered 

a full-scale registration of both population and cultivated 

land as the first step toward reallocating service and tax 

liabilities more fairly. For the same reasons he cut govern­

ment expenses wherever he could. The army, over two 

million strong, was made largely self-supporting by allot­

ting land to soldiers' families to farm. The cost of the civil 

bureaucracy was kept under control by retaining the Yuan 

system of hereditary artisan households who would pr0;: 

vide for the needs of the palace and government. Similar 

principles were applied to local government; better-off vil­

lage families were assigned the obligation to perform low­

level judicial, police, and tax-collecting services without 
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Emperor Taizu's detractors 

described him as ugly and 

pockmarked, with a protrud­

ing lower jaw. Although some 

of the portraits preserved in 

the palace collection show him 

to have been as handsome as 

any other emperor, several 

survive that match the most 

negative descriptions. 
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pay. This village service policy also appealed to Taizu because it allowed local 

communities to protect themselves from rapacious tax collectors: they themselves 

would be responsible for assessing, collecting, and transporting taxes. Taizu also 

thought government intrusion could be cut back if people would observe tradi­

tional moral standards and social hierarchies and live together harmoniously. 

Towards this end he issued hortatory admonitions for village heads to read aloud 

to their neighbours, urging them to behave with filial piety towards their parents , 

live in harmony with their neighbours , work contentedly at their occupations, 

and refrain from evil. 

Taizu's sympathies did not extend to the commercial and scholarly elites. Inor­

dinately high tax rates were imposed on the rich and cultured southeastern area 

around Suzhou in Jiangsu province, and thousands of wealthy families from the 

southeast were forced to settle elsewhere, especially in the new capital Nanjing. 

Taizu complained about the 120 jinshi chosen in the civil service examination of 

13 71 , declaring, 'We sincerely searched for worthy men, but the empire 

responded by sending empty phrase-makers. ' Not only did he cease holding 

examinations for over a decade, but he even had the Mencius edited to remove 

eighty-five sections that implied curbing the authority of the ruler. Once, after the 

examinations were reinstated, Taizu had the chief examiner executed when it 

turned out that only candidates from the south had been selected as jinshi. 

When overwhelmed by the magnitude of the problems he tackled, Taizu began 

to suspect that others were plotting against him or secretly ridiculing him. He 

turned his palace guard into a secret police force to spy on officials and ferret out 

political crimes . In 1380 he had his chief minister executed, and almost anyone 

remotely connected with him was soon arrested and executed as possible accom­

plices; after fourteen years of investigation over 30 ,000 had lost their lives. Two 

other major purges took another 70 ,000 or so lives. The return of native rule to 

China had become a nightmare for the literati. 

These purges were not directed only at the mighty; Taizu waged repeated cam­

paigns against the activities of the assorted underlings , runners , guards, and ser­

vants who did the bidding of officials and controlled ordinary people's access to 

them. As he reported in one of his proclamations, he felt driven to rid the world 

of evil people: 

In the morning I punish a few ; by evening others commit the same crime. l pun­

ish these in the evening and by the next morning again there are ,violations. 

Although the corpses of the first have not been removed, already others follow 

i.n their path. The harsher the punishment, the more the violations. Day and 

night I cannot rest. This is a situation which cannot be helped. If I enact lenient 

punishments, these persons will engage in still more evil practices. Then how 

could the people outside the government lead peaceful lives? What a difficult 

situation th_is is! If I punish these persons , I am regarded as a tyrant. If I am 
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lenient toward them, the law becomes ineffective, order deteriorates , and people 

deem me an incapable ruler. 

Unable to put his trust in a prime minister, Taizu acted as his own chief executive, 

dealing directly with officials on matters large or small. Like the First Emperor of 

the Qin, Taizu went through huge piles of paper work himself, exhausting himself 

in his determination to manage all matters. 

MANAGEMENT PROBLEMS 

Taizu had instructed his descendants to preserve intact the institutions he had 

created, a wish they did not always honour. Nanjing, for instance, did not remain 

the capital for even a century. Taizu was succeeded by his legitimate heir (his 

deceased eldest son's fifteen-year-old son) , but within three years this emperor's 

uncle , Taizu's fourth son Chengzu (also called Yongle) , usurped the throne. 

Chengzu moved the main capital to his power base at Beijing and demoted Nan­

jing to the rank of secondary capital. Thereafter Beijing was the residence of the 

court and seat of military power while Nanjing had supervision of fiscal matters 
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The layout and design of the 

Ming palace complex in Bei­

jing were largely retained by 

the subsequent Qing rulers. 

Visitors to Beijing today can 

wander through the orderly 

sequence of courtyards and 

halls where twenty-four 

emperors both lived and con­

ducted the affairs of state. 
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and of supplying the poorer north with tax revenues collected in the wealthier 

south. To build up Beijing hundreds of thousands of workmen were set to con­

struct walls and palaces. The city was arranged like a set of nested boxes: the main 

hall of the palace was the centre of the palace compound (called the Forbidden 

City) , itself the centre of the government district (called the Imperial City) , which 

in turn was the centre of Beijing, with movement in and out of these boxes limited 

to the gates that pierced the walls. By 1553 an Outer City had been added to the 

south, with its own walls and gates, bringing the overall size of Beijing to 4 by 4 1/ 2 

miles. To supply Beijing with grain, the Grand Canal was brought up over western 

Shandong through a chain of fifteen locks, a major feat of engineering. The 15,000 

boats and 160,000 soldiers of the transport army- who pulled loaded barges with 

ropes where needed - thus became the lifeline of the capital. 

Taizu's efforts to organize his government around unpaid service created many 

headaches for later Ming administrators. Local officials found that legal sources of 

revenue were so limited that they had had no choice but to levy extra-legal ones 

to keep basic services going, leading to just the sort of abuses Taizu had wanted to 

prevent. Ordinary households, for their part, were often devastated by the burden 

of uncompensated responsibility for delivering taxes or maintaining local hostels 

for government travellers. Reforms eventually had to be introduced, which con­

verted most obligations into a monetary tax. As in previous dynasties , the army of 

hereditary farmer-soldiers came nowhere near paying for itself or maintaining 

itself as an effective military force. Soldiers who were not paid deserted or sold 

their lands, and mercenary armies had to be created in their stead. The Ming mon­

etary system never was managed very effectively; for instance, the government 

failed to meet the need for coinage , to control counterfeiting of coins , or to 

enforce the use of its poorly backed paper currency. In the end paper money was 

abandoned and the government acquiesced to the circulation of silver ingots. 

Taizu's solution to the perennial problem of palace eunuchs also did not work 

as planned. Taizu had stipulated that eunuchs should not be allowed to learn to 

read or to interfere in politics. Within decades , however, palace eunuchs were not 

merely managing huge imperial workshops, but also playing major roles in mili­

tary affairs and even such civil service matters as the appointment and promotion 

of officials. During the last century of the Ming 70 ,000 eunuchs were in service 

throughout the country, 10,000 in the capital. They had their own bureaucracy, 

parallel to that of the civil service bureaucracy but not controlled by it. A school 

was set up to educate them, and many became expert in bureaucratic procedures 

and documentary forms. Eunuchs staffed such palace offices as the Bureau of Cer­

emonial , whose chief was the undisputed manager of the palace quarters and the 

emperor's schedule, and when the emperor allowed it, a kind of chief of staff who 

could impose his will on the civil bureaucracy. Eunuch control over vital govern­

mental processes was particularly detrimental during the long reign of Guang­

zong (also called Wanli, r. 1573-1620) , who, weary of the bickering among his 

\ 
\ 
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top officials and their resistance to his desire to command troops in person, sim­

ply stopped attending to the affairs of government, neither reading papers sub­

mitted to him nor filling vacancies in key posts. He let eunuchs co11ect taxes in the 

provinces, unconcerned with how they might tyrannize wealthy families. 

While conscientious Ming bureaucrats were preoccupied with trying to make a 

flawed system work, the society and economy were continuing to grow. China's 

population more than doubled over the course of the dynasty, from between sixty 

and eighty million to between 150 and 200 million. Small market towns appeared 

all over the country. Regional specialization increased as communities took 

advantage of the availability of cheap water transport to take up cash-cropping. By 

the seventeenth century the Yangzi river delta area had become a centre of cotton 

and silk production, coastal Fujian became known for tobacco and sugar cane, 

and porcelain manufacture at Jingdezhen in Jiangxi had achieved unprecedented 

levels of output. All of this occurred despite continued government suspicion of 

those who pursued profit and of economic growth beyond the state's plan. 

THE SOUTHWESTERN FRONTIER 

It was not until Ming times that the southwestern provinces of Yunnan and 

Guizhou became fully incorporated into the Chinese realm. The Mongols had 

destroyed the kingdom of Dali in 1253 and incorporated it into their empire, set­

tling over 50,000 soldiers and their families there, including many Muslims from 

the northwest. This pattern of furloughing soldiers after campaigns was repeated 

by the Ming after it conquered the region in 1381. By the end of the century some 

200,000 military colonists had cleared at least two million mu (about 350,000 

acres) in Yunnan and Guizhou. Subsequent settlements of military households 

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries brought at least another half million 

government-sponsored settlers, coming from as far away as Shanxi, Shandong, 

Jiangsu , and Fujian. These migrations had a major .impact on the ethnic mix in the 

area , as Yunnan and Guizhou probably had only around three million people at 

the beginning of the Ming, well over half of whom were non-Han. Colonists gen­

erally opened uncultivated lands near non-Han settlements , leading to friction 

but also to assimilation in both directions. 

In frontier areas like the southwest the Ming government followed earlier 

dynasties' policies of dual administration. Places with extensive Chinese popula­

tions were ruled through prefectures and counties whose regular civil servants 

enforced nationwide law codes and tax regulations. In other places where native 

tribes were clearly in control , the Ming recognized tribal rulers as hereditary 

chieftains and ruled 'with a loose reign' , obligating the chief to maintain order, 

help the Ming if other nearby tribes caused trouble , and send tribute in return for 

which he received ample goods in exchange. The Ming central government played 

the role of distant overlord, not able to control much of what occurred, but not 

having to expend many resources either. 
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Ming China's contacts with the outside world 
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China's sea links to other nations became important in Ming 

times. Early in the dynasty, China was sending out sea-borne 

missions to distant lands; late in the dynasty merchants and 

adventurers from distant lands were coming to China by sea. 

Thus in Ming times it was not enough to defend the northern 

borders against horse-riding nomads ; the government also had 

to worry about defending its southern coastal borders from 

pirates and smugglers . 
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Despite the potential benefits of this quasi-feudal system to both local chiefs 

and the Ming government, violent conflict between settlers and the indigenous 

population was not uncommon. In ways reminiscent of conflicts in the American 

west, provocations could come from either side: individual Chinese would exploit 

or reduce to near slavery local tribal people, and tribal people , where they had the 

military means, would rob , enslave, or otherwise terrorize Chinese settlers and 

merchants who ventured into their enclaves. The largest-scale uprisings occurred 

between 1464 and 1466 when Miao and Yao tribes in Guangxi, Guangdong, 

Sichuan, Hunan, and Guizhou left their remote border areas to attack heavily pop­

ulated cities . Concluding that the previous conciliatory policies had exacerbated 

the problem, the minister of war decided to pursue a military solution . Thirty 

thousand soldiers, including 1,000 Mongol horsemen, were assembled in Nanjing 

and marched from there into Guangxi, where they were joined by 160,000 local 

troops. The main Yao stronghold, located in a deep gorge surrounded by jungle­

covered mountains , was attacked, and the leader and 800 followers were captured 

and sent to Beijing to be beheaded . Armies were then dispatched to pacify the 

neighbouring provinces. 

Some Chinese officials argued against pursuing military supremacy over the 

non-Chinese tribes. In 14 79 an official argued that conflict with the aborigines in 

southern Sichuan was due largely to the Ming government's decision to assign reg­

ular civil service officials to the area , men unfamiliar with the local people and 

unable to speak their languages. The recent campaigns , resulting in the deaths of 

270 native leaders, he reported, had provoked such hatred for the Chinese that the 

local people saw no alternative but to pillage and plunder. 'When they capture a 

Chinese, they bind him to a tree and shoot arrows at him, saying: "You have been 

a plague on us all too long." ' Other officials sought a middle ground between 

granting tribal people autonomy and trying to force them into total submission. 

The philosopher-official Wang Yangming, experienced in suppressing Miao rebel­

lions in Guangxi , advocated joint administration by both local chiefs and Chinese 

officials to allow gradual sinification. In the case of unsinified tribal people, he 

remarked, 'instituting direct civil administration by Han Chinese magistrates is 

like herding deer into the hall of a house and trying to tame them. In the end, they 

merely butt over your sacrificial altars , kick over your tables, and dash about in 

frantic fright .' On the other hand, leaving them to their own devices was likewise 

no solution since it was like releasing deer into the wilderness without putting up 

fences to keep them from trampling on young crops. 

The creation of a trans-local Chinese identity not merely among the educated 

but also among ordinary farmers owes much to the sort of long-distance migra­

tion that filled the southwest with Chinese settlers. Migrants came from widely 

separated parts of China; they could not fail to notice the differences in dialects 

and customs that divided them, but they also came to recognize what they had in 

common, what distinguished them as Han Chinese from the local tribal people. In 
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One way to try to improve 

one's chance of passing the 

civil service examinations was 

to cheat, for instance by wear­

ing undergarments on which 

the classics were written in 

small characters. This 'cheat 

shirt' probably dates from the 

nineteenth century, but the 

practice began much earlier. 
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the case of the southwest, as Chinese immigrants and native people lived in closer 

contact, there was enough cultural interchange for new provincial dialects and 

identities to emerge, with Han Chinese identity and culture dominant, but incor­

porating many particular practices of local indigenous origins. 

LITERATI LIFE 

The Ming government may have been seriously flawed and careers in it full of 

risks , but the supply of educated men eager to enter government service never 

diminished. The civil service examination system thus continued to play a major 

role in literati life. 

In terms of intellectual and literary content, the Ming examinations are notable 

for their narrowness . They tested above all knowledge of the Four Books 

(Analects , Mencius, Doctrine of the Mean , and Great Learning) as interpreted by the 

Song scholar Zhu Xi. This emphasis on a single scholar's interpretations made 

study and grading more straightforward but served to separate preparation for the 

examinations from intellectual life to an even greater degree than in the Song 

period. Preparing for the examinations became divorced from literary trends as 

well , especially after 1487 when it was ruled that essays had to be written in a 

fixed formal eight-part style dubbed the 'eight-legged' essay style. In terms of the 

opportunity for advancement they offered, however, the Ming examinations are 

notable for their geographical and social breadth. To prevent the most prosperous 

parts of the country, where education was most advanced, from monopolizing the 

civil service, and to guarantee representation to even the most backward regions , 



The Lim its of Au toc racy: The Ming Dyn as ty 

provincial quotas were instituted. Just as significant, the Ming added a new lower 

tier to the degree system, the government students (shengyuan) who qualified by 

passing a local examination, thus greatly expanding the numbers of degree-hold­

ers. By the sixteenth century there were generally over 100,000 government stu­

dents (about one out of every three or four hundred adult males). These men 

could wear distinctive caps and sashes , were exempt from labour service, and 

were sometimes given stipends. At least as important, their titles gave them stand­

ing as community leaders and entry into educated circles; if in reduced circum­

stances, they could probably use their titles to secure a job as a tutor in a wealthy 

family. The 10 per cent or fewer who were successful at the provincial level (juren) 

were entitled to greater privileges, including eligibility for appointment to lower­

level government posts , even without passing the next, and most prestigious 

examination, the jinshi , offered in the capital. There would only have been two 

to four thousand jinshi at any given time, on the order of one out of 10,000 

adult males. 

The key role of the civil service examination system in elite life did not make 

wealth no longer of significance. Since office could be used to enhance family 

property and property could be passed from one generation to the next, families 

of officials still did better than other families. As in Song times, when the class sys­

tem was viewed from the county or prefectural level, a relatively small number of 

landholding families in a locality could well garner a disproportionately large 

share of the higher degrees generation after generation. In one county in Anhui , 

for instance, nineteen of the eight-five jinshi awarded in Ming times came from 

just three family lines. 
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At age eighty, the scholar­

official Wen Zhengming 

(1470-1559) depicted an old 

gnarled cypress and a solid 

rock using only ink and paper, 

giving a fresh interpretation to 

these long-established sym­

bols of endurance. In the 

upper left he conveyed the 

idea in a poetic couplet: 

'Weighed down by snow, 

oppressed by frost, with the 

passing of years and months 

its branches become twisted 

and its crown bent down, yet 

its strength remains majestic.' 
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Hopeful candidates who had taken the civil service examinations would crowd around the wall 

where the results were posted. Detail from a handscroll in ink and colour on silk attributed to 

Qiu Ying (active 1530-1552 ). 
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l::_he wealthy, moreover, had the resources to pursue a 

rather idyllic version of the literati life , combining the 

practice and connoisseurship of art and literature with 

study and octasional office holdini In 1570 the 'Four 

Great Families' of Suzhou invited the ocal literati to view 

their ancient bronzes and other antiquities. Wealthy 

Suzhou families like these often lived in elegant walled 

garden homes. Quite unlike the rural and urban mansions 

of their European counterparts, these urban retreats pro­

vided no external visual interest. Only those invited 

within the high walls could discover the imaginary worlds 

created within small courtyards , reached after zigzagging 

along covered galleries, pierced in places by decorative 

windows offering glimpses of further worlds. In the tiny 

gardens within these complexes could be found bamboo 

or plum trees as well as rocks that evoke mountains. 

In this milieu the amateur ideal - already present in 

Tang and Song art circles - blossomed. Great literati 

painters like Shen Zhou , Wen Zhengming, and Dong 

Qichang were scholars thoroughly familiar with the clas­

sics, the works of the great poets, and the styles of former 

poets and calligraphers ; and they tried to imbue with 

meaning the landscapes , gardens , trees , rocks , or other 

scenes they depicted. They attracted many students and 

followers , both amateurs who painted for self-expression while pursuing other 

careers, and men who decided to devote their full energies to painting. Making a 

living as a painter had become feasible because works of art by well-known 

painters commanded high prices. One wealthy man, planning the celebration of 

his mother's eightieth birthday, paid the prominent painter Qiu Ying 100 ounces 

of silver to paint a long handscroll for the occasion. Older paintings were also 

highly valued; one man acquired a landed es tate in exchange for a set of four 

scrolls by Shen Zhou , a famous painter of a prior generation. 

POPULAR CULTURE 

The efforts literati took to perfect the cultivated life may reflect an attempt to but­

tress the boundaries between literati and popular culture, which were being 

breached bit by bit by urban culture, the explosion of the publishing industry, and 

the rise of vernacular litera ture. In the early seventeenth century, the Italian mis­

sionary Matteo Ricci commented on 'the exceedingly large numbers of books in 

circulation here and the ridiculously low prices at which they are sold'. The 

printer Mao Jin employed up to twenty craftsmen and published no less than 600 

titles , using over 100,000 wooden printing blocks. More and more books were 
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The elegance of the hardwood 

furniture crafted in Ming 

times was never surpassed. 

This 'official's' chair was con­

structed from slender, gently 

curved pieces of Huanghuali 

wood , a beautifully grained 

hardwood grown primarily in 

tropical Hainan Island, south 

of mainland Guangdong 

province. The apron and the 

splat are embellished with 

low-relief carving of dragon 

and cloud motifs . Fine hard­

wood furniture like this chair 

was fashioned without the use 

of metal nails , the pi eces being 

held together through elabo­

rately fitted joints. 
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being published for the lower end of the market. Profusely illustrated home refer­

ence books provided everything from multiplication tables and rules for perform­

ing funerals to what to specify in a contract for buying a water buffalo . Popular 

religious tracts included ledgers for calculating moral worth , in which people 

determined their fortunes by measuring good deeds against bad ones. For school 

children there were primers introducing elementary vocabulary. For candidates 

for the examinations, there were inexpensive editions of the Confucian classics as 

well as collections of successful examination answers. 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries more and more books were being 

published in the vernacular. Only those able to devote years to study could com­

fortably read bool,zs written in the terse and allusive literary language used in the 

classics and employed by the literati and the government ever since. There was a 

much larger potential audience for fiction and plays written with the grammar 

and vocabulary people used in everyday speech, for this audience included 

women in educated families , merchants, shop clerks, and anyone else with at least 

a rudimentary education. The enterprising writer and editor Feng Menglong, for 

instance, found a ready audience for collections of vernacular short stories, often 

humorous, populated by a cast of clerks and brigands, kings and monks , courte­

sans and ghosts. 

The scripts of plays also found a ready market. Tang Xianzu's love stories and 

social satires were particularly popular. The Dream of Han Tan concerns a young 

man who falls asleep while his meal of millet is cooking. He then sees his whole 

life in a dream: he comes first in the examinations, performs great deeds as an offi­

cial, is slandered and condemned to death, then cleared and promoted. As he is 

about to die he wakes up to see his millet almost done and realizes that life passes 

as quickly as a dream. Peony Pavilion, Tang's most popular play, tells the story of 

Du Liniang, the daughter of a high official who dreamed of a young scholar she 

had met. Consumed by her longing for him, she finally pined away. But before she 

died she buried a portrait of herself in the garden. The young scholar later visited 

her family again, discovered the painting, and fell in love with her. She appeared 

to him in a dream, renewing their dream-time love affair, and told him to open her 

coffin. There she lay alive, as beautiful as ever, his ardour having brought her back 

to life. After some tribulations, the play ends happily, with the scholar corning first 

in the examinations and her family welcoming him. 

Full-length novels also began to be written in Ming times. The plots of these 

early novels were heavily indebted to the story cycles developed by oral story­

tellers who had been performing in urban centres for centuries. Among the great­

est Ming novels, all of uncertain authorship , are The Water Margin (S huihu zhuan) , 

the story of a band of outlaws in the Song; The Romance of the Three Kingdoms 

(S anguo zhi yanyi) , the story of the martial exploits of the rivals for power at the 

end of the Han; The Journey to th e West (X iy uji) , the fantastic account of a Bud­

dhist pilgrim to lndia in Tang times, accompanied by a monkey with magical 
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powers; and Plum in the Golden Vase (Jin Ping Mei) , an erotic tale of a lustful mer­

chant and his wife and concubines. 

The popularity of vernacular literature in late Ming times had a broad impact 

on cultural sensibilities. Educated men and women alike seem often to have imi­

tated the actions of fictional characters and judged themselves and others on the 

standards of purity of feelings they had come to expect in literary characters. 

Quite a few men and women idealized headstrong romantic attachments to peo­

ple, things , or causes. Zhang Dai went so far as to claim, 'One cannot befriend a 

man who has no obsessions, for such a man lacks deep emotion.' Courtesan cul­

ture flourished in this environment and a great many poems written by late Ming 

courtesans have been preserved. Late Ming writers romanticized liaisons between 

famous courtesans and prominent literati like Chen Zilong, Wu Weiye, Hou 

Fangyu, and Qian Qianyi. Writers associated courtesans with high aspirations and 

disappointed hopes , seeing parallels between their own predicaments and those of 

talented but powerless women waiting for a lover able both to appreciate them 

and to remove them from their demeaned circumstances. 

PHILOSOPHICAL CURRENTS 

The affirmation of passion evident in the Peony Pavilion and in the romanticiza­

tion of courtesans was not unconnected to important trends in Ming Confucian 

thought. During the first half of the Ming, Zhu Xi's synthesis of Confucianism was 

treated as orthodox by both the state and most scholars. In mid Ming, however, 

Wang Yangming (Wang Shouren, 1472-1529) challenged Zhu Xi's understandings 

of metaphysics and the process of self-cultivation and inaugurated a period of 

wide-ranging intellectual debate. 

Wang was an official of some distinction. He had earned a jinshi degree at the 

early age of eighteen and gone on to hold many posts. At one point he coura­

geously submitted a memorial to the throne, protesting against the corrupt behav­

iour of a powerful eunuch. As a result , he was publicly flogged and banished to 

remote Guizhou. His most significant challenge to orthodox Confucianism, 

namely his idea of intuitive moral knowledge, came to him suddenly during this 

period of exile. 

What Wang objected to in Zhu Xi's teachings was his understanding of moral 

principles as something that could be understood and realized only through care­

ful and rational investigation of events and things , a process which generally 

required devoting many years to the study of the classics and other books. To 

Wang Yangming's way of thinking, universal principles existed in every person's 

mind. People could discover them by clearing their minds of obstructions such as 

material desires and allowing their inborn knowledge of the good to surface. He 

also argued that moral action results spontaneously from the extension or realiza­

tion of knowledge. True knowing, he held, is not abstract intellectualization but 

is inseparable from experience; one does not und erstand filial piety if one does 
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Book illustration 

The art of book illustration benefited from the rapid expan­
sion of the publishing industry in Ming times. With nothing 
like copyright protection, no publisher could be sure another 
printer would not try to sell the same book. To make their 
version attractive in this competitive market, publishers 
more and more frequently hired artists to draw illustrations 
to be carved on wooden blocks and printed along with the 

The illustration from a 1640 edition of the Romance of the 

Western Chamber (Xixiangji) (below) shows Cui Yingying 

preparing a letter she will have her maid carry to the young 

rest of the book. The artistry of these illustrations advanced 
rapidly as publishers devoted more space to illustrations. By 
the seventeenth century publishers occasionally even issued 
books with multi-coloured illustrations. Such colour printing 
was expensive because it required carving separate blocks 
for each colour and carefully positioning the blocks and 
sheets of paper during the separate printing of each colour. 

scholar Zhang Gong in response to his many efforts to win 

her affection. 
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Illustrations were used to attract 

readers to many sorts of books. 

The depiction of farmers celebrat­

ing a harvest enlivened the 

Pictorial Reference Compendium, a 

1593 manual full of information on 

agriculture, medicine, cooking, 

and other practical affairs (left). 

The depiction of the technology of 

coal mining is from the 1637 Expli­

cations of the Works of Nature 

(Tiangong haiwu) (right). The 

scene of mayhem is from a late 
Ming edition of the popular novel 

about a gang of bandits/rebels, 

Water Margin (S lmihu zhuan) 

(lower left) . The illustrated vocabu­

lary lesson comes from a 

sixteen-page primer, the Newly 

Compiled Four Character Glossary 

of 1436 (!owe,· right). 
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not practise it, any more than one understands pain without experiencing it. 

Knowing right from wrong leads to taking right action, as one is compelled to act 

upon what one truly knows. 

Because he believed moral knowledge was innate in the mind, it followed for 

Wang Yangming that sagehood existed inside everyone and that the learned had 

no special claims to it. Self-cultivation, moreover, could be practised in the midst 

of everyday affairs. When an official told him that his official duties left him no 

time to study, Wang said there was no need to abandon his work because 'Real 

learning can be found in every aspect of record-keeping and legal cases. What is 

empty is study that is detached from things.' Wang wanted people to concentrate 

on the fundamental moral truths that even ordinary uneducated people could 

understand, once asserting that what was truly heterodox was not Buddhism or 

Daoism but ideas incomprehensible to average people. 

Wang Yangming's ideas attracted a lot of notice , and in the century after his 

death, Wang's followers took Confucian thought in many new directions. Some 

turned with interest to Buddhism and Daoism. Others questioned the traditional 

hierarchical arrangement of society, such as the elevation of the scholar-official 

above the commoner. One of Wang's most enthusiastic followers, Wang Gen, vig­
------------ -orously asserted that social standing did not limit one's possibilities for moral per-

fection. He gave public lectures to crowds of ordinary people whom he taught to 

sing that happiness comes from the elimination of selfish desires. Another icono­

clast, He Xinyin, proposed that merchants should rank higher than peasants on 

the social scale and criticized the family as a restrictive, selfish, and exclusive 

institution. What he exalted instead was friendship which he considered non­

hierarchical and unselfish. Li Zhi , a generation later, undertook to rethink the 

philosophical basis of feelings, passions, and the self, a trend clearly tied to devel­

opments in literature. A fierce critic of hypocrisy, Li Zhi saw little if any value in 

conforming to conventional patterns of behaviour. Both He and Li made many 

enemies and both died in prison, having been arrested on charges of spreading 

dangerous ideas. 

LOCAL SOCIETY 

Continuing trends already apparent in Song times, local society in the Ming 

period steadily became less isolated. Not only were men like Wang Gen preaching 

to common people, but the distance between market towns was shrinking, tying 

villages more tightly into nationwide marketing systems. Moreover, local volun­

tary organizations, such as schools, descent groups, religious associations, and 

'community compacts', were increasing in number and providing more and more 

opportunities for contact between educated men and local villagers. 

Descent groups had been organized or revived sporadically and unevenly since 

Song times. Patrilineal principles , Confucian esteem for kinship solidarity, the 

economics of land ownership , and the political value of local allies all offered 
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inducements for kinsmen to join forces. Periods of disorder often stimulated these 

activities, since strong descent groups could provide local defence. So did the 

presence of educated men, who often compiled genealogies or built halls for 

group ancestral rites. Still , descent groups also easily fell apart, for they required 

continuous leadership to maintain solidarity and joint assets. Broadly speaking, 

lineages were more common in south China where centuries earlier migrants had 

often settled in places with enough uncultivated land for many descendants to 

remain in the vicinity, making for a critical mass of nearby kinsmen. In Fujian, 

substantial descent groups were quite evident by the twelfth century, as they were 

in some places in Zhejiang by the next century. In Huizhou in Anhui province, 

lineages were flourishing in the mid Ming, undoubtedly benefiting from the will­

i;gness of the many wealthy local merchant families to make donations. 

In Tongcheng, in the part of Anhui north of the Yangzi , lineages were being formed 

by the late Ming, but merchants played a less significant role than successful 

officials who used lineage property and lineage schools as part of their family sur­

vival strategies. 

By the mid Ming, lineages in some areas of the country were introducing elab­

orate systems to control and discipline members. In one area of Jiangxi province, 

for instance, lineages wrote up sets of rules that gave the lineage leaders consider­

able authority to settle disputes and enforce compliance. The timing of this trend 

suggests that it was inspired by the concurrent renewal of interest in 'community 

compacts', a form of local association that had been promoted by scholars in the 

Song period for the purposes of moral renewal. Members had to agree to correct 

each other's faults and offer assistance in times of difficulty, with expulsion the 

sanction for anyone who failed to co-operate. In the mid Ming, Wang Yangming 

revived the term 'compact' to refer to the organizations he set up as parts of a rebel 

pacification programme. His followers made even broader use of it as a basis for 

public preaching to assembled villagers , whom they would urge, in folksy terms, 

to make a commitment to doing good. 

There were sound philosophical reasons for Confucian scholars to undertake 

these efforts at moral education: if sagehood existed in everyone, everyone could 

potentially gain a less clouded understanding of right and wrong, and it was 

worth making the effort to reach them. Self-interest played a part as well. Many 

people thought that the moral fabric of society was deteriorating, with enmity 

replacing mutual respect between rich and poor. In the mid sixteenth century the 

grand secretary XuJie reported that landlords and tenants looked on each other as 

enemies, the peasants refusing to pay their rents , landlords refusing to assist them 

when harvests failed. Lu Kun, a few decades later, observed that 'when tenants ask 

for help , the landlords ask for higher interest' . Besides lecturing, literati turned to 

charitable works as a way to alleviate social tension. At the end of the sixteenth 

century, for instance, one man set up a Society for Sharing Goodness whose mem­

bers paid monthly dues into a fund used to support community projects like 
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The Great Wall 

No relic of China's past is more imposing than the 
Great Wall. Faced with brick and stone and averaging 
twenty-five feet high and wide, this wall extends 
about 1,500 miles from its westernmost point at 
Jiayuguan in modern Gansu province to its eastern­

most point at Shanhaiguan, near Beijing. Built to 
keep out invaders, it is dotted with a series of large 
watch towers. Europeans who first saw the wall 
wrote home and greatly praised its immense size. The 
seventeenth century observer Ferdinand Verbiest 
recorded that 'the seven wonders of the world put 

together are not comparable to this work; and all 
Fame hath published concerning it among the Euro­
peans, comes far short of what I myself have seen: 
Chinese in the twentieth century have picked up on 
these ideas, making the Great Wall into a symbol of 
China's indomitable will. 

Closer reading of history reveals that it was the 
Ming government's siege mentality that led to the 
wall we see today. Governments from pre-Han times 

on engaged in the construction of defensive walls. 
Most famous was the First Emperor of Qin whose 
costly wall-building was classed as one of his crimes 
against the Chinese people. But subsequent dynas­
ties did not keep a solid wall in constant repair 
because walls, even massive ones, did not keep out 
ra iders or invaders and other defence strategies were 
usually more cost-effective. The Ming rebuilt the 
wall because it had found no other way to protect 
against the Mongols. The preferred policy during the 
first century of Ming rule was to control the Mongols 
through a combination of offensive attacks and con­
trolled trade carried out under the guise of tribute. 
This strategy was of limited success, and in 1449 the 
Mongols won a decisive battle at Tumu, capturing 
the Ming emperor Yingzong. The Ming chose to instal 
a new emperor rather than bargain with the Mongols 
over ransom, but could not agree on how to deal with 
the Mongol threat. A deadlock between officials who 
rejected any contact with the Mongols and those 
who saw increased trade with them as the best solu­
tion prevented effective decision-making for 
decades, allowing the Mongols to grow stronger. No longer 
financially able to undertake offensive actions, the govern­
ment resorted to reconstructing the Great Wall instead. 

The towers in this heavily fortified section of the Great 

Wall were intended as signalling stations, to allow rapid 

warning of the approach of such mobile opponents as 

the Mongols. 
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repair of roads and bridges or to provide assistance to families facing heavy 

expenses for weddings and funerals. 

By bringing together the educated and commoners, both community compacts 

and lineages added to the sharing of ideas, values, assumptions, and frames of ref­

erence across class lines. To some extent, the common people were being indoc­

trinated, but that does not mean that they were necessarily being exploited or 

pushed into situations detrimental to their interests. Lineages, in particular, were 

often of genuine benefit to ordinary members who did much to keep them going. 

An ordinary poor farmer had much to gain from belonging to a group with clout; 

a neighbour might not make such a fuss about your water buffalo wandering into 

his field if your kinsmen were known to stick up for you. Even community com­

pacts may have served the practical interests of local residents by expanding their 

contacts with members of the elite. 

RELATIONS WITH THE OUTER WORLD 

The second half of the Ming dynasty coincided with the great age of European 

exploration and the first phase of its expansion. At the beginning of the Ming, 

however, Europe was not yet a force in Asia, and China could continue to look on 

the outer world in traditional terms. The early Ming emperors had no desire to 

return to the multi-state system of the Song; their goal was to reassert Chinese 

centrality in East Asia on the model of the Han or Tang dynasties. They re-estab--lished the tribute system, posited on the moral centrality of the Chinese emperor 

who received tribute and conferred largesse. Taizu forbade private foreign trade, -wanting all exchange to occur through the framework of this tribute system. The 

third emperor, Chengzu, sent out a series of emissaries to visit potential tributary 

states. The grandest of these were the overseas voyages of 1405 to 1433, led by 

one of his most trusted servants, the Muslim eunuch Zheng He. The huge flotilla 

assembled for the first expedition carried 27 ,000 men on sixty-two large and 225 

small ships, the largest of which was 440 feet long. The first three voyages stopped 

at places as distant as India. The fourth went further, to Hormuz on the Persian 

Gulf, and the last three as far as th e east coast of Africa. Unlike the European 

oceanic expeditions later in the fifteenth century, trade and exploration were not 

the primary motive behind these voyages; their p~pose instead was to enroll far­

flung states into the Ming tributary system. They were abandoned when court 

officials persuaded later emperors that they were not cost-efficient. 

The tribute system tended to work best for the conduct of relations with small 

or remote states. The northern frontier zone was harder to confine within its 

framework. The northern border was porous, with Chinese settled in Mongol ter­

ritory, Mongols (many of them soldiers in the Ming army) settled inside China, 

and Chinese garrison troops carrying on surreptitious trade and smuggling with 

the enemy. Nor did China militarily dominate this border zone. In 1449 an 

emperor foolishly led an army into Mongol territory, allowing himself to be cap-
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Residents of coastal areas 

often had to take to boats 

themselves to battle the 
pirates who attacked their 

settlements. 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H I STORY OF CH I NA 

tured and many of his courtiers slaughtered. A century later the Ming was no 

more successful in defending itself against the raids of Altan Khan. In 1542, for 

instance, in a single month Altan Khan captured or killed 200,000 people, seized 

a million head of cattle and horses, and reduced several thousand houses to ashes. 

Because of events like these , in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the Ming 

court invested heavily in reconstruction of the Great Wall. 

The tributary system implied paternalistic obligations for China to come to the 

aid of loyal vassal states, which the Ming government accepted, sometimes at con­

siderable cost. In 1407 the Ming sent troops to Vietnam to support the collapsing 

Tran dynasty The situation rapidly deteriorated and the Ming attempted an out­

right annexation, giving up only in the face of widespread armed resistance. Near 

the end of the Ming dynasty, China similarly undertook a massive campaign into 

Korea (1592-98) to defend i.t against a Japanese invasion led by Hideyoshi.. These 

battles were the first China fought in which muskets played a major role, the 

Japanese using matchlocks they had copied from the Portuguese. 

Despite the naval strength displayed by Zheng He's expeditions, China's mar­

itime frontier came, in Ming times, to cause almost as many defence problems as 

the northern frontier. By the sixteenth century, official prohibitions against for­

eign trade ran up against the emergence of an international East Asian maritime 

community made up of Japanese, Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, and Chinese mer­

chants and adventurers. In theory, for instance, official relations with Japan were 
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supposed to be conducted only through the port of 

Ningbo on the Zhejiang coast, those with the Philip­

pines only through Fuzhou , and those with Indonesia 

only through Guangzhou. There were in addition lim­

its on the frequency and size of tribute missions; 

Japanese embassies, for instance, were not to call more 

than once every ten years and to bring no more than 

300 men on two ships. In fact , however, both open and 

clandestine trade took place all along the Chinese 

coast. Merchants often turned into smugglers , espe­

cially when official obstacles hindered their pursuit of 

profit. Boats laden with goods attracted pirates, and 

Japanese and Chinese pirates became a scourge along 

the coast in the mid sixteenth century, raiding at will 

anywhere along the coast from northern Shandong to 

western Guangdong. Ming anti-pirate efforts did not 

achieve much success until forceful military measures 

were accompanied by a relaxation of the maritime 

trade restrictions. Under the new policies, Portugal 

was allowed to establish a trading base at Macao in 

1577, beginning the era of European penetration (dis­

cussed more fully in Chapter 9). 

In the burgeoning maritime trade , China exported 

mainly silk and porcelain. Silks included gauzes, crepes, 

velvets, taffetas , damasks , and brocades , both bolts of 

cloth and finished garments. In one case a galleon to the 

Spanish territories in the New World carried over 50,000 

pairs of silk stockings. In return China imported mostly 

silver from Peruvian and Mexican mines, transported via 

Manila. Chinese merchants were active in these trading 

ventures , and many emigrated to such places as the Philip­

pines and Borneo to take advantage of the new commercial 

opportunities. 

Besides stimulating the Chinese economy, the expand­

ing maritime trade brought with it new goods and new 

ideas. New-world plants entered China, including sweet 

potatoes, maize, and peanuts, foods which facilitated pop­

ulation growth because they could be grown in land previ­

ously left uncultivated, such as hilly or sandy soil. 

European ideas, including scientific ones, began to filter in 

through Christian missionaries. The first missionary to 

have much of an impact on China was the Italian Jesuit 
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A giraffe acquired in Africa 

during one of Zheng He's voy­

ages of 1405 to 1433 aroused 

considerable interest at court 

and lived for several years on 

the palace grounds. The court 

painter Shen Du depicted it in 

this painting dated 1414. The 

inscription associates this ani­

mal with the unicorn (jilin) , 

whose appearance was inter­

preted in ancient texts as a 

sign of heaven's favour. 
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Matteo Ricci, who arrived in Macao in 1583. Of the opinion that European mis­

sionaries would do best by presenting themselves as men of education rather than 

as monks, Ricci concentrated his initial efforts on acquiring command ofwr--itten 

an spoken Chinese. These skills enabled him to win many influential friends in 

Beijing, where he lived from 1601 to his death in 1610. Ricci and other Jesuits 

were accepted in late Ming court circles as foreign literati , regarded as impressive 

especially for their knowledge of astronomy, calendar-making, mathematics, 

hydraulics, and geography. 

By the end of the Ming, there were Jesuit, Dominican, or Franciscan missions 

in most of the coastal provinces and even some inland areas. Although quite a few 

late Ming intellectuals showed an interest in western ideas and knowledge, the 

obstacles to quick understanding of western philosophy, science, and religion 

were just as great as the obstacles encountered over a millennium earlier to full 

understanding of Indian Buddhism. Many educated Chinese were entirely hostile 

to Christianity, disturbed especially by the missionaries' efforts to convert com­

mon people, filling their heads, they thought, with wild, impossible ideas. Even 

relatively open-minded Chinese found some ideas hard to swallow, such as the 

dogma that the universe came into being because of the actions of a creator. Chris­

tian social teachings also aroused resistance; many scholars could not accept the 

requirement that they get rid of their concubines in order to convert to Christian­

ity, viewing such an action as callous to both the woman and their children by her. 

FACTIONALISM AND POLITICAL PROTEST 

Confucianism in the Ming is usually discussed in terms of the ideas of philoso­

phers like Wang Yangming and his followers. This story is generally told as one of 

increasing openness to ideas of non-Confucian origin, to people of non-literati 

background, and to people with eccentric tastes or unconventional preferences. 

There was another historically important strain of Ming Confucianism, which 

was, however, much more political and judgmental. Throughout the Ming many 

officials, imbued with Confucian notions of loyalty to the throne and the respon­

sibility of officials to speak out on matters of principle, courageously protested 

against bad officials and harmful policies. In 1376 when Taizu asked for criticism 

of his rule, Ye Boju submitted a memorial that criticized the harsh punishment of 

officials for minor lapses, noting that many literati considered themselves fortu­

nate not to be summoned to serve. Taizu was so incensed he had Ye brought to the 

capital in chains where he died of starvation in prison. A few decades later some 

officials were willing to protest against Chengzu's usurpation of the throne. 

Among those who suffered the consequences was the leading scholar Fang 

Xiaoru , executed along with hundreds of relatives , students , neighbours , and 

friends. In 1519, when Emperor Wuzong announced plans to tour the southern 

provinces, officials submitted a flood of negative memorials and over a hundred 

officials staged a protest by kneeling in front of the palace. Outraged, the emperor 
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ordered that as punishment they kneel there for five days , after which he also had 

them flogged. Eleven eventually died of the beatings. Only a few years later in 

1524 hundreds of officials again gathered at the palace gate, this time to protest 

against the new emperor's refusal to treat the previous emperor as his adoptive 

father and his plan to reserve the title father for his own deceased father. Unable 

to bend them to his interpretation of Confucian family ritual, the emperor had 

134 imprisoned; sixteen died of the floggings they received. 

The last great protest movement of the Ming was as much a factional struggle 

as an expression of conviction. It had an institutional base in the Donglin Acad­

emy, near Wuxi injiangsu province, and in the censorate, an organ of the govern­

ment whose officials had the right and responsibility to speak out against 

malfeasance and abuse of power. After the Academy was rebuilt in 1604 it became 

a centre for frustrated ex-officials to discuss the evils besetting the empire. They 

called for a revival of orthodox Confucian ethics, rejecting the more liberal views 

of Wang Yangming and Li Zhi. Gu Xiancheng, for instance, claimed that the idea 

of following naturally the dictates of innate moral knowledge was used by 

unscrupulous literati as a justification for the greedy pursuit of personal gain. 

These teachers' zeal inspired younger activist officials in the censorate who 

labelled themselves men of integrity, the 'good sort', the 'pure current', and called 

their opponents 'small men', 'deviant officials' , and 'cliques'. Officials from both 

sides impeached each other, accusations and counter-accusations crossing so fre­

quently it is no wonder that emperors wearied of the in-fighting of their officials. 

The most dramatic phase of the struggle occurred when the censor Yang Lian 

submitted a long memorial accusing the eunuch Wei Zhongxian of twenty-four 

'great crimes'. The central thrust of Yang's argument was that the young emperor, 

only eighteen, had ceded his rightful prerogatives to the cruel and power-hungry 

eunuch. Even though the emperor flatly denied the charge, other censors sent up 

a flood of memorials supporting Yang Lian, defying the court's warning against 

such action. Eventually Yang and five others were arrested in highly public ways, 

crowds gathering along the way to see them carted off to Beijing. All were even­

tually tortured to death. Other rounds of arrests, tortures, deaths, and protests 

soon followed. 

In protests of these sorts , Confucian officials diagnosed the problems of the 

dynasty in moral terms. The Confucian tradition celebrated these acts of political 

protest as heroic - the morally committed individual taking a stand against the 

abuse of power. There is a negative side to these acts as well , however. The line 

between heroism and factionalism was not always clear, because so much of the 

struggle consisted in officials condemning the character or motives of their adver­

saries. Judging by results rather than motives , the penchant of Ming officials for 

risking their lives to assert the purity of their cause and the moral turpitude of 

their opponents may have made it more difficult to find political solutions to the 

problems of the Ming government. 
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FISCAL COLLAPSE 

Some of the most destructive warfare in Chinese history occurred in the early and 

mid seventeenth century when the Ming government lacked the capacity either to 

come to the aid of the indigent or to mount effective campaigns against insurgents 

and invaders. Despite the expansion in the Chinese economy during the course of 

the sixteenth century, the government became progressively less solvent, and by 

the early seventeenth century was nearly bankrupt. The cost of maintaining the 

imperial clan had got out of hand. In the Wanli reign (1573-1619) , there were 

23 ,000 clansmen receiving stipends, and more than half the revenue of the 

provinces of Shanxi and Henan went to pay these allowances. Military campaigns 

were also a huge drain; those in Korea against the Japanese, for instance, had cost 

the treasury twenty-six million ounces of silver. 

The decline of Ming finances can be explained in part by reference to the tra­

ditional dynastic cycle. Government expenses inevitably increase as the popula­

tion grows and the bureaucracy becomes less efficient; revenue does not keep up 

because of long-standing tendencies for peasants to lose their land and rich land­

lords to find ways to minimize their tax payments. Short of revenue, the govern­

ment cannot respond effectively to natural disasters , such as those brought on the 

the early seventeenth century by the 'little ice age', a drop in average temperatures 

that led to lakes freezing over that had never frozen before in recorded history and 

a shortening of the growing season , leading to poor harvests . In 1627-8 famine 

became serious in northern Shaanxi, and soon army deserters and laid-off soldiers 

were forming gangs and ravaging the countryside. In 1632 they moved east into 

Shanxi and Hebei and south into Henan and Anhui. The government armies 

proved unable to destroy these gangs, which kept gaining new adherents. By 1636 

two main leaders had emerged, Li Zicheng, a former shepherd and postal relay 

station worker who was paramount in the north, and Zhang Xianzhong, a former 

soldier who became paramount in the area between the Yellow and Yangzi rivers. 

Neither Li nor Zhang gained control of the lower Yangzi, but conditions there 

were not much better. Tax increases in 1639, followed by floods , drought, locusts , 

and epidemics took such a toll that hordes of beggars became a common sight. 

Tenants rose up against landlords, and urban workers rioted. A folk song of the 

period accused the Lord of Heaven of failing to perform his duties: 

Old Skymaster, 

You're getting on, your ears are deaf, your eyes are gone. 

Can't see people, can't hear words. 

Glory for those who kill and burn; 

For those who fast and read the scriptures, 

Starvation. 

Fall down, old master sky, how can you be so high? 

How can you be so high? Come down to earth. 
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The fiscal problems at the end of the Ming were in part unprecedented, due to 

a sudden shutdown in the flow of silver rather than the dynastic cycle. In 1639 the 

Japanese authorities refused to let traders from Macao into Nagasaki , ending trade 

that had brought huge quantities of silver into China. A few months later, Sino­

Spanish trade in the Philippines came to a virtual standstill when tensions 

between the Chinese and Spanish in Manila turned bloody, leaving over 20,000 

Chinese dead. This cut off China from another major source of silver. The effect 

on the Chinese domestic economy was rapid deflation, hoarding of the silver that 

remained, then hoarding of grain , which created artificial famines. Tax defaults 

became widespread, as did rent riots. In these conditions it became impossible for 

the government to collect even its usual taxes , much less what it needed to con­

duct military campaigns. 

With rebellion spreading and the Ming government facing bankruptcy, the 

death toll mounted steadily. In 1642 a group of rebels cut the dykes of the Yellow 

River, thereby killing several hundred thousand people in the flood and subse­

quent famine. Epidemics, especially of smallpox , also contributed to a demo­

graphic disaster of huge proportions - China's population dropped by several tens 

of millions during these decades. As the social fabric unravelled, Li Zicheng took 

hold of Hubei, Henan, and Shaanxi; in 1644 he moved through Shanxi and Hebei 

into Beijing, where the last Ming emperor, in despair, took his own life. Mean­

while Zhang had moved into Sichuan, where he caused great loss of life in his 

attacks on Chongqing and Chengdu. Both Li and Zhang announced the establish­

ment of dynasties, setting up governments complete with civil service examina­

tions and coinage, but neither inspired much confidence that orderly life would 

be soon restored. Looting and violence of all sorts remained pervasive. In the end 

it took an army from beyond the Great Wall to restore order. 

The Ming period is generally judged rather harshly. Since it was the only extended 

period of native rule over all of China proper from the fall of the Northern Song 

in 1126 to the fall of the Manchus in 1911 , historians wish they could assign more 

accomplishments or advances to it or at least discover a few heroes. 

From the perspective of traditional Confucian statecraft, the Ming government 

failed to do what a Chinese state should do , namely to manage through a mini­

mum of force the affairs of All-Under-Heaven. The Mongols, the Japanese, the 

eunuchs , and the flows of revenue were all beyond the government's control. 

Worse yet, tensions inherent in the Chinese bureaucratic monarchy between arbi­

trary power and orderly rules, between absolute monarchs and their advisors and 

surrogates, recurrently reached the point where the government was immobilized. 

Over the course of Chinese history a few exceptional emperors managed the 

imperial system with consummate skill, getting officials to perform to the stan­

dard set by the throne, neither antagonizing nor demoralizing them, nor letting 

them take over and serve their own interests. But the Ming offers no such exem-
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plary emperors. Taizu, frustrated by his inability to make the system work as he 

wanted, fell back on full use of his arbitrary powers. Other Ming emperors dele­

gated these management chores to officials or eunuchs , with highly variable 

results. A few simply opted out, refusing to let officialdom control them, but not 

really controlling the situation themselves either. 

From a modernist perspective, where the implicit standard is Europe, the Ming 

does not come off any better. Here the implied charge is not that the Ming state 

was too weak, but that it was a dead weight, slowing down innovation and entre­

preneurship just when some real competition was about to emerge. Precisely 

when western maritime nations were sending ships into Asia , China was with­

drawing from the sea. Just when Europeans were learning to put to good use Chi­

nese technological advances like printing, gunpowder, and the compass, China 

was letting its scientific and technological leadership slip and forgoing opportuni­

ties to take part in the scientific advances beginning to transform European intel­

lectual life. 

Probably the only way to view the Ming more positively is to view it from the 

bottom up. The arbitrary actions of the emperors undoubtedly demeaned the sta­

tus of high officials and jeopardized their welfare, but they had less impact on vil­

lagers and townspeople who were left to run many of their affairs on their own. 

The Chinese population was growing. Increased commercialization, a growing 

publishing industry, and increased elite leadership and intervention in local com­

munity life were all strengthening ties among this population, giving them a 

stronger sense of common history and identity. The southwestern region of mod­

ern Yunnan and Guizhou was absorbed into the Chinese sphere to a degree never 

true before. The inability of the government to control everything was not entirely 

bad, after all. Indeed, if judged in comparative terms, the Ming government's suc­

cess in managing problems of scale is truly impressive. For over two centuries it 

maintained a high level of peace among a huge population spread across a sub­

continent, using inexpensive forms of motivation like the examination system 

and imperial exhortations to keep the cost of government down. The magnitude 

of this accomplishment does not seem insignificant when it is measured against 

the lawlessness that resulted when it collapsed. 
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[HE KILNS AT INGDEZHEN 

0 f the material artefacts surviving from the Ming 
dynasty, none is appreciated more than the fine porce­
lains produced in the town of Jingdezhen in northern 

Jiangxi province. During the Ming dynasty these kilns produced 
enough porcelain to supply not only the whole country but also 
much of the rest of the world as well. 

Porcelain is distinguished from other types of ceramics by its 
whiteness, smoothness, and translucence. Producing it requires 
special clays and high temperature firing (1280-1400°C, 
2336-2552°F). The clays were found in particula, ly pure form 
near Jingdezhen, which also was favoured with access to forest­
covered mountains for fuel and rivers for inexpensive transport. 

Imperial patronage led to a rapid increase in the production 
of high-quality porcelain at Jingdezhen. The palace placed 
orders for specific wares - in 1551 for 8,400 small pieces and 
2,300 large ones; in 1577, the peak year, for 96,500 small 
pieces, 56,600 large ones, and 21,600 items for use in sacrificial 
ceremonies. Many of these pieces were destined for use in the 
palace, others for gifts, including gifts to vassal 
states in return for their 'tribute gifts'. Imperial qual­
ity controls were exacting; archaeologists have dis­
covered huge piles of shards of imperial porcelain 
that was deliberately broken because they did not 
meet standards of colour, form, or design, but could 
not be put on the open market because of their 
imperial markings. 

In the early Ming much of the labour required for 
these imperial orders was supplied on an unpaid 
basis by hereditary artisan households who owed no 
other taxes. Later, labour at imperial kilns and work­
shops was paid. When large orders came in, how­
ever, much of the work would be sub-contracted out 
to the numerous private workshops and kilns. Mass 
production techniques were employed at both pri­
vate and imperial workshops. In other words, potters 
did not see an object through from the mixing of the 
clay to the firing and packing; rather there were 
separate workshops involved in each process, with 
workers speedily and repetitively performing a single task on a 
large number of objects. Those who painted on the underglaze 
designs, for instance, needed to work in very clean quarters, 
far from those who handled wet clay or chiselled partially dry 
clay. A French missionary, visiting the kilns in the early eigh-
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the busy summer season who came into town from nearby 
counties. In 1601 10,000 workers rioted to protest against the 
demands for increased production of the eunuch director of the 
imperial works; in 1604 rioters demanded higher wages from 
the merchants who controlled much of the business. 

Jingdezhen produced porcelain in many shapes and designs 
but became particularly noted for its pieces decorated in blue 
underglaze and polychrome enamels. These highly decorative 
pieces were in immense demand outside China, in Japan, South­
east Asia, West Asia, and eventually Europe. Thus when imperial 
orders declined in the early seventeenth century when the court 
had to devote all its revenues to defence and other urgent mat­
ters, the ceramic industry was able to survive by responding to 
the preferences of foreign markets. The cult of tea in Japan led 
to a huge market for all sorts of small dishes, cups, and bowls. 
Europeans sought dinner services, especially after 1604 when 
two Portuguese ships were captured by the Dutch and their car­
goes of 200,000-odd pieces of Chinese porcelain were put up 

In 1743 Tang Ying, the director of the imperial kilns, wrote explanations of 
a set of paintings illustrating the steps in producing porcelain. The paint­
ings have not survived, but his descriptions largely match a somewhat later 
set of wood block illustrations. He described the division of labour 

teen th century, reported watching a cup pass through more employed in the application of the decoration to large sets of dishes as fol­
than a dozen hands, one worker giving it an initial shaping on lows: 'If the painted decoration on each piece is not exactly alike, the set 
a wheel in a matter of seconds, another setting it on a base, will be irregular and spoiled. For this reason the men who sketch the out­
another pressing it into a mould to make sure its size was uni- lines learn sketching but not painting; those who paint study only painting, 
form, another polishing it with a chisel, and so on. Altogether, no sketching; by this means their bands acquire skill in their own speciality 
he reported, as many as seventy people could be involved in and their minds are not distracted. In order to secure a certain uniformity in 
the production of a single item. Besides high-skilled workers, their work, the sketchers and painters, although kept distinct, occupy the 
there were thousands of low-skilled workers employed during same house. ' 
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for sale, attracting bidders from all over Europe, including 
agents for Henri IV of France, James I of England, and the Grand 
Duke ofTuscany. Over the next two centuries exports to Europe 
were huge. Between 1602 and 1682 the Dutch East India 
Company imported about twelve million pieces of polychrome 

THE KlLNS AT jINGDEZHEN 

Chinese porcelain (not including the more common blue-and­
white wares). By the eighteenth century European traders often 
commissioned specific designs, sending samples to China for 
potters to copy. 

In Europe, Chinese porcelain 

was used for both table service 

and decoration. Depicted here 

is the ceiling of the 'porcelain 

room' in the Santos Palace in 

Lisbon, which in the late seven­

teenth century was covered with 

260 Chinese plates and bowls 

dating from 1500 on , the time 

the kings of Portugal had begun 

collecting Chinese porcelain. 

Opposite 

The decoration of the fine porce­

lains produced atjingdezhen 

shows extraordinary inventive­

ness in pattern and motif. These 

pieces, ranging from the four­

teenth to the seventeenth 

centuries in date, include pic­

tures of dragons, birds, fish , and 

children at play. 
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Narrative scenes were not 

uncommon on Jingdezhen 

porcelains. Depicted on 

this one is the widow Li, 

recorded in history for her 

remarkable commitment to 

chastity: she cut off her 

hand after it was grabbed 

by an innkeeper who did 

not want her and her son, 

both in deep mourning, 

inside his inn. 
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T HE CAMBR IDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

Manchus and Impe rialism: 
Th e Qing Dynasty 1644-1 900 

After the Ming collapsed, a new dynasty was founded not by a warlord or rebel 

leader but by the chieftains of the Manchus, a non-Chinese people living in the 

hilly forests and plains to the northeast of China proper. Although Chinese elites 

and commoners in many parts of the country put up a determined resistance to 

Manchu rule, within a generation Chinese were co-operating with the new rulers. 

The three Manchus who ruled in the course of the eighteenth century - Kangxi, 

Yongzheng, and Qianlong - proved excellent managers , and by many measures 

that century was the high point of traditional Chinese civilization. Over the 

course of the nineteenth century, however, China's place in the world plummeted. 

By the end of the century, China was derided abroad as pathetic; its size seemed a 

burden and its form of government seemed woefully inadequate to the needs of 

the time. Although China did not suffer outright colonization or dismemberment, 

after its defeat by the British in the Opium War of 1840 to 1842, western nations 

posed more and more of a threat to China as a polity and a civilization. Western 

merchants sold manufactured goods that competed with Chinese industries; their 

missionaries competed with the Chinese literati for moral and religious leadership 

in the countryside; and their armies and navies repeatedly proved themselves 

superior to China's, raising fundamental questions about what, if anything, China 

should copy from these aggressive foreigners . 

MANCHU RULE 

The Manchus were not nomadic horsemen like the Mongols , living on the open 

steppe and engaging in near constant warfare to defend and augment their herds. 

Rather they were a hunting, fishing, and farming people of central Manchuria 

(Heilongjiang and Jilin provinces) , east of Mongolia and northeast of the eastern 

end of the Great Wall. They believed themselves to be descended from theJurchen 

who had ruled north China as the Jin dynasty, contemporaneous with the South­

ern Song. In Ming times several different Manchu tribal groups had participated 

in the Ming tribute system. Many Manchus had settled to the south in the 

Liaodong peninsula, where they lived among Chinese villagers and townsmen; 

some served as soldiers of the Ming, others as farmers or traders in furs , horses, 

and other goods. 

The creation of a Manchu state was accomplished by Nurchaci (1559-1616) 

over a period of thirty years. The entire population under his control was enrolled 

in four military units , each identified by a coloured banner. Eventually the number 

of Manchu 'banners' was increased to eight, and eight Mongol and eight Chi­

nese banners were established as well. This shift from tribal toward bureaucratic 
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organization was aided by the creation of a script for writing in Manchu (based on 

the Mongolian alphabet); translations of the Ming law code and other basic Chi­

nese books into this script further aided the adoption of administrative practices 

modelled on Chinese experience . In 1616, as conditions in Ming China were dete­

riorating, Nurhaci renounced fealty to the Ming, and two years later he attacked 

Ming territory in the Liaodong area. He promised opportunities to serve in his 

government to officials and officers who surrendered. He did not make service 

optional for the craftsmen needed by his army - especially ones with knowledge 

of artillery - or for the farmers he forced to produce food for the troops. All men 

in the areas he subjugated were ordered to adopt the Manchu hairstyle, which 

involved shaving the fronts of their foreheads and braiding the rest of their hair 

into a long plait or queue . When the Chinese in Liaodong rebelled in 1622 and 

again in 1625, the Manchus responded by executing many of the educated, who 

were suspected of having fomented dissatisfaction, and by instituting stricter sep­

aration of Chinese and Manchus. Manchus were henceforth required to stay in 

their own sections of the towns and to carry arms at all times, while possession of 

weapons by Chinese was declared illegal. 

Nurhaci's successor, his eighth son Hong Taiji (r. 1626-1643), went further in 

adapting Chinese institutions and made increasing use of Chinese subordinates. 

Ming generals began to defect with their armies, and Mongols also joined in large 

numbers. After ten years of successful expansion of his domain , Hong Taiji 

declared the establishment of the Qing ('pure') dynasty, implicitly staking a claim 

to sovereignty over China. 

The key advantage the Manchus had over Chinese rebels like Li Zicheng was 

that they were able to build up a state structure outside the Great Wall , largely 

beyond the reach of the Ming government and army. By the time the Manchus 

crossed the wall and competed for the throne of China, they had a much stronger 

military and administrative machinery than any contender in China. In 1644, 

after the Ming emperor in Beijing committed suicide and the armies of the rebel 

Li Zicheng sacked the city, prospects for reattaining order seemed better with the 

Manchus than with the rebels - at least to the general Wu Sangui, who was 

charged with guarding the easternmost pass of the Great Wall. Working with Wu 

and other Ming generals, the Manchus crossed the wall , defeated the rebels, and 

rid north China of bandits. 

Ming generals had wanted the Manchus to play the time-honoured role of bar­

barian auxiliaries, but the Manchus quickly showed they intended to rule the 

country themselves. In Beijing they forced all Chinese to move into the southern 

part of the city. They got rid of most of the eunuchs, assigning many of the tasks 

eunuchs had performed instead to Chinese they had enslaved years earlier in 

Liaodong. Like the Mongols before them, the Manchus confiscated hundreds of 

thousands of acres of farmland in north China to support their huge armies , some 

of which had been Ming imperial land, but much of which had been in private 
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hands. Some of this land was assigned to Manchu noblemen and imperial clans­

men, while the rest was divided up among the banners for their support. All men, 

of whatever rank and station, had to show their submission through their hair: in 

1645 it was decreed that any man who did not cut his hair and start a queue 

within ten days would be executed. This tonsure decree allowed the conquerors 

to tell at a glance who had acquiesced to their rule and who persisted in resisting. 

Chinese felt humiliated by the order, but most saw no alternative to obeying. 

Opposition soon concentrated on keeping the Manchus from penetrating 

south of the Yangzi, but none of the Ming loyalist courts proved any more com­

petent than the court in Beijing. The Manchus offered the southern gentry peace 

and stability, and threatened them with awful destruction - like the massacre at 

Yangzhou, where the Manchus slaughtered thousands. Even with the assistance of 

The Qing empire 
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The Qing dynasty expanded 

the territorial reach of the Chi­

nese state to its maximal 

dimensions. Areas not settled 

primarily by Chinese, how­

ever, were given considerable 

autonomy to manage their 

own affairs. Suppressing 

uprisings in such a far-flung 

empire proved very taxing for 

the Qing government, espe­

cially in the nineteenth 

century when they occurred 

with increasing frequency. 
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former Ming generals like Wu Sangui, it took fifteen years to subdue the south. In 

1662, finally, Wu hunted down the last Ming pretender in Burma. There was one 

major attempt to throw off Qing rule - led by Wu Sangui himself in 1673. Wu's 

past as a collaborator made it difficult for him to rally the full support of Ming loy­

alists, and after several years of bloody fighting , the rebellion was suppressed and 

the Manchus were in firm control of all of China proper. 

KANGXI, YONGZHENG, AND QIANLONG 

From 1669, when Kangxi (r. 1662-1722) reached the age of fifteen and assumed 

rule himself, until 1799, when Qianlong died (r. 1736- 95), China was ruled by 

only three emperors. The stability Europeans saw in China in this period is prob­

ably due to the exceptional longevity of Kangxi and his grandson Qianlong, each 

of whom ruled no less than sixty years . By the standards of the Ming, all three of 

these rulers were outstanding managers , willing to work hard at the art of gov­

erning, to temper the exercise of arbitrary power and concentrate on developing 

routine, institutional ways to solve the daily problems of raising revenue, keeping 

officials in line, and maintaining peace. During their reigns the Manchus won 

over the Chinese gentry by restoring social order and reconfirming the gentry's 

place in Chinese society. Looking at these emperors' accomplishments one could 

almost argue that Chinese political institutions survived the Ming crisis only 

because new leadership was brought in, leadership committed to the Chinese 

form of government but capable of instituting tighter discipline and doing away 

with much of what did not work. The fact that these rulers were not Chinese 

made it easier for them to break with long-standing but often paralysing patterns 

of court politics. 

All three of these Manchu rulers presented themselves as both protectors of 

China's cultural heritage and at the same time Manchu military leaders. Kangxi 

was an active man who loved to go on hunting expeditions and take tours of the 
provinces (ostensibly to inspect rivers and water control projects). The extension 

of the Manchu's military positions along the borders with Russia, Mongolia, and 

Tibet were a source of great pleasure for him. He patronized the Chinese literati 

and made efforts to induce prominent scholars to join the government, but also 

saw to it that bannermen dominated the government; each of the six boards was 

to have both a Chinese and a Manchu minister, and half the grand secretaries were 

to be Manchus. Regular provincial posts went mostly to Chinese, but the higher 

supervisory level, the governor-general positions, were filled by Manchus. 

Kangxi not only gained familiarity with Chinese literati culture, but also 

became intrigued by Western mathematics, science, and mechanical devices. He 

was hospitable to the Jesuit missionaries at court, and appointed Jesuits to direct 

the Imperial board of Astronomy when their predictions proved more accurate 

than calculations made by their Chinese counterparts. In 1692 he issued an edict 

tolerating Christianity so long as converts continued to perform ancestral rites, a 
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position that matched Matteo Ricci's view that ancestral rites were commemora­

tion, not worship. He reversed his position, however, after the Vatican sent a 

legate, Maillard de Tournon, who after several meetings with Kangxi , ruled 

against permitting ancestral rites, siding with other Catholic orders against the 

Jesuits. De Tournon moreover insisted on papal authority over missionaries and 

their converts in China , to be exercised by a papal nuncio resident in Beijing. 

Kangxi responded by ordering the expulsion of missionaries who would not sup­

port his stance. 

Kangxi's heir Yongzheng (r. 1722-36), already forty-five when he ascended the 

throne, proved a hardworking emperor, able to curb the military power of the 

Manchu aristocracy and tighten central control over the civil bureaucracy. He put 

particular effort into trying to set state finances on a sound footing , substituting 

new public levies for the patchwork of taxes and fees inherited from the Ming. 

Another step toward uniformity and rationalization was his decree forbidding any 

sort of hereditary servile status, which legally emancipated members of various 

local demeaned castes. 

Qianlong, Yongzheng's fourth son, benefited from his father's fiscal reforms , 

and during his long reign the government regularly ran a large surplus. Much of 

Qianlong's own energies were put into making sure he went down in hi.story as a 

sage emperor, exemplifying both Chinese and Manchu ideals. From dawn until 

afternoon he tended to affairs of the state, after which he would read, paint , or 

write. He made many displays of his filial devotion to his mother, visiting her 

daily and attending to her every comfort. Far from an outstanding poet, Qianlong 

nevertheless published over 42 ,000 poems under his name and freely inscribed 

his own poetry on hundreds of masterpieces of painting and calligraphy in the 

palace collection he had amassed. His concern with preserving Manchu identity 

led him similarly to patronize projects that glorified Manchu history and culture, 

such as the compilation of dictionaries , histories, and genealogies. 

There was, however, a darker side to the Qianlong emperor. Any hint of anti­

Manchu activity brought quick and forceful action . When rumours reached him 

in 1768 that sorcerers were 'stealing souls' by clipping the tips of queues, he was 

qui.ck to suspect seditious conspiracy and pushed his officials so hard that their 

interrogations under torture turned up more and more evidence implicating peo­

ple in several provinces of complicity in a non-existent plot. A few years later 

Qian long orchestrated a huge literary inquisition. Thousands of books collected 

for a worthy bibliographic project (the Complete Books of the Four Iiwsuries) were 

scrutinized for slighting references to the Manchus or previous alien conquerors 

and all copies of offending books were ordered destroyed. So thoroughly was this 

proscription carried out that no copies have been recovered of over 2,000 titles. 

After he reached the age of sixty-five, Qianlong's political judgment began to 

falter. He was taken with a handsome and intelligent twenty-five-year-old imper­

ial bodyguard named Heshen. Before long he promoted Heshen to posts normally 
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The Manchus cultivated an 

image of themselves as tough 

warriors. One hundred por­

traits of the emperor 

Qianlong's bodyguards , 

including this silk hanging 

scroll painted in 1760, deco­

rated the palace hall where 

state banquets were held. 
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held by the most experienced officials, including ones controlling revenue and 

civil service appointments. Officials began to suspect Qianlong was senile, as he 

did nothing to curb Heshen's blatant corruption. The extent of Heshen's abuse of 

power was corroborated after Qianlong's death, when his successor had Heshen 

executed and confiscated his property, assessed at 800 million ounces of silver. 

TERRITORIAL EXPANSION 

It was during the century and a half of Kangxi , Yongzheng, and Qianlong that 

Greater China - the multi-ethnic territory controlled by the Chinese state today 

- was staked out. Taiwan, Chinese Central Asia , Mongolia , and Tibet were all 

attached to China proper to form a single polity. 

The large island of Taiwan was acquired in 1683. Populated by indigenous peo­

ples who spoke a language related to languages spoken much further south in 

Indonesia, Taiwan had attracted Portuguese and then Dutch traders since early in 

the century, as well as Ming loyalists in the 1640s and 1650s. In 1662 Zheng 

Chenggong (known in the west as Koxinga), a pirate and trader who had taken on 

the Ming cause, attacked Taiwan and drove out the Dutch. For the next two 

decades, while Taiwan was under the control of his sons and grandsons, over 

100,000 Chinese emigrated there, creating a booming frontier community. Finally 

the Qing sent a naval expedition to defeat these forces and made Taiwan a prefec­

ture of Fujian province. 

More territory was added in the interior as the Manchus worked at subduing 

the Mongols. The Qing forces were equipped with cannons and other modern 

weapons , giving them military superiority over nomads armed only with bows 

and arrows, allowing them to dominate the steppe cheaply, effectively ending 

2,000 years of defence problems. The Manchus conquered the Eastern Mongols in 

the 1630s and subdued the Western (Dzungar) Mongols in 1696. These Dzungar 

Mongols still held the Islamic cities in modern Xinjiang province , and tried to 

expand their territory into Tibet, invading it in 1717. The Qing responded by 

invading Tibet themselves, taking Lhasa in 1720. Tibet was made a protectorate 

and a permanent Manchu garrison was established there. Previously Tibet (like 

Korea and other neighbouring states) had acquiesced to tributary status but had 

not had troops or governors from China proper stationed in its territory. Still, the 

Qing interfered relatively little in Tibetan affairs , allowing local leaders to do most 

of the actual governing. 

Chinese Central Asia (modern Xinjiang province) had had Chinese troops sta­

tioned there in the Han and Tang dynasties , but not during the Song or Ming 

dynasties . The Qing acquired the region in the 1750s when their armies defeated 

the Dzungar Mongols and Uighurs in a series of campaigns . Like Tibet, these 

largely Muslim areas were ruled rather lightly. The local population was allowed 

to keep their own religious leaders , follow their own dietary rules, and not wear 

the queue. Qing expansion into Central Asia brought China into contact with the 
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The emperor Qianlong, an 

admirer of European painting 

and clocks, decided to test out 

European architecture as 
well and had the Italian 

missionary painter Castiglione 

(1688-1768) design for him a 

new Summer Palace. Qianlong 

used the new palace mostly as 
a storehouse for his growing 

collection of European objects , 

and in 1783 commissioned a 

set of copperplate engravings 

of its buildings and grounds, 

one of which is shown here. In 

1860 the palace was burned 

by British and French troops , 

but the ruins remain open to 

visitors today. 

Russians , also expanding into the same territory. To the Chinese, the Russians 

were another Central Asian confederation, to be treated circumspectly, since so 

many powerful states had been founded to China's north and west. Treaties with 

them were signed in 1689 and 1728 that ignored the conventions of the tribute 

system, discussed in Chapter 8 . 

In the nineteenth century Russia steadily acquired more and more territory in 

Central Asia , taking Samarkand, Tashkent , and Bokhara in 1865-68, arousing 

fears in the British that Russia might threaten its interests in India . For a while it 

seemed that China was in danger of losing its claims in the area. The British sup­

ported the local leader Yakub Beg when he declared the establishment of an inde­

pendent state in Kashgar 1870. The Russians seized the Ili valley in 1871. Yet the 

Chinese were eventually able to reassert military supremacy in the region, in large 

part because Russia and Britain felt more threatened by each other's expansion 

than by China . In 1884 the region was made a regular province of China with the 

name 'New Territory' (Xinjiang). 

CULTURE AND SOCIETY 

Chinese culture took a conservative turn during the Qing period. This complex 

phenomenon had philosophical, political, social , and probably even economic 

roots. The collapse of social order in the late Ming and the Manchu conquest 

seemed to many irrefutable evidence that the more open and fluid society emerg­

ing in late Ming was profoundly dangerous. As population increase outpaced the 
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growth of resources (not only at the level of the farmer but also at the level of the 

educated elite, since the number of examination degrees was fixed) and society 

became more competitive, those who felt their position jeopardized favoured the 

imposition of rules and norms supportive of traditional social hierarchy. The 

impulse for this conservative turn came from within Chinese society, but the 

Manchu rulers had nothing against it, since they themselves were inclined toward 

a more disciplined social style and were content to see the Ming condemned as a 

degenerate dynasty the world was better off without. 

This conservative reaction was manifested in many ways. Laws against behav­

iour deemed deviant, such as homosexuality, became much harsher. Many literati 

turned against drama and fiction as socially subversive or licentious. Official 

injunctions were issued with some frequency banning novels and plays or order­

ing theatres closed. The highly learned Qian Daxin went so far as to condemn ver­

nacular novels as the main threat to Confucian orthodoxy. Concern for the purity 

of women reached an all-time high. There was a staggering increase in the num­

ber of recorded cases of faithful widows who refused to remarry, and engaged 

teenagers who spent their lives as celibate 'widows' of men who died before they 

had even met. The local history of one Jiangnan prefecture, for example, records 

four faithful widows in the Song, ninety-five in the Ming, and 203 by the mid 

Qing. Construction of memorial arches to honour faithful widows got so out of 

hand that in 1827 the government decreed that only collective arches could be 

built and in 1843 that only widows who had gone to the extreme of committing 

suicide should be honoured by arches. Literati competed among themselves to 

bring attention to the virtues of the women in their families or communities; they 

also took practical measures to encourage widow chastity, such as the establish­

ment of group homes for impoverished widows where visits by men would be 

strictly limited. 

These stern and strict views of socially acceptable behaviour were not unre­

lated to intellectual trends. Many Confucian scholars concluded that the Ming fell 

as the result of moral laxness: they thought Wang Yangming and his followers, by 

lauding spontaneity and emotion, had undermined commitment to duty; then 

because the educated abandoned their obligation to provide ethical leadership , 

the common people understandably lost their respect for authority. These scholars 

saw a solution to laxness in the reassertion of Zhu Xi's teachings , with their 

emphasis on objective standards outside the individual. 

As the Qing progressed, the search for norms and certainty led some schol­

ars to turn their attention to earlier and earlier texts. Many Confucians turned to 

the Han commentaries in the hope that they could free their understandings of the 

classics from the contamination of Buddhist and Daoist ideas. Some became 

absorbed in close textual analysis of the earliest texts, trying to sort out genuine 

ancient texts from later accretions . Yan Ruoju , for instance, compiled a guide to 

the placenames in the Four Books and proved conclusively that the 'old text' ver-
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sion of the Book of Documents could not be genuine. Such 'evidential' research 

required access to large libraries, making it the speciality of scholars in the 

wealthy lower Yangzi region, with its concentration of academies and private 

libraries. Even in the world of art, recovering and re-embodying the best of the 

past became a central concern of most painters and calligraphers. Collecting rub­

bings of old inscribed stones became a passion, as Qing scholars assiduously mod­

elled their calligraphy on rubbings of Han dynasty inscriptions. 

The overall conservative direction of Qing cultural change did not prevent cre­

ative innovations on the part of many exceptional individuals. During the 

Ming-Qing transition some of the most probing minds looked for the institu­

tional roots of China's crisis. Huang Zongxi, a committed Ming loyalist, reconsid­

ered many basic tenets of Chinese political order, coming to the conclusion that 

the problems were not minor ones, like inadequate supervision of eunuchs, but 

much more major ones, such as the emperor having too much power. Equally 

probing were the political and historical analyses written by Gu Yanwu , who trav­

elled across north China to gain a better grasp of such economic issues as bank­

ing, mining, and farming. Moreover, even those who participated in fairly 

conservative literati circles could be personally open to unconventional ideas. The 
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eighteenth-century poet Yuan Mei , for instance, was on familiar terms with the 

great classicists and philologists of his day but was willing to risk their censure by 

taking on women as poetry students. Even more powerful evidence that Chinese 

civilization had not grown too rigid for creative growth is the appearance near the 

end of the eighteenth century of one of the masterpieces of world litera ture , the 

novel Dream of Red Mansions (Honglou meng). 

It is perhaps in the world of painting that departure from convention - even 

cultivation of eccentricity - was given the most room to flourish. During the 

Ming-Qing transition Zhu Da and Shi Tao, both members of the vast Ming impe­

rial clan, ended up taking on the persona of Buddhist monks to avoid having to 

get involved with the new government. Zhu Da resolved to stop talking after the 

Manchus took the throne. His paintings of birds, fish , rocks, and mountains evoke 

the sense of crazy, creative energy that he apparently also conveyed to those who 
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The painter Zhu Da (also 

known as Bada Shanren , 

1616-1705), a Ming imperial 

clansman who refused to co­

operate with the Qing, 

developed a highly expression­
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sparse, wet strokes. The 

inscription on this page from a 

22-leaf album painted in 16_94 

for a friend says , 'After spend­

ing all day chatting we feel 

like two birds - Yellow Gold 

and White Sun - kept in cap­

tivity for imperial hunts.' 
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Dream of Red Mansions 

The greatest masterpiece of traditional Chinese fiction is the 
Dream of Red Mansions, a 120-chapter novel conceived and 
substantially written by Cao Xueqin (1715-64). As a work of 
literature, the novel can be read on many levels: as a mythic 
story on the Buddhist themes of attachment and enlighten­
ment, as a psychologically realistic autobiographical novel, 
or as a novel of manners chronicling the mores of the upper 
reaches of Chinese and Manchu society in the eighteenth 
century. 

Cao Xueqin came from a Chinese family that had risen to 
great power and wealth as bondservants of the Manchus in 

the seventeenth century but lost favour and went bankrupt 
in the eighteenth century. The Dream of Red Mansions por­
trays in magnificent detail the affairs of the comparably 
wealthy, imperially favoured Jia family. The central charac­
ters are three adolescent relatives: Jia Baoyu and his two 
female cousins, the sickly, difficult Lin Daiyu, and the capa­
ble, cheerful Xue Baochai, both of whom come to live with 
his family. An idyllic period in which the three get to live in 
a splendid garden and amuse themselves with literature is 
brought to an end when Baoyu is tricked into marrying 
Baochai and Daiyu dies after learning of the deceit. The 

novel ends with Baoyu passing the highest level of the civil 
service exams as his father wanted, then leaving his new 
wife and crumbling family to seek religious goals. 

Since it was first published in 1791, the Dream of Red 
Mansions has entranced readers with its numerous subplots 
and a host of minor characters from all walks of life. The 
seamier side of political life is portrayed through memorable 
cases of miscarriage of justice. The machinations of family 
politics are just as vividly captured through numerous inci­
dents in which family members compete for advantage. The 
Dream of Red Mansions is especially celebrated for its sensi-

tive depictions of female characters, not merely the two 
main heroines, but also Baoyu's grandmother, mother, sister, 
sisters-in-law, and the dozens of maids with whom they 
reside. 

In the scene given below, the well-educated and sensi-
tive Lin Daiyu is alone in the garden: 

With Baoyu gone and the girls evidently all out, Daiyu 
began to feel lonely and depressed. She was on her way 
back to her own room and was just passing by the corner 
of Pear Tree Court when she heard the languorous mean-
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derings of a flute and the sweet modulations of a girlish 

voice coming from the other side of the wall, and knew 

that the twelve little actresses were at their rehearsal 

inside. Although she was paying no particular attention to 

the singing, a snatch of it suddenly chanced to fall with 

very great clarity on her ear, so that she was able to make 

out quite distinctly the words of two whole lines of the 

aria being sung: 

'Here multiflorate splendour blooms forlorn 

Midst broken fountains, mouldering walls-' 

They moved her strangely, and she stopped to listen. The 

voice went on. 

'and the bright air, the brilliant morn 

Above and opposite The Dream of Red Mansions shaped 

notions of the ideal young woman as sensitive, elegant, and 

delicate. These paintings of characters in the Dream were 

done by the woman painter Xu Bao (b. 1810). 

Feed my despair. 

Joy and gladness have withdrawn 

To other gardens, other halls-' 

At this point the listener unconsciously nodded her head 
and sighed. 

1t's true; she thought, 'there is good poetry even in plays. 

What a pity most people think of them only as enter­

tainment. A lot of the real beauty in them must go unap­

preciated: 

She suddenly became aware that her mind was wan­

dering and regretted that her inattention had caused her 

to miss some of the singing. She listened again. This time 

it was another voice: 

'Because for you, my flowerlike fair, 

The swift years like the waters flow-' 

The words moved her to the depth of her being. 

'I have sought you everywhere, 

And at last I find you here, 

In a dark room full of woe -' 

It was like intoxication, a sort of delirium. Her legs would 

no longer support her. She collapsed on to a nearby rock­

ery and crouched there, the words turning over and over 

in her mind: 

'Because for you, my flowerlike fair, 

The swift years like the waters flow .. .' 

Suddenly she thought of a line from an old poem she had 

read quite recently: 

'Relentlessly the waters flow, the flowers fade: 

From that her mind turned to those famous lines written 

in his captivity by the tragic poet-emperor of later Tang: 

'The blossoms fall, the waters flow, 

The glory of the spring is done 

In nature's world as in the human one-' 

and to some lines from The Western Chamber, which she 

had just been reading: 

'As flowers fall and the flowing stream runs red, 

A thousand sickly fancies crowd the mind: 

As these different lines and verses combined into a sin­

gle overpowering impression, riving her soul with a pang 

of such keen anguish that the tears started from her 

eyes, she might have remained there indefinitely, weep­

ing and comfortless, had not someone just at that 

moment come up behind her and tapped her on the 

shoulder. 
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met him as he wandered across China. Shi Tao was more sociable but no less 

expressive in his paintings. In the eighteenth century Shi Tao's style inspired 

much of the best of the individualist painters conventionally labelled the 

Yangzhou Eccentrics. 

MARITIME TRADE AND RELATIONS WITH EUROPEAN NATIONS 

The balance of world power slowly shifted in the eighteenth century without any­

one in China taking much notice. Until 1700 China's material culture had been 

unrivalled; its standard of living was among the best in the world, and inventions 

flowed more commonly from east to west than vice versa. Yet by the nineteenth 

century, China found itself outmatched in material and technological resources by 

western nations. 

Europeans had been coming to trade at south Chinese ports since the late 

Ming. Spain and Portugal had been the main European traders in the sixteenth 

century, their place taken by the Dutch in the seventeenth century and the Eng­

lish in the eighteenth. ~ing the eighteenth century the trade between China and 

England was handled mostly by government-recognized monopolies , on the Eng­

lish side the British East India Company, a joint-stock company, and on the Chi­

nese side the Co-hong, the official merchant guild in Guangzhou (Canton), after 
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1759 the only city in which Europe,ms were allowed to trade. To keep the for--------- ~ - - --
eigners from disrupting Chinese society in this city, they were obligated to reside 

in a special quarter and stay only as long as business required. After a few weeks 

in their 'factories' (office and warehouse buildings) the Europeans would go to the 

Portuguese colony of Macao , some residing there permanently, others waiting 

only until the winds changed so that they could return to India or Europe. 

The demand for Chinese silk and porcelain remained strong,_and a new tas~e 

for tea deve~. Over thec ourse of the eighteenth century British demand for 

tea increased exponentially. From five chests in 1684, English imports of tea rose 

to 400,000 pounds by 1 720, then grew over fiftyfold to reach twenty-three million 

pounds in 1800. By this point the British were purchasing about a seventh of the 

tea sold in China and deriving a tenth of their state revenue from the import tax 

on tea. The flow of silver into China rose from about three mi.Iii.on ounces of sil­

ver per year in the 1760s to sixteen million in the 1780s. 

In this same period European estimation of China and Chinese culture gradu­

ally grew less rosy. The seventeenth-century Jesuit ~issionari.es had sent back 

admiring a£COunts of the laws_and customs of China, undoubtedly putting their 

emphasis on the positive to encourage financial support for their endeavours . 

Voltaire later drew on their writings to portray China as a remarkable civilization 

based on ethics instead of religion and thus free from the domination of a church. 

It was not long, however, before other Europeans, including the philosophers 

Montesquieu , Rousseau, and Hegel, were describing China as inferior to Europe 

because neither liberty nor progress was valued there. They contrasted China's 

antiquity with the modernity of Europe. 

This shift in attitudes and the concurrent emergence of Britain as a major mil­

ita:Q:'._ power led British merchants and the British government to begin demanding 

ch~e in the way they traded with China. To improve their profits and their bal­

ance of payments, the British wanted to create a market for their goods in China 

and get tea cheaper by trading closer to its source in the Yangzi river provinces. 

They also wanted China to abandon the tributary system and deal with other 

nations through envoys, ambassadors , commercial treaties , and published tariffs , 

in the way that European nations dealt with each other. In 1793 the distinguished 

Lord George Macartney, a cousin of the king and former ambassador to Russi.a as 

well as governor of Madras, was sent as an envoy to Qianlong, charged with mak­

ing headway on these goals. He brought a retinue of eighty-four, including scien­

tists , musicians , artists, and Chinese-language teachers, and 600 cases packed 

with scientific instruments, carpets, woollens , knives, plate glass and other gifts 

intended to attract Chinese interest in British manufactured goods. Macartney 

had trouble getting received since he refused to perform the kowtow (a formal 

bow that involved kneeling and touching the forehead to the floor) , but in the end 

was allowed to see Qianlong at his summer retreat in Rehe. Macartney sized up 

the Chinese more accurately than Qianlong sized up the British. Macartney 
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reported that the Chinese were ill-prepared for war with European powers as 

poverty was widespread, the literati were not interested in material progress, and 

soldiers still used bows and arrows. Qianlong, for his part, could see no merit in 

the British request for a permanent envoy in Beijing, remarking that there were 

too many nations in Europe to allow each an envoy. Moreover, even though the 

government derived important revenue from taxes on maritime commerce, Qian­

long saw no real use to trade. 'We possess all things ,' he wrote in a letter to the 

king of England. 'I set no value on objects strange or ingenious, and have no use 

for your country's manufactures .' 

OPIUM AND THE OPIUM WAR 

It would be tedious to relate all of the military encounters between China and 

Western powers over the course of the nineteenth century and the penalties China 

suffered in consequence. The first of these encounters , the Opium War of 

1840-42, is , however, worth recounting because it set the tone for those to follow 

and came to carry great symbolic weight in China. In Chinese eyes there could not 

have been a more blatant case of international bullying, of the morally repugnant 

imposing their will on those trying to do the right thing. This moral dimension in 

turn made it that much more difficult for Chinese to discern in western civiliza­

tion anything worth adopting. 

The rise of Britain as a great naval power dependent on foreign trade probably 

made conflict with China inevitable, since China had no desire to organize trade 

on the European model and Britain had the power to force acceptance of its terms. 

The specific circumstances of the conflict, however, were tied up with trade in the 

narcotic opium. Opium, a derivative of the poppy, had long been used in China for 

medicinal purposes, such as control of diarrhoea. In the seventeenth century the 

practice of smoking opium in combination with tobacco spread from southeast 

Asia. In the eighteenth century a way was found to smoke pure opium sap in a 

pipe. Soon people were smoking opium simply for its narcotic effects: it relieved 

both phys ical and emotional pain and made tedious or physically taxing work 

seem less onerous. But opium was addictive; withdrawal symptoms included 

severe cramps, muscle twitching, chills, and nausea. 

Following the British conquest of large parts of India , the British invested mas­

sively in the manufacture and distribution of opium, seeing its sale as a way to 

solve the problem of their balance of payments with China. The East India Com­

pany controlled the sale of opium in India and licensed private traders to ship it 

to China. Beginning with only 200 chests of opium in 1729, imports had passed 

1,000 chests in 1767 and 4 ,500 by 1800. During the next quarter century imports 

more than doubled to 10,000 chests , then quadrupled to 40,000 in 1838. 

The Chinese authorities were well aware of the evils caused by opium smoking. 

By the early nineteenth century addicts included government clerks and runners 

as well as imperial clansmen and eunuchs at court. To fight the spread of addic-
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tion, in 1800 both importation and domestic production were banned. In 1813 

smoking opium was outlawed, made punishable by 100 blows and wearing the 

'cangue' (a heavy wooden collar) for a month. Open trading then disappeared but 

the British and other traders managed to stay clear of the Chinese authorities by 

docking their boats off the coast of Guangdong and selling the drug to Chinese 

smugglers who would distribute it through a series of middlemen, making it very 

difficult for the Qing government to trace the major dealers. Suppression was also 

hampered by the huge profitability of the trade; criminal gangs stepped in and 

found ways to buy off police and officials, in ways the modern world is all too 

familiar with. 

Soon the outflow of silver caused by the opium trade gave additional urgency 

to the need to solve the opium problem. By the 1820s two million taels of silver 

were flowing out of China a year, which rose to nine million by the early 1830s. 

In 1839, after proposals to legalize opium were rejected in favour of tougher anti­

smuggling measures , the experienced and high-minded official Lin Zexu was dis­

patched to Guangzhou to compel the foreign traders to stop bringing opium 

into China and the Chinese to stop smoking. He confiscated pipes, seized opium 

stores, and arrested some 1,600 Chinese. The foreigners proved harder to manage. 

Lin Zexu used threats and bribes to get the foreign merchants to turn over their 
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Crime and punishment 

One of the main functions of the Chi­
nese government, like any government, 
was to maintain order by deterring and 
punishing crime. Peaceable, hardwork­
ing people had to be protected from 

bullies and thieves; rapists and mur­
derers had to be caught and punished. 
Thus, despite the disrepute law fell into 
because of its association with Legal­
ism and the Qin dynasty, every major 
dynasty issued a law code, drawing on 
the models of its predecessors. 

By Qing dynasty times the legal 
code listed 436 main statutes and 
about 1,900 supplementary or sub­
statutes. Penalties were tailored to 
circumstances; penalties for killing 
or injuring varied depending on 
whether the action was by intent, 
by accident, in the course of rob­

bery, and so forth. In line with 
Confucian, rather than Legalist, 
principles, punishments were also 
graded according to the social rela­
tionship between the parties. Con­
tributing to the death of a parent 
was a capital offence even if it was 
clearly accidental and unintended, 
whereas beating a son to death was 
considered a relatively minor crime 
if the son had done something to 
warrant punishment, such as curse 
the parent. 

The code was interpreted and 
applied by regular civil servants 
beginning with magistrates and 
prefects, who were charged with 
investigating crimes, arresting crimi­
nals, holding trials, and punishing the 
guilty. Officials themselves were liable 
to punishment if they failed in any of 
these matters. In more serious cases 
local officials compiled a dossier to be 
passed up the administrative hierarchy 

for approval before punishment was 
carried out. Confessions were consid­
ered essential to the disposition of 
most cases, and trials would typically 
take place after the confession had 

been secured. To militate against the 
impression that the government was 
unduly harsh, emperors periodically 
issued amnesties, thereby sparing 
many of those awaiting punishment 
and demonstrating imperial mercy and 
benevolence. 

Western observers in the seven-

-. 

teen th century had much good to say 
about the Chinese legal system, but by 
the end of the eighteenth century, 
standards had changed in western 
Europe, and Europeans in China wor­
ried about being subjected to what 
they saw as lack of due process or con­
cern for the rights of the accused, 
since the Chinese legal system had no 
independent judiciary, no lawyers for 
the defence, and no presumption of 
innocence. The potential for conflict 
between Chinese and western notions 
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of due process was already appar­
ent in late eighteenth-century 
Guangzhou, where Europeans 
were already trading. In 1773 the 
Portuguese authorities in Macao 
arrested an Englishman accused 
of killing a Chinese but after find­

ing him innocent, they released 
him. The Chinese officials, insist­
ing that since the victim was a 
fellow national they should have 
jurisdiction, arrested him again, 
found him guilty, and executed 
him. Eleven years after this inci­
dent a British ship firing a salute 
near Guangzhou accidently killed 
two Chinese bystanders. When 
the capta in claimed not to know 
who was responsible for the error, 
the ship's business manager was 
arrested and the local authorities 
threatened to cut off all trade 

To aid in extracting confessions, 

interrogators could apply legally pre­

scribed instruments of judicial 

torture, such as finger, leg, or ankle 

presses. In this scene from a Ming 

short story, finger presses have been 

used to force a woman to confess. 

. with foreign ships. The captain 
eventually capitulated and turned 

over a gunner who was soon executed. 
Because of conflicts like these, when 
Britain and other western nations 
gained the upper hand in the nine­
teenth century, they demanded the 
right to try their nationals according to 
their own laws and procedures. 
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stores of opium. He offered to trade the opium for tea at a ratio of one to five and 

threatened to execute the heads of the Co-hong. He wrote a letter to Queen Victo­

ria with the following appeal: 'Suppose there were people from another country 

who carried opium for sale to England and seduced your people into buying and 

smoking it; certainly your honourable ruler would deeply hate it and be bitterly 

aroused. ' He even barricaded the foreigners in their factories to pressure them to 

turn over their stocks. 

By this point the British had abolished the East India Company and a superin­

tendent of trade had been appointed to represent British interests in Guangzhou. 

To end this impasse, the British superintendent, Charles Elliot, collected the 

opium from the merchants and turned it over to Lin, who promptly destroyed it 

in the presence of the British. Lin ruled that only traders who put up bonds and 

promised not to deal in opium would thereafter be allowed to trade at 

Guangzhou. Lin also pressured the Portuguese to expel the British from Macao , as 

a consequence of which they moved to the barren island of Hong Kong. Mean­

while , in England, commercial interests were pushing for war with China. 

William Jardine, of the major opium trading firm of Jardine, Matheson, and Com­

pany, sailed to London to lobby for war. Once the decision went his way, he sup­

plied assistance , leasing vessels to the British fleet and lending pilots and 
translators. A British expeditionary force left India in 1840 with sixteen warships 

and thirty-one other ships. 

In preparation for a military confrontation, Lin bought new cannons for the 

forts and laid great chains across the estuary leading into Guangzhou. This caused 

no problem for the British expeditionary force , since they simply bypassed 

Guangzhou and made for the major ports of Ningbo and Tianjin, which they shut 

down in short order. The Chinese could no longer refuse to negotiate. The agree­

ment worked out in Guangzhou called for ceding Hong Kong, repaying the British 

the cost of their expedition (an indemnity of six million Mexican silver dollars) , 

and allowing direct intercourse between officials of each country. 

Upon learning the terms of the settlement, the public in both countries was 

outraged. Lin Zexu had already been exiled for having allowed the war to start; 

now the official who negotiated the treaty was brought to the capital in chains. In 

England a new expeditionary force was ordered, this time with 10,000 men, more 

than twice the previous number, and in 1841 the British occupied several strate­

gic coastal cities, including Shanghai. Dozens of Qing officers committed suicide 

when defeat was certain. Finally, when the British took up positions outside the 

walls of Nanjing, the Chinese were forced to sue for peace. The Treaty of Nanjing, 

concluded at gunpoint, raised the indemnity to twenty-one million ounces of sil­

ver, abolished the Co-hong, opened five treaty ports (Guangzhou , Xiamen, 

Fuzhou , Ningbo , and Shanghai), and fixed the tariff at 5 per cent. Through the 

provision of 'extraterritoriality' , British subjects in China were answerable only to 

British law, even in disputes with Chinese. The 'most-favoured nation' clause 
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provided that if another nation extracted a new privilege from China , that same 

privilege would be extended automatically to Britain. 

During the course of the nineteenth century China signed many more 'unequal' 

treaties with imperialist powers, but the basic terms had been set. China could not 

set its own tariffs and eventually even had to appoint European officers to collect 

them. When Chinese did not buy the Europeans' woollens, knives, and pianos in 

the hoped-for numbers, European merchants did not fault their own expectations 

but the obstructionism of Chinese officials; they demanded more treaty ports and 

fewer restrictions on trade. In 1860, an Anglo-French expedition occupied Beijing 

for a month to force the acceptance of new treaties, which brought the number of 

treaty ports to fourteen. By the end of the century more treaty ports were added 

and large areas within some treaty ports were leased in perpetuity to foreign pow­

ers . These concessions, where foreigners did not have to obey Chinese laws, came 

to resemble international cities attached to the Chinese mainland. Foreign coun­

tries won the right to establish legations and consulates in China, with their diplo­

mats treated according to European definitions of international protocol. Also as a 

result of gunboat diplomacy, Christian missionaries obtained rights to preach 

throughout China. By the end of the century foreign businessmen had even gained 

the right to open factories on Chinese soil. 

Another consequence of the Opium War was the continued increase in opium 

addiction. Trade in opium was legalized by treaty in 1860, and opium remained a 

major item of trade until the end of the century, though the proportion imported 

declined after 1880 with the expansion of domestic production. By the end of the 

century, western observers estimated that about 10 per cent of the population of 

China smoked opium, with a third to a half of them addicted. This would mean on 

the order of fifteen million opium addicts and about another thirty million occa­

sional users. The highest rates of addiction were probably found among imperial 

clansmen and bannerman, living on meagre stipends without much to do. 

INTERNAL ADVERSARIES 

Until 1860, no high-ranking official viewed the foreign adversaries along the 

coasts as a major threat to the survival of the Qing dynasty. The trouble they 

caused could not be compared to the danger posed by internal adversaries. 

Suppressing insurgencies could be enormously difficult. It took eight years , 

from 1796 to 1804, to defeat a rebellion of the millenarian White Lotus sect, well 

entrenched in the hilly frontier areas of Hubei, Sichuan, and Shaanxi provinces. 

Several hundred forts had to be constructed, the local people recruited into mili­

tia, and the equivalent of five years' revenue expended. In 1813, 100,000 follow­

ers of the millenarian Eight Trigrams sect rose not far from the capital itself, 

seizing several cities in the north China plain and even penetrating the Forbidden 

City in Beijing. Some seventy thousand people died before the rebellion was 

quashed. Most difficult of all to suppress was the massive Taiping rebellion 
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imperialist powers in southeast Asia were also among the 

favourite destinations of Chinese emigrants, especially Singa­

pore, Malaysia, and the Dutch East Indies. 
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(1850-64), which eventually spread over sixteen provinces and led to the destruc­

tion of six hundred cities and the deaths of twenty million people. 

The Taiping Rebellion is the best documented of any of the great peasant upris­

ings in Chinese history. It got its start in south China, an area of secret societies, 

lineage feuds , and conOict between the locals and the Hakka or 'guest people', 

la ter migrants to the area with a distinct dialect and distinct customs ( their 

women did not bind their feet , for instance, and were active in farm work). This 

region, in addition, had suffered the most disruption from the Opium War. Opium 

addiction was particularly pervasive in the area , as was resist;rnce to allowing for­

eigners to reside in Guangzhou. Added to that, huge numbers of porters were put 

out of work after new ports were open, obviating the need to transport tea across 

the hills of south China to the port at Guangzhou. 

The charismatic religious leader who mobilized the discontented of south 

China was a Hakka who had failed the civil service examinations, Hong Xiuquan. 

His career as a religious leader began with visions in which a golden-bearded old 

man and a middle-aged man who addressed him as younger brother told him to 

annihilate demons. After reading a Christian tract, Hong interpreted his visions to 

mean that he was Jesus' younger brother. He turned to a Christian missionary to 

learn how to baptize, pray, and sing hymns. Attracted especially to the monothe­

ism of the Old Testament, and austerely puritanical, he instructed his followers to 

destroy idols and ancestral temples , give up opium and alcohol, and end foot­

binding and prostitution. There was a virulent anti-Manchu strain to his teachings 

as well: these wicked oppressors were the devil incarnate whom God had com­

manded him to destroy. 

By 1850 Hong had 20,000 ardent followers at his base in Guangxi, armed to 

protect themselves against banditry, but sometimes coming into clashes with 

imperial forces. That year he instructed them to sell their property and pool the 

proceeds in a common treasury. Early the next year he raised the standard of anti­

dynastic revolt and declared himself king of the Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace 

(Taiping). Inspired by a militant commitment to throw off oppressors, Taiping 

soldiers proved brave warriors. Other discontents , including secret-society mem­

bers , joined forces with the Taipings as they moved east and north , and large 

stores of government weapons and cash fell into their hands as they captured 

cities. By early 1853 they had reached Wuchang on the Yangzi River. They pro­

ceeded to Nanjing, where they defeated a major Manchu banner force of about 

5,000 combat soldiers and 35 ,000 dependants. All Manchus who did not die in 

battle, even the children, were rounded up by the victorious rebels and slaugh­

tered by burning, stabbing, or drowning. 

In Nanjing the Taipings set up a government and issued utopian calls for a new 

type of society based on the equalization of land holdings and the equality of men 

and women. Civil service examinations - open to women as well as men - were to 

be based on mastery of Hong's teachings and Chinese translations of the Bible. 
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The Taipings held on in Nanjing for a decade even though they never gained 

many gentry followers. Nor, despite their overtures, did they get aid from Christ­

ian missionaries , who quickly concluded that the Christian elements in Taiping 

doctrines were heretical. When the Taipings tried to take Shanghai in 1860 and 

1862, the westerners there organized a vigorous counterattack. Leadership prob­

lems plagued the Taipings as well; Hong remained the religious leader, but he let 

other men run much of the government and army, and they sometimes manipu­

lated him. Dissension eventually led to assassination of several top leaders. Still, 

whatever the Taipings' weaknesses, the Qing court did not find them easy to sup­

press. Only after the Chinese scholar-official Zeng Guofan built an army from his 

home base in Hunan did the situation begin to turn around. Zeng, personally 

appalled by the threat the Taipings posed to the Confucian order, recruited schol­

ars to serve as officers, and these officers recruited peasants from their communi­

ties to serve under them. It took Zeng and the 120,000 troops of his Hunan army 

ten years to destroy the Taipings. When Nanjing was finally captured,the death 

toll was enormous - Zeng claimed that the Taipings were so fanatical that they all 

took their lives, though systematic slaughter is at least as likely an explanation for 

the lack of survivors. 

Once the Taipings were defeated, the new armies had to be reassigned to deal 

with insurrections that had broken out elsewhere, since the evident weakness of 

the central government had invited malcontents everywhere to seize power for 

themselves. In the north China plain, especially along the route of the Grand 

Canal, villagers driven to banditry had become a scourge; these 'Nian' gangs 

would seize villagers' crops, rob merchants , and kidnap wealthy landlords to hold 

them ransom. In the southwest and northwest, Muslim and Miao rebellions flared 

up, revealing the potential for ethnic separatism to lead provinces on the periph­

ery to break away from central control. It took Zeng and his protege Li Hongzhang 

four more years to suppress the Nian rebels. It took until 1873 before the insu­

rrections of Muslims in Yunnan and Gansu had been put down by other provincial 

generals. Not until 1879 was Zuo Zongtang able to lead troops from Gansu into 

Xinjiang to defeat Muslim invaders there. 

The Qing dynasty's success in suppressing these rebellions can be taken as evi­

dence that the Chinese gentry fully sided with it. Uprisings on the scale of the 

Taiping rebellion had toppled many dynasties: the Yellow Turbans brought down 

the Han, White Lotus rebels destroyed the Yuan, and Li Zicheng brought an end 

to the Ming. In most of these cases, those generals who proved able to defeat the 

rebels were soon fighting among themselves to see who would get to found the 

new dynasty. The Qing after the Taiping rebellion had some resemblance to the 

late Tang, which survived the An Lushan rebellion only by creating regional 

armies that in turn undermined central control. The Hunan army of Zeng Guofan 

and the Anhui army of Li Hongzhang, however, functioned as imperial armies , 

deployed outside their home provinces. The power of the central government was 
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troops loyal to the Qing often 

had to lay siege to their 

strongholds. 
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somewhat compromised, however, since in the post-rebellion period provinces 

gained greater fiscal autonomy, able to keep more of the taxes collected for their 

own purposes. ln addition, Manchu domination of the military establishment was 

brought to an end . The Chinese scholar-official Li Hongzhang, who outlived 

Zeng Guofan by nearly three decades , came to hold as much power as any of the 

Manchus at court. 

SELF-STRENGTHENING 

In 1860 the Taipings held Nanjing; the Russians were encroaching in Central 

Asia; and British and French troops were in Beijing, where they had destroyed and 

looted the Summer Palace as retaliation for Chinese refusals to meet the terms of 

a recent treaty. That the dynasty might collapse if it did not take urgen j action was 

a plausible fear. 

Reform-minded officials had to try to revitalize the dynasty. Their fi 
1
st goal was 

to re-establish local control and restore the economy by reducing government 

expenditures , repairing the transportation infrastructure , and inducing peasants 

to return to abandoned land. They drew on a large body of writings on tax assess­

ment, water-control , grain transport, defence, suppression of bandits, and similar 

statecraft topics. But they also recognized the need to reorganize the military 
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along western lines and to deal with western nations in accordance with western 

diplomatic protocol, if for no other reason than that problems with foreigners 

were distracting the government from its most urgent tasks. 

In the 1860s and 1870s, on the advice of men like Zeng Guofan and Li 

Hongzhang, the court authorized setting up factories and dockyards to manufac­

ture western-style weapons and warships. Even these measures , which turned out 

to be insufficient, provoked considerable resistance and became the subjects of 

factional struggles. One respected neo-Confucian scholar, the grand secretary 

Woren , objected to the establishment of an interpreters' college on the grounds 

that 'from ancient down to modern times' there had never been 'anyone who 

could use mathematics to raise a nation from a state of decline or to strengthen it 

in times of weakness'. At all social levels from peasants to Chinese and Manchu 

officials, a majority probably kept hoping the west would just go away and 

thought that copying western social or political practices was compounding 

defeat. Nor was the pay-off for these modernizing ventures quick in coming. In 

1884-85 when China was drawn into a conflict with France over Vietnam, it took 

only an hour for the French to destroy the warships built at the Fuzhou dockyard. 

Few Chinese yet understood the speed with which western science was produc­

ing improved technology, nor that modern weapons by themselves would not be 

enough without modernized training and leadership. 

Knowledge of the west did, however, gradually improve. Books were translated 

and foreign language study introduced. Modern newspapers , with up-to-date cov­

erage of world affairs, began to appear in Shanghai and Hong Kong. Information 

was also acquired through visits abroad. In 1868, the retiring American minister 

Anson Burlingame was sent along with a Manchu and a Chinese envoy to repre­

sent China on a visit to major foreign capitals. By 1880 China had lega tions in 

London, Paris , Berlin, Madrid, Washington, Tokyo , and St Petersburg. Guo Song­

dao, the minister to England, already in 1877 wrote home of the importance of 

railroads to economic development. Even though Guo had to withdraw from pub­

lic life on his return - so savage was the attack on him from reactionary 'purist' 

critics - those in power did begin to shift their attention from strictly diplomatic 

and military issues to economic development. 

Li Hongzhang, in particular, became convinced that guns and ships were 

merely the surface manifestation of the western powers' economic strength and 

therefore in order to compete China had to modernize its economy. Li played an 

active role in starting the China Merchants' Steam Navigation Company (1872) , 

the Kaiping coal mines (1877) , a telegraph network (1879) , a cotton spinning fac­

tory (1882), and a cotton weaving mill (1890). He had the first railroad track laid 

to connect the Kaiping mines to the docks at Tianjin (1880) , aiding th develop­

ment of Tianjin into a manufacturing city A few other provincial officials under­

took comparable projects; Zhang Zhidong, for instance, opened the Hanyang Iron 

Works at Wuhan in 1890. In these joint government-merchant ventures, 
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merchants provided the capital , officials the initiative and political connections. 

The first steps of technology transfer were thus underway, but not industrial take­

off, as bureaucratic control prevented the sort of reinvestment of profits that 

would have allowed self-sustaining growth. 

There are many other reasons as well that China did not transform itself into a 

modern industrial power in the rapid way Japan did in these decades. The 

unequal treaties , with their low tariffs , kept China from protecting its fledgling 

industries from competition with better-established foreign manufacturers. A 

modern communications infrastructure was difficult to establish because of resis­

tance from people who thought railroads and telegraph lines would create unem­

ployment or disturb graves (by 1894, only 195 miles of track had been laid) . Local 

resistance to new projects also grew from poor people's suspicion that they were 

being taxed to pay for projects whose benefits would go not to them but to a small 

reformist elite. 

POPULATION GROWTH AND PEOPLES' LIVELIHOOD 

From the time when the Roman Empire broke up , China was never seriously 

rivalled as the world's most populous country. Indeed, China regularly had a 

greater population than all of the countries of Europe put together. Until 1700 

population growth was slow everywhere in the world, never exceeding half a per 

cent per year for any lengthy period. Thereafter, populations through much of 

Eurasia began growing at more rapid rates , increasing 50 per cent or more during 

the course of the eighteenth century, probably as a result of a combination of such 

developments as global warming that lengthened the growing season , new crops 

increasing food supply, a reduction of disease after a period when increased global 

traffic had spread new diseases, and advances in state organization improving the 

delivery of relief in times of famine . In a small part of the world - western Europe 

- increased rates of growth were soon moderated by changed family practices, pri­

marily later marriage and increased rates of celibacy. In even more limited regions 

of England and the Netherlands the eighteenth century upswing in population 

coincided with the industrial revolution, allowing standards of living to rise as the 

population grew. Elsewhere population growth was less of a boon. In 1800 China 

had about 300 million people, Russia 40 million, Japan 30 million, and England 

11 million. From 1800 to 1850 China added at least another 100 million people, 

reaching over 400 million. 

In China the population explosion had enormous consequences for every 

aspect of Chinese life. For every Chinese person living in 1650, there were three 

in 1850. Villages and towns grew closer, farms grew smaller, forests were hewn 

down and ploughed up, labour was in surplus everywhere, suppressing wages and 

intensifying the competitiveness of everyday life. Until the end of the eighteenth 

century these processes had as many positive consequences as negative ones, as 

they fostered regional development and commercialization, but by the beginning 
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of the nineteenth century the negative consequences were becoming pronounced. 

Both the massive rebellions of the mid-nineteenth century and the difficulties 

reformers and entrepreneurs encountered in developing modern industry owe 

much to the economic consequences of these demographic trends. 

As population pressure mounted, farmers intensified their efforts; they 

expanded use of irrigation and fertilizer and opened lands previously considered 

too marginal (sometimes growing new-world crops like sweet potatoes and 

maize). But once all of the land that could profitably be exploited using traditional 

methods was under cultivation, any increase in food supply had to come from less 

and less rewarding additions of labour or marginal land. Not only did this reduce 

agricultural productivity, but it had long-term effects on local ecology. Cutting 

forests on hills to grow new crops hurt those further downstream, since defor­

estation worsened soil erosion and silting of rivers , leading to flooding. When 

arable land was extended by building polders or dykes along the edge of lakes, 

lakes disappeared or shrunk, their catchment basins so reduced that they could 

no longer contain flood waters. 

The steady increase in population also complicated the introduction of indus­

trial manufacturing. As farms grew smaller, there was a surplus of labour available 

in farming households. Peasant households with unprofitable farms made ends 

meet by sending men out to work or engaging in sideline production at home , 
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As the west came to loom 

larger in Chinese affairs , Chi­

nese began to show curiosity 

about western customs, not 

unlike the curiosity Europeans 

had felt about Chinese cus­

toms a couple of centuries 

earlier. The caption to this 

illustration in a popular 1890s 

magazine begins 'Different 

places have different customs', 

and notes that western con­

ventions like shaking hands 

and kissing cheeks should be 

likened to Chinese kneeling 

and bowing. Thus in France, 

as depicted here, a daughter­

in-law kisses her father-in-law 

and brother-in-law goodbye, 

something required by good 

manners among high-ranking 

families there. To the Chinese, 

it goes without saying, such 

behaviour was considered 

quite indecent. 
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mostly spinning and weaving performed by women and girls. These sidelines 

posed an obstacle to the establishment of textile factories. Because farmers' wives 

and daughters would work at spinning and weaving for a return that would not be 

sufficient to maintain a full-time worker, urban factories could not compete. 

Too many people trying to make a living on too few resources naturally also 

exacerbated social tensions. As an area filled up and the choicest lands were occu­

pied, the potential for conflict over rights to water or rights to tenancy naturally 

increased. Feuds between ethnic groups, lineages , or villages became all too com­

mon. Hard times also led to a rise in the rate of female infanticide, as families felt 

they could not afford to raise more than two or three children, but saw sons as 

necessities. The inescapable consequence was a shortage of marriageable women, 

reducing the incentive for young men to stay near home and do as their elders 

told them. Those who did not join bandit gangs or emigrate tended to drift into 

cities where they might find work as boatmen, carters , sedan-chair carriers , and, 

by the end of the century, as rickshaw pullers. 

The new international order China was forced to join during the nineteenth 

century did little to ease these economic strains. Some merchants and entrepre-
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neurs in the treaty ports amassed fortunes, but no region really boomed. As 

the importation of opium skyrocketed, China's balance of payments suffered, and 

this in turn resulted in a long period of deflation and recession. Prices dropped 

by half from 1815 to 1850. Yet because of changing copper-silver ratios a tax 

obligation that had required handing over 100 copper cash in 1800 required 200 

cash by 1850. 

The slow introduction of machine-powered manufacturing also caused dislo­

cations. As late as 1875 almost all cotton yarn used in China was hand-spun there , 

but by 1905 only half. Machine-spinning, which is certainly much more efficient 

than hand-spinning, helped the Chinese economy in the long run, but until the 

machine-spinning was done in China (which was largely the case by 1925) , and 

until those who had depended on hand-spinning for extra income found other 

employment (such as knitting or weaving with machine-spun yarn) , tens of thou­

sands of village families suffered financially from its introduction. 

THE CHINESE DIASPORA 

During the nineteenth century, when millions of Europeans emigrated to the 
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Lineage organization remained 

strong through the nineteenth 

century, especially in south 

China. In some areas, descend­

ants had paintings made of 

their ancestors for use during 

the group sacrifices performed 

at New Year. In this detail 

from a large painting owned 

by the Wu family of Liancheng 

county in Fujian, the ancestor 

of the eighteenth generation is 

shown flanked by his two 

wives and above his three 

sons. Although these individu­

als were ordinary commoners 

in life , they are depicted in 

officials' garments, a reflection 

of the ranks it was hoped they 

had attained in heaven. 
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Americas and Australia , millions of Chinese emigrated as well , mostly to South­

east Asia, but some travelling much further from home. As in the case of Europe, 

both push and pull factors prompted emigration. As population swelled, oppor­

tunities for internal migration to thinly populated regions all but disappeared. 

Then, after 1842, the economic decline around Guangzhou brought on by the 

local collapse of the tea trade increased the supply there of young men in need of 

a way to make a living. 

On the pull side were new opportunities abroad. Since Ming times, Chinese 

from the southern coastal regions of Fujian and Guangdong had formed mercan­

tile communities throughout Southeast Asia. In Buddhist countries like Thailand 

and Vietnam, Chinese often assimilated, intermarrying with the local population 

and adopting their language and customs. They rarely assimilated in Muslim areas 

(such as Java) , Catholic areas (such as the Philippines), or primitive tribal areas 

(such as northern Borneo). In these places, Chinese communities remained sepa­

rate and distinct , many of them consisting primarily of speakers of one dialect. 

Voluntary associations, such as the Triads, were frequently the main organiza­

tional force in these Chinese communities , as local authorities preferred to let 

them govern themselves. 

With the expansion of European imperialism into Southeast Asia, new oppor­

tunities were created for enterprising Chinese. After Singapore was founded on a 

nearly barren island in 1819, Chinese poured in. The region around Guangzhou 

was soon sending thousands of men to work in the tin mines in nearby spots in 

Malaysia. By 1850 there were about 10,000 Chinese in the city of Malacca, and the 

Chinese had become the dominant ethnic group in the nearby cities of Kuala 

Lumpur and Singapore. Further away, in Sarawak and Sabah, on the north side of 

the island of Borneo , Hakkas from Guangdong were arriving in large numbers , 

encouraged by British authorities who perceived a local shortage of labour. 

Chinese fared better in some places than in others. Great fortunes were made 

from the tin business in British-dominated Malaysia, where the Chinese commu­

nity included both old overseas families long settled in Malacca, who spoke Malay, 

and a much larger number of more recent immigrants, mostly Cantonese speak­

ers. In the Spanish-controlled Philippines and Dutch-controlled Indonesia, how 

ever, the Chinese had to put up with repeated persecutions. Early in the 

nineteenth century, the Dutch seized the mines in Borneo that Chinese had 

worked for generations, and hostilities between the Chinese settlers and the 

Dutch lasted until 1854, after which Chinese emigration to the region essentially 

ceased. Yet the Dutch conquest of southern Sumatra led to a massive immigration 

of Chinese to work in the sugar and tobacco plantations there, beginning in 1864. 

In Java, where Chinese merchant communities were well established, the Dutch 

used Chinese merchants as tax farmers , and some Chinese became very rich in 

this way. By 1900 there were more than 500,000 Chinese living in the Dutch East 

Indies (now Indonesia). 
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Starting in the 1840s, because the world-wide anti-slavery movement had 

largely ended the trade in African slaves , labour contractors began coming to 

China to recruit cheap workers. Unscrupulous foreign contractors and equally 

unsavoury Chinese middlemen signed up hundreds of thousands of Chinese to 

work for plantations and mines in Cuba , Peru , Hawaii, Sumatra, and elsewhere. 

These 'coolies' (from the Chinese kuli , for 'bitter labourers') were often treated lit­

tle better than slaves during transit and at the plantations and mines. Some of the 

worst abuses were in Peru , where nearly 100,000 Chinese had arrived by 1875, 

lured by promoters who had promised them easy riches only to find themselves 

forced to work in chains if they tried to flee. In Hawaii , sugar planters brought 

over the first Chinese labourers in 1852 on three- or five-year contracts, giving 

them $3 per month plus room and board for a twelve-hour day, six days a week. 

Yet many of those who finished their contracts chose to stay in Hawaii, where they 

set up small businesses, eventually forming an important part of the Hawaiian 

business community. By 1900 there were about 25 ,000 Chinese in Hawaii. 

Discovery of gold in California in 1848, Australia in 1851, and British Colum­

bia in 1858 led to a large voluntary migration to these still thinly settled areas. In 

California few arrived soon enough to make lucrative strikes, and they drifted 

into other lines of work. Thousands found employment laying railways and oth­

ers took up mining in Wyoming and Idaho. In 1880 more than 100,000 Chinese 

men were living in the western part of the United States, but only 3,000 women. 

Friction between Chinese and white settlers erupted periodically, spurred by 

racist rhetoric that depicted Chinese as depraved, lawless opium smokers. In 1882 
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The Chinese who settled in 

Singapore or nearby regions of 

the Malaysian Straits adopted 

a style of dress that incorpo­

rated diverse features , as seen 

in this 1918 family gathering. 
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Chinese labourers were banned from obtaining American citizenship and immi­

gration of Chinese labourers was suspended. In 1888 President Cleveland 

declared the Chinese 'impossible of assimilation with our people, and dangerous 

to our peace and welfare'. It became nearly impossible for Chinese men to bring 

over wives, and even to bring sons Chinese labourers usually had to engage in 

deception, such as getting a merchant to claim the boy was his son. 

Chinese in these scattered communities retained an interest in what was going 

on in China, where most had relatives. Although a majority of those who left 

China were probably illiterate, as they prospered they saw to it that their children 

learned to read Chinese, and Chinese-language newspapers circulated in all areas 

of significant Chinese settlement. Even though few Mandarin speakers were to be 

found among the immigrants, and spoken language could not tie them together, 

the written language and common ties to China made it possible for scattered 

communities of overseas Chinese to identify with each other. By the end of the 

nineteenth century they were playing a role in Chinese politics (see Chapter 10). 

TOTAL HUMILIATION, 1894-1900 

Nothing seemed to go right for China in the last years of the nineteenth century. 

First came the humiliating discovery that Japan had succeeded where China had 
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failed and now posed a threat to China. From about the time the Taiping Rebel­

lion began, Japan had embarked on a determined effort to make itself into a mod­

ern country, capable of defending itself against any of the western powers. By the 

1890s Japan had achieved a great deal: it had a constitutional monarchy; the priv­

ileges of the old ruling class had largely been eliminated; new industries had been 

founded; and a universal school system was turning out young men ready to take 

positions in a modern army and navy. Japan thus felt ready to become an imperi­

alist itself. 

In the 1870s Japan laid claim to the Ryukyus , islands that had long had tribu­

tary relations with China. Next Japan turned its attention to Korea , which had 

been one of Qing China's most loyal vassals, sending four tribute missions a year. 

Japan had forced Korea to 'open' itself in 1876, much as the United States had 

forced Japan to 'open' two decades earlier. When a rebellion broke out in Korea in 

1894 both China and Japan rushed to send troops. The Japanese were looking to 

provoke a war with China and so sank a steamer carrying Chinese troops. In the 

ensuing war, the Chinese navy fared poorly, its worst losses coming when the 

Japanese went overland to take the Chinese port city of Weihaiwei from the rear, 
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Japanese efforts to strengthen 

the country in the late nine­

teenth century had verged on 

wholesale westernization, as 

is evident in the differences in 

dress of the Chinese and 

Japanese officials assigned to 

negotiate a treaty after China's 

disastrous defeat in 1894/95. 

The elderly Li Hongzhang is 

depicted seated in the front. 

After a Japanese fanatic shot 

and wounded him in the face , 

the Japanese had to temper 

their demands . 
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Even the modern urge to find 

positive role models among 

women or the past cannot 

make a heroine or Empress 

Dowager Cixi, the power 

behind the throne during the 

reigns or two young emperors 

from 1861 to 1908. When her 

son the Tongzhi emperor died 

at the age or eighteen in 1875, 

she appointed her three-year­

old nephew as heir, assuring 

herself continued tenure as 

regent. Selrish and ignorant, at 

a time when China needed 

bold, risk-taking leadership , 

she played reactionaries off 

against reformers, seeming to 

support modernization pro­

jects while encouraging critics 

to attack them. 
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turning the Chinese guns on the Chinese fleet in the bay. This then was a defeat 

not of Chinese-produced weapons (most were actually foreign-bought) but of 

Chinese leadership and strategy. 

China sued for peace and sent its most distinguished elder statesman, Li 

Hongzhang, to negotiate. China agreed to the cession of Liaodong and Taiwan, an 

indemnity of 200 million ounces of silver, and Japan's right to open factories in 

China, which by the terms of the most-favoured national clause then was 

extended to all of the other powers. Much to the indignation of the Japanese, the 

European powers were not pleased with this outcome, and pressured Japan to give 

back Liaodong for an additional fifty million ounce indemnity. 

This was the era when Africa and Southeast Asia were being carved up by the 

powers, who each feared the others would get the best pickings. Seeing how eas­

ily China was defeated by Japan, the western powers began scrambling for con­

cessions in China. Germany seized Jiaozhou in Shandong; Russia got Liaodong; 

Britain leased Weihaiwei in Shandong and the New Territories next to Hong 

Kong; France leased Guangzhou bay near Hainan island. Only the Italian demand 

for territory was successfully refused. 

At this juncture, when China seemed about to be dismembered, a group of 

young scholars in Beijing to take the jinshi examination presented a long memor­

ial to the throne urging thorough-going reforms. China needed to raise taxes, 

develop a state bank, build a railway network and a commercial fleet, and set up 

a modern postal system, they argued. The government should call on Chinese 

who had emigrated abroad for technical help in these and 

other modernizing endeavours. The leaders of this group 

were Kang Youwei , thirty-seven, and Liang Qichao, 

twenty-two , both from Guangdong. Of all the Confucian 

scholars then struggling to find justification for modern­

ization from within China's tradition, Kang was perhaps 

the most brilliant, presenting Confucius in a new light , as 

an institutional innovator and proponent of change. In 

1898 when the empress dowager allowed her nephew, the 

23-year-old Guangxu emperor, to rule on his own, he 

called on Kang to help him step up reform. Kang submitted 

several essays, including one on the fate of Poland (divided 

by the European powers in the eighteenth century) and 

one on the triumphs of the Meiji reformers in Japan . The 

emperor was soon issuing edict after edict ordering 

reforms in education, commerce, government and the mil­

itary. After three months of this , Empress Dowager Cixi 

had had enough. Afraid that the reforms would undermine 

the position of the Manchus, she locked up Guangxu and 

captured and executed those of the reformers she could 
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find. Kang and Liang, safely out of Beijing at the time , 

managed to flee to Japan. But hopes for reform from the 

top were dashed. 

Further humiliation for the Qing dynasty came just two 

years later with the Boxer Rebellion. The secret society at 

the centre of this uprising called itself the 'Harmonious 

Fists'. Like many earlier secret societies, the Boxers com­

bined traditional martial arts with shamanistic belief in 

special powers; to this they added the explosive ingredient 

of xenophobia, blaming China's ills on the evil of foreign­

ers, especially the missionaries who had ventured out of 

the treaty ports into the Chinese interior to tell Chinese 

that their beliefs and practices were wrong and backward. 

In 1898 the Boxers emerged in impoverished northwest 

Shandong. As they seized and destroyed the property of 

foreign missionaries and the Christian converts whose 

privileges they decried , they attracted more and more 

young men trying to survive on the margins of local soci-

ety, including peasants, discharged soldiers, canal boat trackers , and salt smug­

glers. When the government in Shandong took action against them, the Boxers 

moved elsewhere. Small groups of Boxers began to appear in Beijing and Tianjin 

in June 1900, harassing and sometimes killing both foreigners and converts. 

Western powers protested and prepared for war. Empress Dowager Cixi wavered 

but finally decided to support the Boxers, deluding herself into thinking they 

might solve the foreign problem for her, since nothing else had worked. When the 

Boxers laid siege to the foreign legation quarters , the empress dowager issued a 

declaration of war: 'The foreigners have been aggressive toward us , infringed on 

our territorial integrity, trampled our people under their feet. . .. The common 

people suffer greatly at their hands , and each one of them is vengeful. ' Boxers 

spread also to other provinces where they attacked mission compounds. In 

August, 20,000 troops drawn from over a dozen nations marched from Tianjin to 

Beijing, where they lifted the siege and looted the city. Meanwhile the empress, 

with the emperor in tow, had fled. Li Hongzhang was again called on to negotiate, 

and he had to accept a whole series of penalties, including cancelling the exami­

nations for five years in areas where anti-foreign violence occurred (punishment 

for gentry collaboration) , and a staggering indemnity of 450 million ounces of sil­

ver, almost twice the government's annual revenues , to be paid over forty years, 

with interest. Ordinary people had risen up , thinking they could rid China of its 

enemies, only to find that their efforts left China in an even worse predicament. 

China as a polity was expanded during the Qing dynasty, but China as a civiliza­

tion suffered a series of blows. First was the alien conquest by the Manchus. That 
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In 1896, at the age of seventy­

four, Li Hongzhang went on a 

world tour, representing 

China at the coronation of the 

Russian czar and visiting the 

German, Dutch , Belgian , 

French , British , and American 

heads of state. Here he is 

shown sitting with the retired 

British prime minister William 

Gladstone. 
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Above. The Boxers - mostly poor peasants from 

Shandong and Hebei provinces - placed the 

blame for hard times on foreign encroachment 

and Christian missionaries. When the Boxers 

appeared in Tianjin , depicted here, they alarmed 

foreign residents , who had already heard many 

rumours of the viciousness of their attacks. 

Right. On 14 August 1900, 20,000 foreign troops 

- mainly from Japan , Russia, Britain and its 

colonies , the United States , France , and Germany 

- entered Beijing through this great gate on its 

wall . After lifting the siege on the legation quar­

ter, they set about capturing and punishing 

Boxers in and near the capital and looting the city. 
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China had once again succumbed to the military might of a northern neighbour 

and that Chinese men had to alter their hairstyle as a sign of submission raised 

questions about China's greatness. Committed Confucians could take comfort in 

notions of Confucian universalism and maintain belief in China's moral centrality 

by focusing on the Chinese side of Manchu rule, such as the ways the Manchus 

adopted Chinese institutions and fulfilled the role of Son of Heaven, ruling All­

Under-Heaven through their moral virtue. After all, Kangxi, Yongzheng, and 

Qianlong proved their ability to manage the Chinese state as well or better than 

any Ming emperor. Still, ethnic tensions erupted from time to time, and even after 

two centuries of Manchu rule ordinary people retained an awareness that the 

rulers were alien conquerors - witness the use made of anti-Manchu slogans by 

the Taiping rebels. 

The failure of China to come off well in its nineteenth-century encounters with 

the western imperialist powers was at least as heavy a blow to Chinese self-confi­

dence. Western Europe had undergone dramatic change between the mid Ming 

and the mid Qing - moving from the Renaissance and age of Columbus through 

the Reformation, the rise and fall of the Spanish empire, to the Enlightenment, the 

French Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. Both in technology and in polit­

ical organization China found itself at a disadvantage. It had become enmeshed in 

an international economic order stacked against late comers, an order whose rules 

China had no ability to shape. 

But even if we recognize that China's precipitous drop in world standing had as 

much to do with the rise of Europe as the decline of China, it remains difficult to 

be upbeat about the history of China in the nineteenth century. It is much easier 

to find people to criticize than people to celebrate. Chinese and Manchu officials 

who resisted every effort to copy from the west seem irresponsibly obscurantist, 

blind to the damage delay was inflicting. Chinese officials who promoted limited 

measures to learn western science or military technology without any other 

aspects of western culture can be dismissed as short-sighted and inept, wasting 

time with half measures that would not work. Similarly, officials who thought 

they could attain industrial growth through projects designed and sponsored by 

the government can be charged with failing to appreciate the key dynamic 

elements of capitalist expansion and thus wasting scarce resources. Outside 

the scholar-official class it is just as difficult to find heroes. None of the leaders 

of the mid-century rebellions showed the kind of visionary leadership that would 

have been needed to unite China and lead it forward. The Boxers' solution to 

the foreign menace can hardly be seen as helpful. Chinese merchants in the 

treaty ports, it is true, often found ways to build great fortunes, but rarely did they 

develop ways to extend the benefits they were gaining to a broader segment of 

the population. 

Could things have turned out differently? Would China have fared better if 

culture had not taken a conservative turn in the early Qing7 Did this turn keep 
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scholars from following up on their initial interest in the Jesuits' scientific knowl­

edge? Would China have modernized as quickly as Japan if Qianlong had been 

entranced by Macartney and taken up his offers and suggestions? Or if its leaders 

had not been preoccupied by internal adversaries in the 1850s and 1860s? Would 

China have done better if the Taipings had succeeded in overthrowing the Qing, 

and someone like Zeng Guofan or Li Hongzhang had founded a new dynasty and 

provided vigorous leadership? What if the dynasty in power had not been an alien 

one? Would that have made mobilization for modernization any easier? This list 

could be extended indefinitely. There is nothing inevitable, I think, about the 

results of the confrontation between China and the imperialist powers: a whole 

concatenation of contingent events contributed to the outcome. 

The exact twist one puts on China's decline during the nineteenth century 

depends on one's assessment of China in the twentieth century. Those who cele­

brate how thoroughly China broke with the past in the twentieth century to 

become a modern, forward-looking society can view China's steady decline in 

standing during the nineteenth century as a blessing in disguise: the centralized 

bureaucratic monarchy, the patriarchal family, and the scholar- official elite were 

all so deeply embedded in Chinese culture and society that it took a century of 

bad news to undermine people's belief in them and force them to recognize that 

change was both possible and necessary. On the other hand, those who look on 

the twentieth century as just as tragic as the nineteenth have reason to feel that 

the Chinese people might have been spared much suffering if China had managed 

to muddle through this stage of its encounter with the west without suffering so 

much humiliation, for then revolutionary change might not have come to seem 

absolutely necessary to so many thinking Chinese. 



MlORKING FOR A LIVING 

Through the nineteenth century, industrialization had 
very little impact on how most people in China made 
their living. The new technology of photography, how­

ever, gives us a new perspective on the lives of ordinary Chi­
nese. Glimpses of men, women, and children at work were 
captured by western visitors from 1860 on, especially after 
1880 when cameras became easier to carry and use. Impres­
sions of what Chinese life was like in earlier periods owes 
much to the images created by artists who usually tended, 
consciously or unconsciously, to prettify much of what they 
depicted. No such filter keeps us from seeing the harsher side 
of daily toil in more recent times. 
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Left 

A common fate of those trained in the 
classics but unsuccessful in the examina­
tions was teaching in village schools. 

Even at the end of the nineteenth cen­

tury, most schoolchildren were taught to 

read the traditional way, learning pas­

sages by rote then reciting them with 

their backs to the teacher. 

Below 

Farmers who could not afford to keep a 

draft animal had to pull their ploughs 

themselves. 
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Transport in many parts of the country remained largely a matter of human muscle power well 

into the twentieth century. These porters, photographed in 1908, are carrying about 300 

pounds of brick tea through the mountains from Sichuan to Tibet. 
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Left 
Even women with bound feet 

could find employment in 

Shanghai with its many work­

shops. These women (grouped 

for the photographer's conve­

nience) are sorting tea leaves. 

Below 

When only hand tools were 

available, sawing logs for con­

struction required both skill 

and strength. 
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Taking Action: 
The Early Twentieth Century 1900-1949 

The half century from 1900 to 1949 was a period of intense effort on the part of 

an increasingly diverse elite to refashion China into a powerful , modern state. 

Centre stage was taken by energetic men and women who felt compelled to act: to 

promote new ideas, start new enterprises , build new institutions , organize the 

oppressed, fight corruption, and defeat aggressors. Patriots wanted to reconstitute 

China as a nation of the Chinese people and make it strong enough to stand up to 

foreign threats. Intellectuals and artists wanted to create a new culture that would 

be Chinese but modern. 

Revolutionaries succeeded in toppling the Qing dynasty in 1911, but their ini­

tial efforts to replace it with a republican government foundered. From 1916 to 

1927 China was politically fragmented as local warlords competed for supremacy 

and imperialist powers extended their domination. Even after political division 

was largely overcome by the Nationalists , bitter strife between the Communists 

and the Nationalists and Japan's progressive aggression kept the Nationalists in a 

state of war, deflecting them from their goals of modernization. During the war 

with Japan, the Communist Party successfully mobilized poor peasants into a 

well-disciplined fighting force, an army that eventually defeated the much better­

equipped Nationalist army in civil war. 

UNDERMINING THE QING DYNASTY 

During the first decade of the twentieth century, the Qing dynasty was under­

mined simultaneously on nearly every front. Its moral authority had been greatly 

weakened by the final events of the nineteenth century, the defeat by Japan, the 

Empress Dowager's coup against the emperor, and the imperialists' intervention 

into the Boxer Rebellion. In localities across the country, a more activist local elite 

was emerging, eager to take part in the refashioning of the political order, out of 

both idealistic and self-interested motives. 

The story of the overthrow of China's 2,000-year tradition of monarchical rule 

has generally been told as a story of revolutionaries inspired by ideas from abroad. 

In the last decades of the Qing the educated were gaining a better grasp of how 

wealth and power had been secured by the European powers and Japan. Yan Fu, 

one of the first to study in England, published translations of Huxley's Evolution 

and Ethics (1898), Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations (1900), JS. Mill's On Liberty 

(1903) and Logic (1905), Herbert Spencer's A Study of Sociology (1903), and Mon­

tesquieu's The Spirit of Laws (1909). Yan Fu argued that the western form of gov­

ernment freed the energy of the individual , which could then be channelled 

toward collective goals , in contrast to the Chinese 'Way of the Sages' which dis-
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The Nationalist army succeeded in driving out the Communist 

Party fro m central China in 1934 (beginning the fa med Long 

March, which eventually took them to Yan'an in Shaanxi), bu t 

had little success in s temming the Japanese invas ion of 1937. 
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couraged the development of the people's capabilities. Yan Fu once commented 

that only 30 per cent of China's troubles were caused by foreigners; the rest were 

her own fault and could be remedied by her own actions. 

During the decade 1900 to 1910 probably the best-known reformers were Kang 

Youwei and Liang Qichao. After fleeing the wrath of the Empress Dowager, Kang 

travelled widely, visiting overseas Chinese communities, while Liang settled in 

Japan where by 1906 over ten thousand Chinese students were studying. The 

experience of living in a foreign country, where they felt humiliated by China's 

weakness and backwardness, aroused ardent nationalistic feelings in these stu­

dents. Liang published magazines for them in which he analysed China's deterio­

rating condition and introduced western ideas. He promoted the idea that China 

could become strong through 'democracy', which to him meant a government that 

drew its strength from the people, not necessarily a representative government or 

one that defended individual rights. Having travelled in the United States for five 

months in 1903 , Liang was not enthusiastic about the American form of republi­

can, populist democracy, but he found much to admire in the statist ideas and 

constitutional monarchies of Japan and Germany. 

Back in China , the Qing court was itself edging in the direction of constitu­

tionalism and parliamentary government. In 1905 the civil service examinations 

were abolished and steps were taken to set up both a modern school system 

and a modern government bureaucracy. A modern police force , for instance , 

was introduced. After collecting advice from abroad, in 1908 Empress Dowager 

Cixi announced a plan to phase in constitutional principles over a nine-year 

period of tutelage. 

With the mysterious death of the 33-year-old Guangxu emperor, reported to 

have occurred the day before the empress dowager died at age seventy-three, 

China once again had an infant on the throne, and hope for a Japanese-style con­

stitutional monarchy looked less and less promising. Still , in 1909 consultative 

provincial assemblies met in each province and sent representatives to Beijing. 

Although only a tiny portion of the population had been allowed to vote in the 

elections, the impact of the assemblies was magnified by the excitement that the 

idea of participatory government generated. 

Such top-down reforms were not change enough for the growing reformist seg­

ment of the elite, not to mention real revolutionaries. In 1903 the nineteen-year­

old Zou Rong had published an inflammatory tract, calling for the creation of a 

'revolutionary army' to 'wipe out the five million barbarian Manchus, wash away 

the shame of 260 years of cruelty and oppression, and make China clean once 

again'. He described the 'sacred Han race , descendants of the Yellow Emperor' as 

the slaves of the Manchus and in danger of extermination. The language of Social 

Darwinism and the struggle for survival in an international arena of predatory 

states was borrowed from European rhetoric of the period, but seemed to many 

Chinese an accurate analysis of their current crisis. 
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The anti-Manchu revolutionary who would eventually be mythologized as the 

founding figure of the movement was Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yatsen, 1866-1925). 

Like Hong Xiuquan, Kang Youwei, and Liang Qichao, Sun came from Guangdong, 

but unlike them, he was neither from a literati family nor trained in the Confucian 

classics. Two of his uncles had emigrated to the United States in the gold rush 

days, and another uncle and brother went to Hawaii , where Sun was sent in 1879. 

After Sun became interested in Christianity, his brother sent him back to China. 

No longer fitting into his village, he went to Hong Kong, where he was baptized 

and studied western medicine. It was in Hong Kong that Sun and his friends 

began discussing the advantages of a republic, the kind of government they had 

learned about in their westernized schools. They thought the best way to over­

throw the Manchus would be to ally with the secret societies so pervasive in the 

south. The Triads were not only anti-Manchu, but they had large mass followings 

and an organizational base reaching from one province to another. 

In 1894 Sun went to Beijing in the hope of seeing the leading reformist official 

Li Hongzhang, but when that failed he returned to Hawaii where he founded a 

hundred-member chapter of the Revive China Society. The next year he set up a 

similar group in Hong Kong. The society's efforts to instigate an uprising with 

secret society members as the muscle never got very far, however. Meanwhile Sun 

continued to look for support outside China . In 1896 he cut off his queue and 

began wearing western clothes. He spent time in England where he discovered 

that many westerners saw flaws in their own institutions and were advocating a 

variety of socialist solutions. As others would after him, Sun began to try to devise 

ways for China to skip ahead of the west by going directly to a more progressive 

form of government. He also spent time in Japan, where he found Japanese eager 

to participate in the regeneration and modernization of China. In 1905 they 

helped Sun join forces with the more radical of the student revolutionaries to form 

the Revolutionary Alliance. Despite the difference in social background, the stu­

dents from gentry families were attracted to Sun's promise of quick solutions to 

China's problems. This Alliance sponsored seven or eight attempts at uprisings 

over the next few years. Sun himself continued to spend most of his time travel­

ling in search of funds and foreign backers. 

Sun was in Denver when a plot finally triggered the collapse of China's imper­

ial system. A bomb that accidentally exploded in the headquarters of the revolu­

tionary group in Wuchang led to a coup by the army officers fearful that their 

connections to the revolutionaries would be exposed. After taking over the city in 

less than a day, they telegraphed all the provinces asking them to declare their 

independence. Within six weeks fifteen provinces had seceded. The court in des­

peration turned to its top general, Yuan Shikai (1859-1916). Rather than mount a 

military campaign, Yuan negotiated with the revolutionaries, who , out of fear of 

foreign intervention, were willing to compromise. In the end agreement was 

reached to establish a republic with Yuan as president; the emperor would abdi-
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Sun Zhongshan spent much of 

his time abroad , trying to gain 

financial support for his cause. 

He is shown here, centre front , 

inJapan in 1916. 

Yuan Shikai , a leading general 

under the Qing, became presi­

dent of the new republic in 

1912 and promptly began act­

ing like a dicta tor. 
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cate but he and his entourage would be treated well and allowed to keep much of 

their property. In February 1912, the last Qing emperor abdicated, and in March 

Sun Zhongshan, back in China, issued a provisional constitution. 

The speed with which the Qing was ousted is evidence of how much Chinese 

society had changed since the Taiping rebellion when the educated class had ral­

lied behind the throne. Forced to look after their own interests , local elites 

increasingly found themselves in opposition to the state. Merchants, now fre­

quently organized into chambers of commerce, were more actively engaged in 

running the cities in which they lived. By the beginning of the century, both rural 
and urban elites shared the revolutionaries' zeal for modernization and reform , 

even if for different reasons; to the local elite they appeared to offer the best means 

of achieving local order. 

The new republican government never really got off the ground. The attempt 

to co-opt Yuan Shikai and his army proved a total failure . Parliamentary elections 

were held, but when in 1913 the Nationalist Party (the successor to the Revolu­

tionary Alliance) succeeded in winning more than half the seats, Yuan showed he 

had never become a constitutionalist by ordering the assassination of the key 

Nationalist organizer, Song Jiaoren. Local elites had never approved Yuan's con­

centration of power at the centre, and six provinces promptly declared their inde­

pendence. Yuan successfully used military force against them, thus establishing 

himself as a military dictator. In late 1915 he even announced that he would 

become emperor on 1 January, 1916. This action aroused enormous protest , 

which ended only when Yuan died unexpectedly in June 1916. 
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DISLODGING AUTHORITY 

The twelve years from Yuan Shikai's death until the establishment of the Nation­

alist government in 1928 are usually referred to as China's warlord period. In the 

absence of a strong central power, commanders in Yuan's old army, governors of 

provinces, local strongmen, and gangsters busied themselves building up power 

bases. Territories conquered by the Qing but never fully integrated into China 

proper, like Tibet and Mongolia, declared their independence. While Sun Zhong­

shan and his allies tried to build a power base for the nationalist revolutionaries at 

Guangzhou in the far south, a government of sorts was maintained in Beijing, 

with six different presidents and twenty-five successive cabinets. For a while the 

key struggle seemed to be for control of the north , as the strongest warlords waged 

highly destructive wars across north China. With no one in charge, bandit gangs 

appeared everywhere, often causing more disruption to everyday life even than 

the warlord armies , and forcing villages to form local defence forces. 

While all this was going on, young intellectuals were waging their own wars 

against old and outmoded ideas. Those who received modern educations felt that 

they had inherited the obligation of the literati to advise those in power; they 

moreover believed themselves uniquely qualified by their modern educations to 

'save' China. This was particularly true at the newly reorganized Beijing Univer­

sity, where Chen Duxiu , the founder of the periodical New Youth, had been 

appointed Dean of Letters. Chen, who had studied in Japan and France, was a 

zealous advocate of individual freedom. In the first issue of New Youth in 1915 he 
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Political cartoons began 

appearing in newspapers and 

magazines early in the cen­

tury. In this 1918 cartoon, the 

warlords of the north and 

south are shown trampling 

on the people as they battle 

each other. 
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Lu Xun on Chinese characteristics 

One of the most appealing personalities of the early twenti­
eth century was the author and commentator Lu Xun 
(1881-1936). As he explained in the preface to one of his 
collections of stories, 'Those who come down in the world 
learn in the process what society is really like: Thus his 

uncharitable view of both the old Chinese literati and ordi­
nary Chinese peasants and townsmen probably owes some­
thing to his childhood in a family on the way down - his 
grandfather, an official, was imprisoned for bribery, his 
father was an opium addict, and Lu Xun himself as a boy 
made many a visit to pawn shops to keep the family from 
going under. 

tache style was itself copied from the Germans? Or if Chi­
nese men in Tang and Song times had had moustaches that 
like his turned up at the tips? If fountain pens worked better 
than old-fashioned Chinese brushes and inkstones for stu­
dents taking notes in class, wouldn't it be better to manu­
facture them, as the Japanese did, than denounce their use 
as un-Chinese? Would anyone benefit from making China 

into some huge ant ique, other than foreign tourists in 
search of the quaint or literati who had nothing to be proud 
of other than their knowledge of old books and curios? 

Lu Xun's commentary took on more of a political edge 
starting in 1926 when some of his students were among 
forty-seven protestors killed in an unarmed demonstration 
in Beijing. The next year, when the Nationalist Party turned 
on the Communists, the slaughter that ensued shook him 
further. The following item, published in April 1928, contains 
both indictments of Chinese character, which were typical of 
his earlier essays, and expression of leftist leanings found in 
his later writing. 

Through his writing career, Lu Xun responded with mer­
ciless sarcasm to calls to preserve China's 'national essence'. 
Not only were there a great many traits he would have been 
happy to see the Chinese discard, but he thought it folly to 
try to distinguish between what was Chinese and what was 
not - Did his moustache, which some thought looked Japan­
ese, make him less Chinese? What if the Japanese mous-

The [Shanghai newspaper) Shen Bao 
of 6 April carried a 'Letter from 
Changsha' describing the seizure of 
the provincial committee of the Com­
munist Party by the Hunan authori­
ties, who sentenced over thirty of 
them to death and executed eight of 
them on 29 March. This article is so 
well written that I am quoting it: 

'After the execution that day, 
because three of the prisoners were 
female - Ma Shuchun, aged sixteen, 
Ma Zhichun, aged fourteen, and Fu 
Fengjun, aged twenty-four - the 
whole city turned out to have a look. 
You could hardly move for the crowd. 
The fact that the head of the Commu­
nist ringleader Guo Liang was on dis­
play at Court Gate increased the 

WIPING OUT THE REDS -
A GREAT SPECTACLE 

number of spectators. Between Court 
Gate and the Octagonal Pavilion there 
was a traffic jam. After the citizens 
near the South Gate had seen Guo 
Liang's head, they went on to the 
Teachers' Association to see the 
female corpses. Once the citizens near 
the North Gate had seen the female 
corpses at the Teachers' Association, 
they went on to see Guo Liang's head 
at Court Gate. The whole city was in a 

ferment, and fresh impetus was given 
to the urge to wipe out the Commu­
nists. Not till dusk did the spectators 
begin to disperse: 

Having copied this out, I realize I 
have blundered . I simply meant to 
make a few observations, but I see 
now that I shall probably be suspected 

of sneering (some say I do nothing but 
sneer) . Others will denounce me for 
spreading darkness, and call down 
destruction upon me so that I can 
carry all the darkness with me into the 
grave. Still, though I cannot keep 
quiet, I will confine my observations 
to 'art for art's sake'. How powerful 
that short report is! As I read it, I felt I 
could see the head impaled at Court 
Gate and the three headless female 
corpses at the Teachers' Association. 
They must have been stripped to the 
waist at least, too - or perhaps I am 
guessing wrongly because I am so 
depraved. And then all those 'citizens; 
one contingent heading south, 
another north, jostling and shouting 
... I could fill in the details too, the 
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Above. As perhaps the best-known writer of his generation, Lu Xun was fre­

quently asked to take stands on the issues of his day. He is shown here 

addressing a crowd at Beijing Normal University in November 1932. 

Right. The modernity of Lu Xun's ideas and rhetorical style were subtly adver­

tised by the striking designs of his book covers. Lu Xun admired European 

graphic art and promoted Western printmaking techniques. Shown here is the 

cover for WandeFing , a collection of his short stories published in 1926. 

rapt anticipation on some faces, the 
satisfaction on others. I have never 
come across such powerful writing in 
all the 'revolutionary' or 'realist' liter­
ature I have read .... 

Let me conclude by exposing a lit­
tle more darkness: Our present-day 
(present-day, not transcendental!) 
Chinese actually do not care about 
political parties - all they want to see 
are 'heads' and 'female corpses'. If 

these are available, no matter whose 
they are, our citizens will go to have a 
look. I have seen or heard of a good 
many cases of this in the short space 
of the last twenty years: the Boxer 
Uprising, the suppression of revolts at 
the end of the Oing dynasty, the 1913 
events [when Yuan Shikai suppres­
sed the republicans]. last year, and 
this year. 
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challenged the long-standing Confucian deference toward elders by celebrating 

youth: 'Youth is like early spring, like the rising sun, like the trees and grass in 

bud, like a newly sharpened blade.' He urged his readers not to waste their 'fleet­

ing time in arguing with the older generation on this and that, hoping for them to 

be reborn and remodelled'. They should think for themselves and not let the old 

contaminate them. In other articles he wrote that Confucianism had to be rejected 

before China could attain equality and human rights: 'We must be thoroughly 

aware of the incompatibility between Confucianism and the new belief, the new 

society, and the new state.' 

One of the first faculty members appointed to Beijing University by Chen 

Duxiu was Hu Shi, just back from seven years' study of philosophy in the United 

States at Cornell and Columbia. Hu Shi was not as all-encompassing in his rejec­

tion of tradition as Chen. The aim of the new thought, he wrote in New Youth , was 

not to replace old beliefs with ones imported from the west but to develop the 

habit of critical thought: ancient wisdom had to be re-evaluated on the basis of 

whether its tenets were still suitable to the needs of the day. 

While still in the United States, Hu Shi began a campaign to get people to aban­

don writing in the classical literary language that had been the mark of the edu­

cated person for so many centuries . 'A dead language', Hu declared , 'cannot 

produce a living literature.' Since Chinese civilization had been so closely tied to 

this language, his assertions came dangerously close to declaring Chinese civi­

lization dead. Hu Shi did recognize that the old written language had allowed 

communication between speakers of mutually unintelligible dialects and thus had 

been a source of unity, but he argued that once a national literature was produced 

in vernacular Chinese, a standard dialect would establish itself, much as such 

standard vernaculars had gained hold in Europe. Chen Duxiu supported Hu's liter­

ary reform, and soon New Youth was written entirely in colloquial Chinese. To 

Chen , the liberating effects of language reform were its strongest drawing points; 

its use would open literature to 'the people' and free thought from the stultifying 

effect of old mindsets. 

One of the first to write well in the vernacular was Lu Xun (1881-1936) , edu­

cated in Japan and well read in European literature, especially Russian. The May 

1918 issue of New Youth contained his first vernacular short story, 'Diary of a Mad­

man', a powerful condemnation of traditional Chinese civilization. In it the main 

character goes mad (or is taken to be mad) after he discovers that what his seniors 

saw as lofty values was nothing more than cannibalism. The humour of Lu Xun's 

longest story, 'The True Story of Ah Q', was also black. The protagonist is a man of 

low social standing. Always on the lookout for a way to get ahead, he is too cow­

ardly and self-deceiving ever to succeed. No matter how he is humiliated he 

claims moral superiority. His ears prick up in 1911 when he hears talk of a revo­

lution, but soon he discovers that the old, classically educated elite and the new, 

foreign-educated elite are collaborating in taking over the revolution for them-
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selves and want no interference from him. He comes to a sorry end, executed by 

representatives of the revolution for a robbery he would have liked to have com­

mitted but actually had not managed to pull off. In stories like these , Lu Xun gave 

voice to those troubled by China's prospects and weary of China's old order but 

reluctant to set their hopes on easy solutions. 

In 1919, four years after New Youth had set the 'New Culture' movement in 

motion, young people determined to arrest China's decline took to the streets, 

their anger triggered by news of how the Versailles Peace Conference was han­

dling the disposition of German rights in Shandong. In 1914 Japan as an ally of 

Britain and France had seized German territories in China. In 1917 the Chinese 

joined the allies as well, and even though they sent no combatants, they did send 

some 140 ,000 labourers to France , where they unloaded cargo ships , dug 

trenches , and otherwise provided manpower of direct use to the war effort. China 

was, thus , expecting some gain from the allies' victory, particularly in light of Wil­

son's stress on national self-determination. Unfortunately for China , Japan had 

reached a secret agreement with Britain, France, and Italy to support Japan's claim 

to German rights in Shandong. Japanese diplomats had also won the consent of 

the warlord government that held Beijing at the time. 

On 4 May 1919, when word reached them that the decision had gone in favour 

of Japan, some 3,000 Beijing students assembled at Tiananmen Square in front of 

the old palace, where they shouted patriotic slogans and tried to arouse spectators 

to action. After some students broke through police lines to beat up a pro-Japan­

ese official and set fire to the home of a cabinet minister, the governor suppressed 

the demonstrators and arrested their leaders. These actions in turn set off a wave 

of protests around the country in support of the students and their cause. Every­

one, it seemed, was on the students' side - teachers and workers, the press and the 

merchants, Sun Zhongshan and the warlords. Soon strikes closed schools in more 

than 200 cities. The Beijing warlord government finally arrested 1,150 student 

protestors, turning parts of Beijing University into a jail, but patriotic sympathy 

strikes, especially in Shanghai, soon forced the government to release them. The 

cabinet fell and China refused to sign the Treaty of Versailles. 

The protestors' moral victory set the tone for cultural politics through the 

1920s and into the 1930s. The personal and intellectual goals of the New Culture 

Movement were pursued along with and sometimes in competition with the 

national power goals of the May Fourth Movement. Nationalism, patriotism, 

progress, science, democracy, and freedom were the goals; imperialism, feudalism, 

warlordism, autocracy, patriarchy, and blind adherence to tradition were the ene­

mies. Intellectuals struggled with how to be strong and modern and yet Chinese, 

how to preserve China as a political entity in the world of competing nations. 

Many concentrated on the creation of a new literature in the vernacular, others on 

the study of western science, philosophy, and social and political thought. Promi­

nent intellectuals from the west were invited to visit China and lecture. When the 
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The outside world learned of 

the plight of China's starving 

peasants when an interna­

tional relief effort was 

mounted to aid the twenty 

million people devastated by 

the north China drought of 

1920/21. 
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educational reformer John Dewey visited in 1919 to 1921 , 

he was impressed by the openness of Chinese young peo­

ple, commenting, 'There seems to be no country in the 

world where students are so unanimously and eagerly 

interested in what is modern and new in thought, espe­

cially about social and economic matters , nor where the 

arguments which can be brought in favour of the estab­

lished order and the status quo have so little weight -

indeed are so unuttered .' Others who visited include 

Bertrand Russell (1920-21 ), Albert Einstein (1922) , Mar­

garet Sanger (1922) , and George Bernard Shaw (1933). 

The attraction to liberal western culture was strong but 

it did not go unchallenged. Some who for a while had been 

attracted to things western came to feel western culture 

was too materialistic , especially after World War I. Out of 

fear that China was in danger of losing its 'national 

essence', concerned scholars turned to studies of ancient 

history and folklore to try to identify this essence. 

With the success of the Bolshevik revolution in Russia 

in 1917, intellectuals also began to take an interest in 

Marxism-Leninism. This strain of socialism offered a blue­

print for a world of abundance without exploitation and 

had the added appeal that it was anti-western and anti­

imperialist and had just proved itself capable of bringing 

revolution to a backward country. The basic tenets of 

Marxism-Leninism were even more at odds with tradi-

tional Chinese thought than western liberal ideologies of 

democracy and representative government. The emphasis on class struggle and 

violent overthrow of those in power was diametrically opposed to Confucian 

emphasis on harmony and on respect for hierarchy, though descriptions of an 

eventual utopia of to-each-according-to-his-needs had some resonance with Chi­

nese millenarian rebel ideologies. 

For the May 1919 issue of New Youth Li Dazhao, the librarian at Beijing Uni­

versity, wrote an introduction to Marxist theory, explaining such concepts as class 

struggle and capitalist exploitation. Soon intellectuals were looking not only into 

the works of Marx but also those of Lenin and Trotsky with their evocations of an 

imminent international revolutionary upheaval that would bring an end to impe­

rialism. Though China did not have much of an urban proletariat to be the van­

guard of its revolution, the nation as a whole , Li Dazhao pointed out , could be 

looked on as exploited by the capitalist imperialist countries. Li organized a Marx­

ist study group at Beijing University that attracted progressive young intellectuals , 

including Mao Zedong, recently arrived from Hunan. At much the same time 
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Chen Duxiu was also becoming interested in Marxism. Chen had ended up in jail 

as a result of the May Fourth demonstrations , and had become disillusioned with 

the west and its talk of democracy. He resigned from his university ·post and went 

to Shanghai where he formed Marxist study groups. 

The early Marxist study groups might not have amounted to much if it had not 

been for the Comintern, the Russian-led organization to promote communist rev­

olution throughout the world. Soon after the Comintern learned of the existence 

of Marxist study groups in China , agents were sent to help them turn themselves 

into communist party cells. These agents taught Chinese organizations how to 

attain party discipline through 'democratic centralism'. Each local cell elected del­

egates to higher levels, up to the national party congress, with its central execu­

tive committee and the latter's standing cor,imittee. Delegates flowed up , 

decisions flowed down. Decisions could be debated within a cell , but once deci­

sions were reached, all were bound to obey, decisions made by higher levels being 

binding on lower ones. This Leninist form of organization provided a degree of 

discipline and centralization beyond anything in the existing repertoire of Chi­

nese organizational behaviour. Following Comintern advice, in July 1921, at a 

meeting of thirteen delegates representing fifty-seven members, the Chinese 

Communist Party constituted itself as a secret, exclusive, centralized party seek­

ing power; it broke with the anarchists and guild socialists and asserted the pri­

macy of class struggle. 

BUILDING A PARTY-STATE 

The central story in the politics of China from the early twenties to 1949 concerns 

the effort to create a new type of political centre. The ease with which Yuan Shikai 

had pushed the revolutionaries out of power demonstrated that they needed their 

own army. From the early twenties on, both the Nationalist and the Communist 

parties made concurrent attempts to build up Leninist party-states and party 

armies. Twice the two joined forces in united fronts, but at bottom they were 

rivals, both pursuing full control of a government governing all Chinese territory. 

The similarity of their party-building endeavours owes much to Comintern 

influence on both of them. Until representatives of the Comintern offered assist­

ance to Sun Zhongshan in 1921, he had had little luck in gaining the help of for­

eign powers , who treated whatever government held Beijing as the legitimate 

government of China. The newly established Soviet Union saw its interests differ­

ently; it wanted to help bui.ld a revolutionary China not only to spread world rev­

olution but also because a weak China might invite the expansion of Japan, the 

USSR's main worry to the east. In Marxist-Leninist theory, socialist revolution 

would occur by stages, and since China had not yet gone through a bourgeois , 

capitalist stage, a victory by the Nationalist revolutionaries who would overthrow 

the imperialists seemed the next stage for China. Then, in the future , when con­

ditions ripened , there could be a social revolution and a communist victory. 
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Child labour was common in 

the textile industry, not only 

because young children could 

be hired for very low wages, 

but also because, with their 

small fingers, they were good 

at tending spinning machines. 
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To help the Nationalists build a tight party organization, the Comintern sent 

advisors who introduced democratic centralism to them as well. On Borodin's 

encouragement, Sun Zhongshan elaborated his 'Three Principles of the People' 

into an ideology for the Party. The principles were nationalism (anti-imperialism) , 

democracy (anti-monarchy) , and 'people's livelihood' (now equated with social­

ism). Building a party army to allow seizure of power also was a Comintern pri­

ority; by 1925 there were about 1,000 Russian military advisors in China helping 

the Nationalists. Chinese officers were also sent to the Soviet Union, including 

Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kaishek, 1888-1975) , who was sent there for four months' 

training before being made head of a new military academy at Huangpu (Wham­

poa) near Guangzhou. The communist Zhou Enlai (1898-1976), recently 

returned from France, became deputy head of this academy's political education 

department. 

At the same time that Comintern advisors were aiding the build-up of the 

Nationalists' power base, they continued to guide the development of a Chinese 

Communist Party. This party grew slowly, and at no time in the 1920s or 1930s 

had nearly as many members or supporters as the Nationalist Party. In 1922, on 

Comintern urging, the decision was made to ally with the Nationalists , as a con­

sequence of which members of the Communist Party joined the Nationalist Party 

as individuals but continued separate Communist Party activities on the side. 

The development of China's industries made labour organizing a fertile field for 

communists in the 1920s. During World War I, a drastic reduction in Europe's 

capacity to export allowed China's industries to expand rapidly; from 1914 to 

1922 the number of looms in textile factories increased threefold, from 4,800 to 

19,000. Conditions in China's factories in the 1920s were as bad as they had been 

a century earlier in Britain, with twelve-hour days, seven­

day weeks, and widespread child labour, especially in tex­

tile mills. Labour contractors often recruited in the 

countryside and kept workers in conditions of debt slav­

ery, providing the most minimal housing and food. That 

many of the factories were foreign-owned (increasingly 

Japanese-owned) added to friction between the propri­

etors and the workers. With the support and encourage­

ment of organizers , such workers were quite willing to 

strike; there were fifty major strikes in 1921 and ninety­

one in 1922. Anti-union violence became common as well. 

In one incident in 1923 soldiers of the warlord Wu Peifu 

killed sixty-five striking railway workers in Henan. 

Agitation against capitalist factory owners became more 

and more entangled with agitation against the unequal 

treaties and the privileges of foreigners in the treaty ports. 

The incident that created the greatest uproar occurred on 
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30 May 1925, when the British police in the International 

Settlement in Shanghai shot at a group of demonstrators , 

killing eleven. Almost immediately strikes, boycotts , and 

demonstrations were staged all over the country. Then in 

June in Guangzhou fifty-two Chinese demonstrators were 

killed when British troops opened fire , which led to a huge 

strike and a boycott of trade with Hong Kong. In these cir­

cumstances union and party recruiting by both the Com­

munists and the Nationalists was very successful. The 

time seemed ripe to mobilize patriots across the country to 

fight the 'twin evils' of warlordism and imperialism , to 

reunify the country under a government strong enough 

and determined enough to end the unequal treaties and 

the semi-colonial status of the treaty ports. 

In 1925 , before the planned Northern Expedition to 

reunify the country could be mounted, Sun Zhongshan 

died of cancer. The recently reorganized Nationalist Party 

held together after his death despite the jostling of more 

leftist and more rightist leaders to succeed. In July 1926 

the Northern Expedition was finally launched with Jiang 

Jieshi as military commander and with Communists aid­

ing the military advance by organizing peasants and work­

ers along the way. By the end of 1926 the Nationalist 

government was moved from Guangzhou to Wuhan, 

where the left wing of the party became dominant. 

The United Front between the Nationalist and Communist parties was expedi­

ent for both at the time, but covered over deep differences. Many of the support­

ers of the Nationalists felt rightly threatened by talk of class warfare, and the 

Nationalist military included many staunch anti-communists. In April 1927, with 

the Nationalist army approaching Shanghai, Jiang organized members of the 

Green Gang, a Shanghai underworld racketeering gang, to kill all labour union 

members and Communists in the city. Within a few days, hundreds had been 

slaughtered and Jiang had secured control of the Nationalist Party. 

During this crisis Comintern representatives and Communist Party leaders in 

Wuhan still followed Moscow's instructions to try to salvage the situation by 

working with the left wing of the Nationalist Party. Finally in August Communist 

forces began fighting back. Mao Zedong's attempted 'Autumn Harvest Uprising' 

was quickly suppressed, as were comparable insurgent actions elsewhere. From 

1927 to 1930 the hunt was on for Communist organizers all over the country- in 

some areas the only evidence troops needed to conclude that a young woman was 

a Communist was bobbed hair. What Communist leadership survived was driven 

underground and into the countryside. 
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In 1927,JiangJieshi married 

Soong Meiling, daughter of a 

wealthy Christian industrialist 

and sister of Sun Zhongshan's 

widow. Soong Meiling had 

been educated in the United 

States, spoke perfect English, 

and worked hard to gain 

American help, especially after 

the outbreak of war. 
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When the Nationalists reached 

Shanghai in 1927, they turned 

on the Communists and 

unleashed a 'White Terror', 

searching out and killing 

union members and party 

organizers. 
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As the anti-Communist terror continued, the military unification of the coun­

try proceeded, and in 1928 the Nationalists gained the allegiance of three key war­

lords to reunite the country. International recognition quickly followed, and the 

prospects for China looked brighter than they had for decades. With many 

returned students appointed to key government posts , the Nationalist govern­

ment appeared increasingly progressive to foreign powers , who over the next 

several years consented to reductions in their special privileges. Tariff autonomy 

was recovered, as well as control over the Maritime Customs, Salt Administration, 

and Post Office. In addition the number of foreign concessions was reduced from 

thirty-three to thirteen, and extraterritoriality was eliminated for some of the 

more minor countries. 

From 1928 onJiangJieshi was the key leader of the Nationalists. A determined 

patriot, Jiang was above all a military man. From a landlord-merchant family near 

Ningbo , he had aspired to take the civil service examinations but when they were 

abolished he went to Japan to study military science, joining the precursor of the 

Nationalist Party while there. His appointment to head the Huangpu Academy 

was crucial to his rise because it allowed him to form strong ties to young officers 

in the party's army. A skilful politician, once Jiang became fully enmeshed in party 

and government matters, he proved able to balance different cliques and build 

personal ties to key power-holders. 
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Many of Jiang's efforts at state building focused on the 

army, for the new government still needed to rein in sur­

viving warlords, suppress the Communists, and resist 

Japan's aggressive designs. To modernize the army, Jiang 

turned to Germany, attracted by the success the Nazis were 

having in mobilizing and militarizing their nation. Ger­

man advisors helped Jiang train an elite corps and plan the 

campaigns against the Communist base in Jiangxi . They 

also arranged for the import of German arms. Besides 

modernizing the military, the Nationalist government 

made concerted efforts to revive and modernize the econ­

omy, battered by the disruption of the warlords , who, for 

instance, often took over railroad lines for their own pur­

poses. For guidance on economic matters the Nationalists 

turned to the liberal, capitalist west. Western-trained 

economists and engineers undertook to modernize the 

banking, currency, and taxation systems, as well as to improve transportation and 

communication facilities. 

During his first few years in power, Jiang had considerable success in gradually 

eliminating his warlord opponents. He proved less successful in state building, 

however, due in large part to his mistrust of institutions and his unwillingness to 

allow the emergence of rival centres of power. To combat the intellectual appeal of 

the communists and build support for his government, in 1934 Jiang launched an 

ideological indoctrination program, the New Life Movement, inspired by contem­

porary fascist movements in Europe. Its goal, he claimed, was to 'militarize the life 

of the people of the entire nation' and to nourish in them 'a capacity to endure 

hardship and especially a habit and instinct for unified behaviour', to make them 

'willing to sacrifice for the nation at all times'. Also based on fascist models was 

the creation of an organization of graduates of the Huangpu military academy, 

dubbed the 'Blueshirts' , who pledged themselves to an ascetic life devoted to their 

leader, Jiang. The Blueshirts came to play a significant role in the Nationalists' 

secret police. 

In the early thirties China appeared to be rapidly modernizing. Despite the 

worldwide depression, life in the major cities was taking on more of a western 

look. The urban middle class frequently wore western dress for work and school. 

Banks, trading firms , and clubs constructed large European-style buildings on the 

main streets, not hidden behind walls in the traditional style. In the coastal treaty 

ports foreigners and their material goods were as pervasive as in the outright 

European colonies of the period in south and southeast Asia. Other cities 

remained more distinctly Chinese in appearance - Beijing, for example, still had 

its huge walls - but conveniences like electricity were gradually changing the way 

all major cities functioned. Even intellectual life acquired a more wes tern form , 
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In 1923 the Comintern sent 

the experienced organizer, 

Mikhail Borodin, to China to 

help the Nationalists organize 

themselves into a Leninist 

party, with strong discipline 

and central control. He is 

shown here at a rally in 

Wuhan in 1927 during the 

Northern Expedition. 
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with higher education and the public press emerging as the key institutions. A 

professional class was gaining influence , composed not simply of intellectuals 

(heirs to the old literati elite) but also of scientists, engineers, architects, econo­

mists, physicians, and others with technical expertise, often acquired through 

study abroad. Even those who remained in China for their education had become 

comfortable with western ways of thinking and acting; not only did they study 

books written by western authors , but they frequently studied under foreign 

teachers, especially if they attended one of the many Christian colleges active in 

the period. One should not imagine, of course, that everyone in the cities was 

middle class or prospering. With an enormous reservoir of labour, life for the 

urban poor seemed hardly to improve at all. In 1937 Lao She published one of the 

most successful novels about life at the bottom in Beijing, Rickshaw. But the west, 

after all , also had its proletariat, and those who wished to see signs of progress 

toward a more prosperous future could find them in 1930s China. 

Much good can be said of the Nationalists' efforts to build China into a strong 

and modern nation, but they were focused on the cities , not the countryside. 

When the British economist R.H. Tawney surveyed China in the early 1930s, he 

found China's peasants caught in an ecological crisis of soil exhaustion, defor­

estation, erosion, and flooding, made worse by primitive technology, inadequate 

credit and transportation systems, and exploitative tenancy arrangements. 'In 

some districts', he reported, 'the position of the rural population is that of a man 

standing permanently up to the neck in water, so that even a ripple is sufficient to 

drown him .' Most peasants had seen no improvement in their standard of living 

since Qing times. Continued population growth - by 1930 the figure was over 500 

million - resulted in relentless increase in the pressure on available land. The 

advantages brought by modernization, such as cheaper transportation via rail­

ways and cheaper manufactured consumer goods, were yet to have a major impact 

on the rural economy. China's exports of silk and tea were suffering, first because 

Chinese producers lost ground to Japanese and Indian competitors, then because 

foreign demand plummeted due to the Great Depression. Villagers also suffered 

from local bullies, warlords , and local elites who put their own survival ahead of 

anything else. The Nationalist central government did little to build new political 

institutions in rural areas, giving provincial governments considerable autonomy. 

The Northern Expedition had succeeded by accepting virtually anyone willing to 

throw in his lot with the Nationalists, and thus all sorts of local power holders had 

been incorporated. The government and private philanthropic organizations did 

sponsor some rural reconstruction projects that tried to raise the level of rural 

education, create facilities for credit , encourage modern enterprises, and form 

peasant associations, but gains were usually limited to small areas and short peri­

ods. Moreover, after the purge of the Communists, grass-roots reforms like land 

redistribution were looked on with suspicion. 
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LIBERATING WOMEN 

Of the many social changes of the early twentieth century, the most fundamental 

may be the changes in the family and women's roles in society. Assumptions about 

women's place in society that had gone unquestioned for centuries came under 

concerted attack in the early decades of the century, and women began to partici­

pate in society in ways never before imagined. 

Political and intellectual revolutionaries of the early twentieth century - from 

Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao to Sun Zhongshan, Chen Duxiu , Lu Xun , and Mao 

Zedong - all spoke out on the need to change ways of thinking about women 

and their social roles. Early in the century the key issues were footbinding and 

women's education. In a short period of time, women's seclusion and tiny feet 

went from being a source of pride, a basis for asserting the superiority of Chinese 

culture, to a source of embarrassment. That foreigners pointed to footbinding as 

proof of the barbarity of Chinese civilization undoubtedly made modernizers even 

more determined to get Chinese to give up the practice. Opponents of footbind­

ing described it as a gruesome custom that stood in the way of modernization by 

crippling a large part of the Chinese population. The earliest anti-footbinding 

societies, founded in the 1890s, were composed of men who would agree not only 

not to bind their daughters' feet , but even more crucially not to marry their sons 

to women with bound feet. The proportion of women with natural feet steadily 

increased in the early twentieth century, and after 1930 only in scattered, outlying 

areas did young girls still have their feet bound, though, of course, there remained 

many older women with bound feet , as it was difficult and painful to reverse the 

process once a girl had reached ten or twelve. 

Female political activists even began to appear, such as Qiu Jin, a woman who 

became an ardent nationalist after witnessing the Boxer Rebellion and the imperi­

alist occupation of Beijing. Unhappy in her marriage, in 1904 she left her husband 

and went to Japan, enrolling in a girls' vocational school but devoting most of her 

time in Japan to revolutionary politics, even learning to make bombs. She also 

took up feminist issues. In her speeches and essays she castigated female infanti­

cide, footbinding , arranged marriages , wife-beating, and the cult of widow 

chastity; she called on women to stop submitting to oppression and to give up 

attempting to please men. In 1906 she returned to Shanghai where she founded 

the Chinese Women'.s Journal and taught in a girls' school. Anti-Manchu political 

revolution was still her principal objective , however, and in 1907 she was exe­

cuted for her role in an abortive Nationalist uprising, making her a heroine to 

many of the young. 

Schools for women, like the one Qiu Jin taught at, were growing more and 

more common in this period. In 1907 the Qing government approved a national 

system of women's education. By 1910 there were over 40 ,000 girls' schools in the 

country, with 1.6 diillion students; by 1919 the figures had reached 134,000 

schools and 4.5 million students. Although there were still seven times as many 

279 



280 

By the 1930s and the 1940s 

city residents were no longer 

surprised to witness women 

students take to the streets to 

protest government actions. 

Here a group of female stu­

dents are photographed 

protesting against the black 

market in 1949. 

T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H I STORY OF CHINA 

boys in school as girls , girls' opportunities had been more fundamentally altered. 

After 1920 opportunities for women in higher education rapidly expanded, and 

by 1935 there were more than 6,000 colleges, universities, and teachers' colleges 

admitting women, resulting in a substantial supply of women as teachers, nurses , 

and civil servants in the larger cities. In the countryside, of course, change came 

muc;h more slowly. A large-scale survey of rural households in the 1930s discov­

ered that fewer than 2 per cent of the women were literate, compared to 30 per 

cent of the men. 

Women in middle and higher schools were subjected to the same bombardment 

of new ideas as their male counterparts , and were just as enthusiastic about 

whatever was new and modern. Both men and women became caught up in 

enthusiasm for the new woman after a special issue of New Youth included a full 

translation of Ibsen's play, A Doll's Hous e, in which the central figure, Nora , 
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decides by the play's end to leave her husband and find her own destiny. The play 

was soon being performed on stages around China, with people latching on to 

lines such as 'don't become a man's plaything', 'recognize individuality' , and 

'demand freedom'. The pursuit of personal fulfilment through love came to be 

looked on as legitimate, obedience to the demands of elders as craven. Not that 

people thought achievement of these new goals was easy. Ba Jin's highly popular 

novel, The Family, published in 1931 , narrates the struggle of the youngest mem­

bers of an old, wealthy, scholarly family to save themselves from being crushed by 

the oppression of traditional morality and traditional authority structures. Sons 

and daughters and masters and servants are all shown to be equally trapped, but 

the obstacles keeping the women from extricating themselves are even more for­

midable than those confronting the men. 

Besides attempting to change people's ways of thinking about parental author­

ity and women's proper roles in society, activists fought for changes in women's 

legal status. Efforts to get the vote were generally unsuccessful. However, in the 

1920s both the Nationalists and Communists organized women's departments 

and adopted resolutions calling for equal rights for women and freedom of mar­

riage and divorce. Divorce proved the trickiest issue. As Soong Qingling, the 

widow of Sun Zhongshan, reported, 'If we do not grant the appeals of the women, 

they lose faith in the union and in the women's freedom we are teaching. But if we 

grant the divorces , then we have trouble with the peasant's union, since it is very 

hard for a peasant to get a wife, and he has often paid much for his present unwill­

ing one. ' Once in power, the Nationalists set about drafting a new civil code, 

issued in 1930. Daughters were given not only the right to choose their husbands 

and repudiate betrothals made in their childhood by their parents, but also rights 

to inherit family property equally with their brothers. Wives were given rights to 

initiate divorce on nearly equal terms with their husbands. The new labour law 

issued the next year ordered that women get the same pay as men when they did 

the same work. 

To women outside the educated class, these legal changes had a limited impact. 

No campaign was undertaken to spread knowledge of the provisions of the new 

marriage laws in the countryside , and getting them observed in rural areas was 

never given any priority. Surveys of rural villages in the 1930s and 1940s found 

not only that arranged marriage and inheritance by sons continued, but that few 

people even knew that the laws had changed. Changes that did alter the lives of 

working women had more to do with the growth of industrial capitalism than with 

new liberal ideas about women's equality with men. Growing industrial cities 

provided many employment opportunities for women, but few of them were very 

attractive. In Shanghai in 1930 over 170,000 women worked in industry, about 

half in cotton mills. There were also about 50 ,000 prostitutes and probably as 

many household servants. The typical prostitute or mill hand was a young unmar­

ried illiterate woman recruited in the countryside by labour contractors. The con-
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tractor would supply a small advance payment, often to the girl's parents, and 

would make arrangements in the city for employment, housing, and food. The 

women were often kept in conditions of debt servitude, and few found their situ­

ations in any way liberating. Some factory workers joined unions and engaged in 

strikes; others put their hopes on getting married and returning to the patriarchal 

structures that educated women were decrying as oppressive. 

DEFENDING AGAINST THE JAPANESE INVASION 

From the time of the May Fourth protests in 1919, Chinese patriots saw Japan as 

the greatest threat to China's sovereignty. In 1895 Japan had won Taiwan. ln 1905, 

after an impressive victory over Russia , it gained a dominant position in southern 

Manchuria. In 1915 , by applying pressure on Yuan Shikai, Japan had secured a 

broad range of economic privileges. The Japanese Army in Manchuria, ostensibly 

there to protect Japan's railroads and other economic interests, was full of mili­

tarists who kept pushing Japanese civil authorities to let the army occupy the 

entire area . In 1928 Japanese officers assassinated the warlord of Manchuria , 

Zhang Zuolin, hoping for a crisis that would allow Japan to extend its power base. 

In 1931 Japanese soldiers set off a bomb on the Southern Manchurian Railroad to 

give themselves an excuse to occupy Shenyang 'in self-defence'. China did not 

attempt military resistance, but did appeal to the League of Nations, which recog­

nized China as being in the right but imposed no real sanctions on Japan. Then in 

January 1932 Japan attacked Shanghai to retaliate against anti-Japanese protests. 

Shanghai was by that point such an international city that the Japanese assault 

was widely witnessed and widely condemned , especially the bombing of civilian 

residential areas. After four months the Japanese withdrew from Shanghai, but in 

Manchuria they set up a puppet regime, making the last Qing emperor the nomi­

nal head of 'Manchukuo'. 

Anger at Japanese aggression heightened Chinese nationalism and led to the 

formation of national salvation leagues and boycotts of Japanese goods. Still, Jiang 

Jieshi, like most military men of the day, did not see any point in putting up a fight 

when Japanese firepower was so clearly superior. Thinking in traditional terms 

that coupled unity and strength, Jiang assumed that all Chinese would have to be 

united under one leader in order to oppose Japan - a country with only about a 

fifth of China's population. His first priority, therefore , was to rid the country of 

internal enemies. It took a mutiny to compel him to change his policy. In 1936 

troops that had been driven out of Manchuria by the Japanese kidnapped Jiang on 

a visit to Xi'an, and would not release him until he agreed to form a united front 

with the Communists to fightJapan. 

In 1937 Jiang decided to fight when the Japanese staged another incident as an 

excuse for extending their territory. Jiang was probably hoping to inflict a quick 

defeat to convince Japan that the Nanjing government was a power to be reckoned 

with , so that they would negotiate with him rather than continue to move into 
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Village fairs 

Despite the bombardment of new ideas and new technolo­
gies, ultural change was slow to penetrate the Chinese 
count side, where 80 to 90 per cent of the population con­
tinue to live. By the end of the 1920s, most villagers had 
given up footbinding and were willing to let their children 

atten modern schools. Still, even in the 1940s rural cultural 
life f cused more on fairs, festivals, and rituals than on the 

circul tion of newspapers or magazines, much less radio or 
phon graphs. 

M ny customs varied from one village to the next, but 
certa n cultural patterns were widely shared across China. 
New ear, the Lantern Festival two weeks later, the Oing­
ming grave-sweeping festival in the spring, and a few other 
seas nal festivals were celebrated all over the country, pro­
vidin opportunities for amusement, socializing, and special 
food Another common focus of village culture was the tem­
ple air, scheduled on different days in different places, 
dep nding on the birthday of the god enshrined at the main 
loca temple. These fairs were major community events. 
Committees had to be formed to collect funds and arrange 
facilities. During the days of the fair, hundreds of temporary 
shops and stalls would spring up and transform a backwater 
village into a crowded commercial centre where 
peasants could take care of necessary business, 
pay respect to the gods, and have fun at the same 
time. The popular culture that enlivened these 
fairs included lion dancing and stilt walking, mar­
tial arts, and music full of drums, cymbals, and 
trumpets. 

In one county in Hebei surveyed in the late 
1920s, there were fifty annual fairs, thirty-five of 
them in villages, the rest in cities. In one village of 
326 families, a fair was held at the temple of a god 
associated with buckwheat. On the first day of the 
fair people went to the temple, many spending the 
whole night burning incense and bowing to the 
ground. The god was given a new robe, fanned, 
and feasted. The next three days were devoted to 
commerce and amusement. The shops and stalls 
occupied over twenty-five acres and attracted 
some 10,000 people a day. At the animal market 

experts were on hand to provide additional entertainment. 
Gambling was an attraction at most fairs, even though it 

was frowned on at other occasions. Free theatrical perfor­
mances - put on as offerings to the gods - were also a pop­
ular feature of village fairs. Illiterate and semi-literate 
peasan ts were great fans of operas performed by local ama­
teur or travelling professional groups. In the same Hebei 
county, amateur groups generally consisted of fifteen or six-
teen men, some of whom took female roles. The better 
singers would take on boys as apprentices and teach them 
roles, which had to be memorized. The themes of the plays 
tended to be trad itional, with stories of filial piety, wifely 
devotion, and martia l heroes; gods regularly intervened, and 
plots were often leavened with a good sprinkling of broad 
humour. 

Vil lage women were among the most avid fair-goers, 
attending not only those in their own villages, but in neigh­
bouring ones as well. Women and girls welcomed the oppor­
tunity to leave the house, be entertained, and visit friends 
and relatives. Some women sold their handicrafts at fairs, 
and most enjoyed the chance to go shopping and to watch 
the operas. 

nearly 2,400 head were sold. The stalls included about eighty Villagers often stood or sat on the ground to watch perfor-

cloth dea lers, twenty barbers, ten fortune tellers, and thirty mances of operas, as this pre-1910 photograph taken in 

jewellery sellers. Peep shows, story te llers, and martial arts Shandong province attests. 
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China as though it was unoccupied, but Japan instead launched a full-scale offen­

sive sweeping south. Jiang was forced to abandon Beijing and Tianjin, but he used 

his best troops to hold off the Japanese at Shanghai for three months. He asked for 

an all-out stand, and his troops courageously persisted despite heavy shelling and 

bombing, in the process absorbing 250 ,000 casualties, killed or wounded. After 

Shanghai fell, the Nationalist troops streamed toward the Nationalist capital 

at Nanjing. When the Japanese conquered Nanjing in December 193 7, they went 

on a rampage , massacring tens of thousands of civilians and fugitive soldiers, 

raping at least 20,000 women, and laying the city waste. The seven weeks of 

mayhem was widely reported in the foreign press, where it was labelled the Rape 

ofNanking. 

During the course of the next year, the Japanese secured control of all of east­

ern China and set up puppet regimes headed by Chinese collaborators. When the 

Chinese had to retreat from Kaifeng, Jiang ordered his engineers to blow up the 

dykes on the Yellow River, creating a gigantic flood that engulfed more than 4,000 

villages and held up the Japanese for three months. The Nationalists' capital was 

moved inland first to Wuhan, then to Chongqing, deep in Sichuan. After the 

retreat to Chongqing, the war was locked into stalemate until the Japanese offen­

sive of 1944. Free China contained 60 per cent of China's population but only 5 

per cent of its industry. Chinese engineers made heroic efforts to build a new 

industrial base, but constant Japanese bombing, the end of Soviet aid in 1939, and 

the closing of the Burma Road in 1942 made it impossible to build a modern army 

capable of driving the Japanese out of China. After 1941 American advisors and 

American aid flown over 'the Hump' from Burma enabled Jiang to build a number 

of modern divisions , but the bulk of China's five-million-man army consisted of 

ill-trained, demoralized conscripts. 

During the first few years after the Japanese invasion, there was some genuine 

co-operation between the Communists and Nationalists. This largely ended, how­

ever, after the Communists' New Fourth Army was attacked by the Nationalists in 

January 1941 because it had not complied rapidly enough with an order to retreat 

north of the Yangzi. Not only were around 3 ,000 troops killed in battle, but many 

were shot after arrest or sent to prison camps. From this point on the Nationalists 

imposed an economic blockade on the Communists' base area in Yan'an , which 

led to serious shortages of food and weapons. 

In this period international alignments were shifting rapidly. Britain proved 

unable to defend Hong Kong, Singapore, or Burma from Japanese invasions in 

1941-42, and it became apparent that the emerging power in the Pacific was the 

United States. The American-educated wife of Jiang, Soong Meiling, was popular 

with the American press and lobbied effectively for China. Roosevelt, looking 

ahead, wished to see China become the dominant power in East Asia after the 

defeat of Japan, and convinced his allies to include Jiang in major meetings of the 

allies at Cairo and Yalta (though Churchill referred to the idea of making China 
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one of the Big Four as 'an absolute farce'). It was as a result of this sort of geo-pol­

itics that China, so long scorned as weak and backward, became one of the five 

permanent members of the United Nations' security council after the war. 

THE COMMUNIST VICTORY 

The rise of the Communist Party is one of the most intensively studied subjects in 

all of Chinese history. The more scholars uncover about life in the 1930s and 

1940s, the more failings of the Nationalists they find: widespread government 

corruption, spiralling inflation, intractable poverty, the alienation of the educated 

elite, the persistence of warlordism, and so on. The accumulation of this evidence 

makes the victory of the Communists seem almost adventitious: they just hap­

pened to be there as the Nationalists lost popular support. On the other hand, 

scholars who have studied the Communists' local programmes have been 

impressed by the way they turned dismal rural poverty and foreign invasion into 

assets , using them to convince villagers that radical change was imperative and 

the Communist Party was best qualified to institute it. Seen in this light, the vic­

tory of the Communists seems almost foreordained , the result of superior strategy 

and organizational methods. Then again , research into internal Communist Party 

politics has revealed the importance of Mao Zedong (Mao Tse-tung, 1893-1976) 

as a master tactician who almost single-handedly transformed the party into a 

potent weapon , responsive to his will. There is probably truth to all three of these 

perspectives; if the Nationalists had been more successful, the Communist Party, 

no matter what its internal organization or external strategies , would not have 

been able to bring revolution to China ; but the sort of revolution that came to 

China was powerfully shaped by the ideas, experiences, and personality of Mao 

Zedong and the policies for training cadres and mobilizing peasants that he suc­

ceeded in getting established. 

Mao was from a farming family in Hunan; his mother was illiterate and his 

father, a hard worker, was slowly able to build up his holdings to the point where 

he could be classed as a rich peasant. Mao rose through the emerging modern 

school system, going to the provincial capital, Changsha, for middle school and 

teachers' college. On graduation, he travelled to Beijing where he worked in the 

library of Beijing University and participated in Li Dazhao's Marxist discussion 

groups. Heeding Li's call for educated youth to go to the countryside to organize 

peasants, he returned to Hunan. He was the Hunan delegate to the first meeting of 

the Communist Party in Shanghai. in 1921. Through the 1920s he concentrated on 

rural work. 

After the Nationalist purges of 1927-28, those Communists who had survived 

scattered, some going underground in major cities , other seeking rural bases far 

from Nationalist strongholds . The party had to assess its mistakes and decide 

what to do next. Chen Duxiu was made the scapegoat and purged from positions 

of authority for opportunism, though in fact he had merely been following direc-
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tives from the Comintern. Mao led a few thousand men into the mountains along 

the Hunan-Jiangxi border where they soon joined other Communists to form the 

Jiangxi Soviet. They set up a government that gained the support of the peasants 

by redistributing land and promoting social programmes like family reform. In 

the autumn of 1932 they were joined by the Central Committee of the Commu­

nist Party, which had finally been forced to flee Shanghai. The very real dangers 

the Communists faced in these years were compounded by fears of spies and con­

spiracies, intensified by the presence of Soviet agents who brought with them the 

mentality that had resulted in Stalin's factional struggles and purges. Between 

1928 and 1935 the Chinese Communist Party killed thousands of its own adher­

ents in purges or betrayals to the Nationalists. 

After several years battling the Nationalist armies sent to destroy them, the 

Communist Party had to give up the Jiangxi Soviet, having been thoroughly 

defeated in the fifth of the 'extermination campaigns'. In October 1934, 80 ,000 

Communist soldiers, cadres, porters , and followers broke out of the Nationalists' 

encirclement. This was the start of the much mythologized Long March in search 

of a new base area. Most wives and children, as well as over 20,000 wounded 

troops , had to be left behind. For a year the Red Army and party command 

columns kept retreating, fighting almost all the time, suffering enormous casual­

ties. By the time they had found an area where they could establish a new base, 

they had marched almost 6,000 miles. They had crossed south and southwest 

China and then turned north to reach Shaanxi. Only about 8,000 of the original 

Red Army made it the whole way, though some new recruits and Communists 

from other base areas had joined en route to bring the total to nearly 20 ,000. For 

the next decade the Communist Party made its base at Yan'an, a city in central 

Shaanxi where homes were often built by cutting caves into the loess soil cliffs. 

This group of survivors came to see themselves as men of destiny, with a near 

sacred mission to remake China. 

When the American journalist Edgar Snow visited Yan'an in 1936, the sur­

vivors of the Long March appeared to him to be an earthy group of committed 

patriots and egalitarian social reformers, full of optimism and purpose. They lived 

in caves, ate simple food , and showed no disdain for the peasants whom they were 

mobilizing to fight against the Japanese . During the war, too , outside observers 

were impressed with the unselfish commitment to group goals of the Yan'an 

forces. This image of the leaders of the Yan'an soviet as a solidary group of battle­

toughened but warm-hearted and idealistic revolutionaries was cultivated in 

China as well all through Mao's lifetime, to inspire dedication in the young. 

Most of Mao's most famous writings date from the Yan'an period, adding to its 

lustre. During the early years at Yan'an, Mao had time to read Marxist and Leninist 

works and began giving lectures at party schools in which he spelled out his 

version of Chinese history, the party's history, and Marxist theory. Neither Marx 

nor Lenin had seen much revolutionary potential in peasants, viewing them as 
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petty capitalist in mentality, and in Russia the party had 

seized power in an urban setting. Since in China the Com­

munists had failed in the cities, Mao needed to reinterpret 

Marxist theory in such a way that the peasants could be 

seen as the vanguard of the revolution. Indeed Mao came 

more and more to glorify the peasants as the true masses 

and elaborate the theory of the 'mass line': party cadres 

had to go among the peasant masses and learn from them 

before they could become their teachers. Everyone at 

Yan'an had to study Mao's writings in small study groups, 

acquiring a vocabulary and conceptual framework that 

united them and strengthened their sense of purpose. 

Since Mao's death in 1976, another side of this period of 

party history has been revealed. The 'Thought of Mao 

Zedong' did not win out in a free competition of ideas 

among the survivors of the Long March, but in a brutal 

power struggle in which Mao proved a master tactician, 

able to eliminate his rivals one after the other, getting the 

central committee to label them deviationists of the right 

or left, that is , opportunists or adventurists. Moreover, it 

was not just study of Mao's writings that united the grow­

ing collection of students and activists who gravitated to 

Yan'an , but an extraordinarily potent technique of intellec­

tual and moral remoulding perfected during the 'rectifica­

tion campaign' of 1942-43. Everyone able to read was 

swept up in an intense drama, starting with close discus-

sion of assigned texts , then moving on to personal confes­

sions and struggle sessions. Everyone watched the dramatic public humiliations 

of the principal targets , including the party theorist Wang Ming and the writer 

Wang Shiwei. People learned to interpret any deviation from Mao's line as defects 

in their thinking due to subjectivism and liberalism, characteristics of their petty 

bourgeois background. One man, for instance, who confessed to being bothered 

by the party elite's special privileges (such as getting to ride on horseback while 

others walked) was taught that liberal ideas elevating the individual over the col­

lective lay behind his feelings. Many of those invited to overcome their errors 

truly developed a new collective consciousness that greatly increased their use­

fulness to the party. Others, by contrast, simply learned to be more circumspect 

when they talked. 

At least as important to the Communists' victory was its success in building a 

base of popular support. The Japanese invasion proved a perfect opportunity in 

this regard. In areas of north China where the Japanese armies had penetrated, 

peasants were ready to be mobilized against the Japanese. They hated the Japan-
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ese for seizing women for prostitution and men for forced labour levies and espe­

cially for their 'three all' policy of retaliating against resistance by 'killing all , burn­

ing all, looting all'. 

Since the Japanese forces were stretched thin , occupying major cities and 

towns and guarding railway lines, there was plenty of room for resistance forces to 

hide and conduct guerrilla operations. These resistance forces were not exclu­

sively communist. Patriotic urban students fled to these relatively uncontested 

rural areas where they helped both Nationalist and Communist resistance forces. 

The Communists, however, were particularly successful in gaining control of the 

social, political, and economic life in villages because they gave peasants what 

they wanted: an army of friendly troops who not only did not steal their crops but 

helped them bring in the harvest and who implemented popular but gradual eco­

nomic reforms. Even without much confiscation of land, considerable redistribu­

tion was accomplished by imposing graduated taxes in such a way that larger 

landholders voluntarily sold land because it was no longer profitable. Class strug­

gle was not emphasized in this period. Larger landowners were more than wel­

come to help with forming and supplying militia forces, and educated youth from 

better-off families were recruited as party members. Party propagandists taught 

villagers songs to stir patriotic passions and glorify the Soviet Union. They also 
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held meetings, leading rural folk in Hebei to quip 'Under the Nationalists, too 

many taxes; under the Communists , too many meetings. ' People were indoctri­

nated with the message that they could build a better, more egalitarian future by 

working together with each other and accepting the leadership of the party. 

The end of the war with Japan laid the stage for the final confrontation. When 

Japan surrendered after the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 

1945 , there were over a million Japanese troops in China proper and nearly 

another million i.n Manchuria , as well as about 1,750,000 Japanese civilians. Dis­

arming and repatriating them took months , as the Nationalists , the Communists, 

the Americans, the Russi.ans , and even some warlords jockeyed for position. The 

United States airlifted 110,000 Nationalist troops to key coastal cities like Shang­

hai and Guangzhou , and American troops were sent to help secure Beijing and 

Tianjin. The Russians entered Manchuria in early August in fulfilment of their 

secret promise to the United States and Britain to join the eastern front three 

months after victory in Europe . They dismantled as much as they could of the 

Japanese industrial plant to take back to the Soviet Union, but did help the Red 

Army by seeing to it that large stores of Japanese weapons got into their hands. 

For over a year, until January 194 7, the United States made efforts to avert civil 

war by trying to convince Jiang to establish a government in which opposition 

parties could participate. When these efforts failed , full-scale civil war between 

the Communists and the Nationalists ensued. The unpopularity of the National­

ists was soon apparent. Unchecked inflation had so alienated those living in cities 

that they wanted the government thrown out. Moreover, Nationalist army officers 

and soldiers were widely seen as seizing whatever they could for themselves 

rather than working for the common good. As a result, to most people's surprise, 

the civil war was over in less than two years of actual fighting. The Nationalists 

were defeated militarily even though they had started with much more in the way 

of modern armaments and several times the number of troops. Jiang Jieshi. and 

much of his army and government retreated to Taiwan and re-established their 

government there. 

Little of what China experienced in the first half of the twentieth century was 

unique to China. In most other Asian societies , including Japan, the educated 

similarly struggled with the contradictions between nationalism and modernity, 
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trying to create a new culture that could incorporate elements of modern science 

and western social and political ideologies while enhancing rather than under­

mining pride in their own national identity. There were analogies between China's 

experience and those of countries colonized by western powers , such as India, 

Vietnam, and Indonesia, in that the privileged position of the westerners aroused 

enormous resentment and feelings of injustice. Several other old states were torn 

apart by social revolutions in the early twentieth century; the comparison with 

Russia is undoubtedly the most striking. China even shared experiences with 

some of the most economically advanced countries of Europe , including those 

like Germany and Austria that witnessed the abolition of once powerful monar­

chies, and the many who lived through the destructive power of modern warfare 

during World War I or II. 

These correspondences are not simply coincidences but evidence that Chinese 

history had entered a new phase, becoming integrated into global history to a 

degree never before true. The course of Chinese history during the nineteenth 

century can be analysed in terms of what was indigenous and what was external, 

between what was sparked by something foreign and what came entirely from 

within China's own culture and society. By the early twentieth century, such dis­

tinctions become increasingly meaningless. It was Chinese who were making Chi­

nese history, but these Chinese were struggling to fashion meaningful lives in an 

environment where national boundaries had become increasingly porous, letting 

in goods, people , and ideas, all of which interacted in complex ways with what 

was already there. No region of China was so isolated that it totally escaped the 

impact of the political struggles between the Nationalists and Communists or the 

war with Japan, all of which had roots in events that occurred outside China. 

There were, it is true, people who strove to keep some domain of their lives free 

of anything foreign ; some artists and intellectuals, for instance, did their best to 

preserve distinctively Chinese art forms like Beijing opera or ink painting. Para­

doxically, the passion with which such cultural patriots erected barriers against 

foreign influence can be taken as further evidence of how overpowering the global 

context had become in shaping Chinese life. 
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At a time when most intellectuals 
were transforming their fields 
through growing contact with 

their western counterparts, Chinese 
painters were creating a highly suc­
cessful modern art form that owed a 
great deal more to native roots than to 
foreign influence. 

In the second half of the nineteenth 
century, as Shanghai grew into the 
largest, richest, and most vibrant city in 
China, the artists who congregated 
there perfected bold, colourful styles 
that appealed both to traditionally edu­
cated scholars and the emerging com­
mercial elite. The art of this Shanghai 

school was modern in that it responded 
to the taste of the time, but it was not 
an art that rebelled against the past. The 
possibilities inherent in both the old and 
the new were explored; conservative 
landscape paintings were as popular as 
iconoclastic bird and flower paintings; 
archaic calligraphy styles were incorpo­
rated into painting at the same time as 
artists were experimenting with western 
techniques of shading to achieve more 
photographic facial likenesses. 

In the early twentieth century oppor­
tunities in the art world expanded 
rapidly. New printing techniques made 
possible much better reproductions, 
which the booming publishing industry 
quickly exploited, issuing art books and 
magazines in profusion. The establish­
ment of art schools changed the ways 
painters mastered their art, allowing 
them to study with more than just one 
master and even to learn western tech­
niques. The opening of the Palace 
Museum in Beijing in 1925 allowed the 
public to view masterpieces long hidden 
away by the Qing emperors. Selling 
paintings through public exhibitions at 
commercia l galleries became a common 
practice, adding both to the public's 
access to art and to the artists' means of 
earning a living. 

Stylistically, however, Chinese paint­

ing continued to develop in directions 

laid out in the nineteenth century. The 
preeminent painter of the first quarter 
of the twentieth century was Wu 
Changshi (1844-1927). a man of literati 
background who had established a repu­
tation as a poet, calligrapher, and seal­
carver before he turned to painting . In 
his plum, flower, and bamboo paintings, 
he adopted the style of the masters of 
the Shanghai school, but Chinese con­
noisseurs also detect in his brushwork a 

MODERN CHINESE PAINTING 

Below left 

The influence of calligraphy is readily 

apparent in this depiction of a tangled 

mass of plum branches, painted on a 

hanging scroll by Wu Changshi in 1915, 

aged seventy-two, when he was living in 

Shanghai. 

Below 

Xu Peiheng had been back from Europe 

for four years when he painted this 

rooster in 1940. 

--------
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strength and self-confidence derived 
from his years of calligraphy practice. 

The next generation of painters, 
coming of age in the twentieth century, 
could not be quite as ob livious as Wu 
Changshi to alternatives to traditional 
modes of painting. Still, even those who 
went abroad to study art did not neces­
sarily turn against Chinese materials, 
techniques, or aesthetics. Xu Peiheng 
(1893-1953) went to Europe to learn 
realistic, academic painting techniques, 
seeing in them an antidote to the repe­
tition and imitation he disliked in Chi­
nese painting . Yet, after eight years 
studying painting in Paris and Berlin, he 
came back to perfect a style that made 
use of Chinese media and drew heavily 
from Chinese painting traditions. 

Nationalistic pride played a role in Fu 
Baoshi's ( 1904-1965) efforts to develop 
distinctively Chinese modern painting. 
The son of an umbrella-repairer, Fu was 
a struggling student when Xu Peiheng 
noticed him and helped him get to Japan 
to study at the Imperial Art College in 
Tokyo. There his teacher told him it was 
ridiculous for a Chinese to come to 
Japan to learn Chinese painting. 'Chi­
nese ink painting is the greatest and 
highest form of art in the world. It is 
your enviable national treasure, handed 
down from your ancestors.' Fu then 
turned to the study of Chinese art his­
tory, and on his return to China in 1936 
was appointed to the faculty of the art 
department of National Central Univer­
sity in Nanjing, then headed by Xu Pei­
heng. In the highly esteemed landscapes 
and figures he painted through the for­
ties and fifties, Fu celebrated China's 
history, geography, and scholarly and 
artistic traditions. 

Not all important painters in the 
early twentieth century came as close to 
the old scholar-painter ideal as Wu 
Changshi, Xu Peiheng, and Fu Baoshi. 
Among those who successfully painted 
in Shanghai-school styles close to Wu 
Changshi's were Pu Hua (1834-1911), a 

painter of undistinguished origins who 
lived in the brothel district of Shanghai, 
Qi Baishi (1863-1957), who began as a 
carpenter but found an eager audience 
for his inventive, playful paintings of 

Right 

Qi Baishi's whimsical , almost folksy 

paintings were immensely popular in 

both China and Japan. The inscription 
on this one, painted in 1935 , reports 

that it was painted by candlelight one 
night when the artist returned home to 

find everyone asleep except the mice 

who were perusing a book. 

Below 

In the 1940s Fu Baoshi frequently 
painted scenes from Chinese poems , 

such as this one of Tang poet BaiJuyi 
requesting wine. 
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homely subjects such1, as mice, shrimp, 
crabs, and fruit; a~d Wang Yiting 
(1866-1938), a successful Shanghai 
merchant and lay Buddhist who painted 
as a hobby. 
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Radical Reunification: 
The People's Republic 1949- 1976 

With the victory of the Communists in the civil war, China was once again held 

together by a powerful central government. Committed to a more egalitarian 

social and economic order, Mao Zedong and other leaders of the Communist 

Party set about to fashion a new China, one that would empower peasants and 

workers and limit the influence of landlords, capitalists, intellectuals, and for­

eigners. New values were heralded: people were taught that struggle, revolution, 

and change were good while compromise, deference, and tradition were bad. 

Wealth and power were redistributed on a vast scale. Massive modernization pro­

jects were begun and soon new factories , railroads , schools, hospitals, and reser­

voirs were transforming the landscape of China . Ordinary life was politicized in 

unprecedented ways; what farmers would produce, where and how their children 

would be educated, what they might read in books and newspapers , where they 

could live or travel , all came increasingly under political control. 

The Communist Party's efforts at refashioning China entered a more radical 

phase after the launching of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. Mao urged 'perma­

nent revolution' and called on young people to help him keep the government and 

the party from developing in the bureaucratic and elitist directions of the Soviet 

Union . Schools were closed as Red Guards spent their time destroying books, art 

work, and other remnants of the past. When struggles for power resulted in armed 

conflict, Mao called on the army to take charge and sent the Red Guards to the 

countryside. Everyday life was politicized as never before. 

IMPOSING CONTROL 

The Communist Party came to power through a civil war that almost amounted to 

a plebiscite. Because of the support of the population in north China, where the 

party had been active for a decade and where key battles took place, it was able to 

defeat the better-equipped Nationalist armies in less than two years of actual 

fighting. On 1 October 1949 Mao Zedong as party leader proclaimed the estab­

lishment of the People's Republic of China. 

By 1949 the Communist Party was experienced at taking control of rural areas. 

Cities, however, were a new challenge. As the Red Army entered cities its peasant 

soldiers clamped down on vice - ending looting and rounding up beggars, prosti­

tutes , opium addicts and petty criminals to be re-educated and set to productive 

work. Through street committees they tried to rid the cities of what they saw as 

decadence - flashy clothes and provocative hairstyles, for instance. But urban 

institutions like factories, railways, universities , newspapers , law courts , and tax­

collecting stations could not simply be shut down, nor could they easily be run by 
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peasant soldiers. The party wanted to reorganize China on the model of the Soviet 

Union and needed to keep open these modern institutions so that the transition 

could proceed in an orderly way. 

In terms of formal political organization , the Soviet Union's model 

was followed, but in contrast to the dictatorship of the proletariat in the Soviet 

Union, China had a 'people's democratic dictatorship', which included rich peas­

ants, the national bourgeoisie , and others in a united front. Some high posts in the 

government were given to non-Communists in an attempt to win broad support. 

The people as a whole were represented by a hierarchy of irregularly scheduled 

People's Representative Congresses convened at each level from the village up to 

the National People's Congress. Real power lay with the Communist Party, how­

ever. By the end of the 1950s there were more than a million branch party com-

The People's Republic 
of China 
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The People's Republic of 

China is organized into 

twenty-two provinces , five 

autonomous regions (for the 

Tibetan, Uighur, Mongolian, 

Muslim, and Zhuang nationali­

ties) , and three independent 
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Tianjin, and Shanghai). The 

country's exact boundaries 

are still in dispute in 

several places. 
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Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai 

travelled to Moscow soon after 

the establishment of the Peo­

ple's Republic. They are 

shown here with Stalin , con­

cluding a treaty of friendship 

and economic co-operation. 

Although this treaty was 

signed, Mao felt that Stalin 
had not shown him proper 

courtesy. 
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mittees in villages, factories , schools, army units, and other 

organizations. Each party committee sent delegates up to 

higher units , including county and province committees, 

leading up to the three top tiers , the Central Committee 

with around a hundred members, the politburo with 

around a dozen members , and its standing committee , 

which in 1949 consisted of Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi , Zhou 

Enlai , Zhu De , and Chen Yun and was subsequently 

expanded to include Deng Xiaoping. Within the standing 

committee Mao Zedong was recognized as the paramount 

leader; his image adorned buildings and his pronounce­

ments were treated almost like those of an emperor. 

The Communist Party's economic goals required that 

the economy be both revived and restructured. The new 

government promptly took over the banks and got hold of 

money and credit. Within a year it had brought inflation 

under control, an impressive achievement. Building on the 

Nationalists' wartime industrial policies, the new govern­

ment took control of key industries, including the railways 

and foreign trade. The Five-Antis campaign of 1951-2 was 

launched to weed out the least co-operative of the capitalists still controlling pri­

vate enterprises. With much fanfare people were mobilized to accuse merchants 

and manufacturers of bribery, tax evasion, theft of state assets, cheating in labour 

or materials, or stealing state economic secrets. In the single month of April 1952, 

70,000 Shanghai businessmen were investigated and criticized. Family members 

and friends were often induced to join in attacking those accused, a tactic that led 

to intense feelings of betrayal. Once the businessmen confessed, they had to pay 

restitution, which often meant turning over all their assets . The party thus secured 

control of more factories, often retaining the former owners as government-paid 

managers. Many small manufacturing plants, stores, and restaurants remained in 

private hands, but gradually the government came to dominate them by control­

ling supplies and labour. 

Expanding heavy industry was seen as the key step to lifting China out of 

poverty. Mao spent nine weeks in Moscow in early 1950, negotiating a treaty that 

called for Soviet loans and technical assistance to help with industrialization. 

Before long over 20 ,000 Chinese trainees went to the USSR and some 10 ,000 

Russian technicians came to China to help set up 156 Soviet-designed heavy 

industrial plants. To pay for these projects, agriculture was heavily taxed, again on 

the Soviet model. According to the five-year plan put into effect for the years 1953 

to 1957, output of steel was to be quadrupled, output of power and cement dou­

bled. Consumer goods, however, were to be increased at much lower rates - cot­

ton piece goods by less than half, grain by less than a fifth. 
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The new government did not have even a year to get its new structures and 

policies in place before it was embroiled in a war in Korea. After World War II, 

Korea had ended up with the USSR dominant above the 38th parallel and the 

United States below it. In June 1950 the north attacked the south, probably on 

Stalin's urgings, since Kim 11 Song, the north's leader, was Stalin's protege. US 

forces, fighting under the UN flag, came to the south's defence and in early Octo­

ber crossed the 38th parallel and headed toward the Yalu River, the border between 

North Korea and China. With an enemy approaching its border, the Chinese gov­

ernment found it could not demobilize its armies as planned. 'Volunteers', under 

the command of Peng Dehuai, began to cross the river secretly. In late November 

they surprised the Americans and soon forced them to retreat south of Seoul. 

Altogether, more than 2,500,000 troops were sent to Korea, as well as all of Chi­

na's tanks and over half its artillery and aircraft. A stalemate followed, but peace 

talks dragged on until 1953, largely because China wanted all prisoners repatri­

ated but 14,000 begged not to be sent back. 

This war raised the legitimacy of the Communist Party in China: China had 

'stood up' and beaten back the imperialists. But the costs were huge. Not only 

were the casualties enormous, but the war eliminated many chances for gradual 

reconciliation, both internal and external. The United States, now viewing China 

in Cold War terms, imposed an economic embargo and sent the seventh fleet to 

patrol the waters between China and Taiwan. American protection effectively 

guaranteed that the Nationalists would be able to survive as bitter opponents of 

the Communist regime. China began to vilify the United States as its prime enemy 

and out of fear of espionage expelled most of the remaining western missionaries 

and businessmen. 

A worse fate awaited those who had served in the Nationalist government or 

army, now suspected of being enemy agents. A campaign of 1951 against such 

'counter-revolutionaries' resulted in the execution of tens or hundreds of thou­

sands, and similar numbers were sent to harsh labour reform camps . This cam­

paign was also used to disarm the population; over 500,000 rifles were collected 

in Guangdong province alone. 

COLLECTIVIZING AGRICULTURE 

In the 1940s, one out of every six people in the world was a Chinese peasant. The 

lives of these hundreds of millions of people were soon to be radically altered by 

the progressive collectivization of land and the creation of a new local elite of 

rural cadres. As the Communist Party took control of new areas it taught peasants 

a new way to look on the old order. Social and economic inequalities were not nat­

ural, but a perversion caused by the institution of private property; the old literati 

elite were not scholars who acted according to elevated moral principles, but the 

cruellest of exploiters, content to pressure their tenants to the point where they 

had to sell their children. To replace that antiquated 'feudal' order, the party 
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brought a vision of a communal order where all would work together unselfishly 

for common goals. 

For twenty years the party had been redistributing land wherever it established 

bases, but its methods and approaches varied depending on the political exigen­

cies of the moment. On some occasions, hostility was minimized, on others it was 

stirred up as a way to generate enthusiasm on the part of the poorest. Typically, the 

party would send in a small team of cadres and students to a village to cultivate 

relations with the poor, organize a peasant association, identify potential leaders 

from among the poor peasants, compile lists of grievances, and organize struggles 

against those most resented. Eventually the team would supervise the classifica­

tion of the inhabitants as landlords (those who lived off the rents of their lands), 

rich peasants (those who rented out some land but worked the rest themselves), 

middle peasants (those who worked their own land without the help of tenants or 

hired hands), poor peasants (tenants and owners of small plots who also rented or 

worked for wages), and hired hands (those with no land who worked for wages). 

The analysis of class was supposed to be scientific, but application of the rules was 

not always straightforward. Many people felt uncomfortable classifying as 

exploiters widows who rented out their meagre holdings because they were inca­

pable of working them themselves and the somewhat better-off families of veter­

ans, or, for that matter, classifying as hired hands those who had been reduced to 

working for others only after wasting their inheritance through gambling or 

opium addiction. But once a moral dimension was added to the classification 

process, it created room for manoeuvring, for helping friends and getting back at 

enemies. In some villages there really was not much of a surplus to redistribute; 

in others there was a reservoir of ill-will from previous conflicts unrelated to land 

ownership that complicated matters. At times terror tactics were employed, espe­

cially to try to get those labelled landlords or rich peasants to reveal where they 

had buried their gold. Landlords and rich peasants faced not only loss of their 

land, but also punishment for past offences. How many were executed is uncer­

tain; estimates range from hundreds of thousands to tens of millions. Another 

result of the class-struggle stage of land reform was the creation of a caste-like sys­

tem in the countryside. The lowest caste was composed of the descendants of 

those labelled landlords, while the descendants of former poor and lower-middle 

peasants became a privileged class. 

Redistribution of land was only the first step toward reorganizing the country­

side. Agricultural collectivization followed in several stages. First farmers were 

encouraged to join mutual-aid teams, then to set up co-operatives. The members 

of co-operatives pooled resources and were compensated on the basis of their 

inputs of land, tools, animals, and labour. ln the 'old liberated areas' in north 

China this was accomplished in the early forties ; in south China these measures 

were initiated during the period 1950 to 1953. From 1954 to 1956 a third stage 

was pushed - higher-level collectives that amalgamated co-operatives and did 
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away with compensation for anything other than labour. Most of these higher­

level co-operatives (labelled 'production teams' from 1958 to 1978) were old vil­

lages or parts of large villages. Once higher-level co-operatives were in place, 

economic inequality within villages had all but been eliminated. 

As collectivization progressed, the Chinese state took over control of the grain 

market. After taking 5 to 10 per cent of each collective's harvest as a tax , it allowed 

the unit to retain a meagre subsistence ration per person, then purchased a share 

of the 'surplus' at prices it set. In 1951-52, as a by-product of the Five-Antis cam­

paign, interregional commerce was redefined as criminal speculation, an extreme 

form of capitalist exploitation. Trade was taken over by the state and rural markets 

withered. Many peasants lost crucial sideline income; this was especially true in 

many of the poorer areas where peasants had made ends meet by operating such 
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During the land reform cam­

paigns of the late forties and 

early fifties , poor peasants, 

even women as depicted here , 

were encouraged to speak out 

against landlords who had 

exploited them. At such meet­

ings, landlords not only had 

their land confiscated, but 

were frequently beaten, even 

executed. 



300 

Collectivization of agriculture 

and mobilization of labour led 

to a much greater participa­

tion of women in agricultural 

work. By 1965, the date orthis 

photograph, women were per­

forming around half the 

lower-skilled farm labour in 

many areas. 
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small enterprises as oil presses, paper mills , or rope factories. Carpenters and 

craftsmen who used to travel far and wide became chained to the land, unable to 

practise their trades except in their own localities. 

Reorganization of the countryside created a new elite of rural cadres. Policy 

may have been made at upper reaches of the party, by Mao's whims or through 

struggles between different lines and different factions, but the way policy shifts 

were experienced by ordinary people depended on the personal qualities of the 

lowest level of party leaders who now had power over almost every facet of their 

lives. In villages , team leaders were generally local residents who had been 

selected for any of a number of reasons. In some villages, middle peasants who 

could read and write, keep books, and knew a lot about farming rose to leadership 

positions. In others village, toughs from the poorest families rose because of the 

zeal they showed in class struggle against the former landlords or rich peasants. 
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To get ahead, a team leader had to be energetic in producing a substantial surplus 

to serve the needs of the revolution; on the other hand, to keep the members of 

his team motivated, he had to make sure too much was not taken away. His suc­

cess depended on his skill in ingratiating himself with both sides and stretching 

the truth when needed. As units were urged to consolidate and enlarge , rural 

cadres had to spend much of their time motivating members and settling squab­

bles among them. 

Team leaders and other local activists had opportunities to rise in the party 

hierarchy, creating social mobility way beyond anything that had existed in impe­

rial China. The party grew steadily, from 2. 7 million members in 194 7 to 6.1 mil­

lion in 1953 and 17 million in 1961. Many of these party members were poor 

peasants who had joined the Red Army or emerged as activists in various political 

campaigns. 

NEW CHINA 

The aspirations of Mao and the other Communist leaders were not limited to 

restructuring the social organization of production. Chinese culture and the Chi­

nese state were both to be transformed as well. China's new leaders called their 

victory in the civil war 'the liberation'. The Chinese people had been freed from 

the yoke of the past and now could rebuild China as a new, modern, socialist, egal­

itarian, forward-looking nation. China would no longer be shunted to the margins 

of world history, but would regain its rightful place in the centre. It would demon­

strate to the world the potential of socialism to lift the masses out of poverty and 

create a better form of human community. 

Spreading these ideas was the mission of propaganda departments and teams, 

which quickly took over the publishing industry. Schools and colleges were also 

put under party supervision, with a Soviet-style Ministry of Education issuing 

directives concerning such curricular matters as the textbooks to use for Chinese 

history and the promotion of the 'common' language as a standard dialect. 
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Tiananmen Square combines 

some of the finest surviving 

architecture from the Qing 

period with huge buildings 

and spaces directly inspired 

by the example of the 

Soviet Union . 
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Numerous mass organizations were set up , including street committees in cities, 

the Youth League , Women's Federation , and Labour Union Federation. Party 

workers who organized meetings of these groups were simultaneously to learn 

from the masses , keep an eye on them, and get them on the side of new policies. 

They decorated meeting halls and other buildings with banners and posters pro­

claiming party slogans. In the early 1950s, these efforts at mobilization and pro­

paganda met with considerable success. People began giving their children 

names that testified to their patriotic hopes , names like 'Build China' or 'Make the 

Nation Flourish'. 

New China needed symbols of its rebirth. The old city of Beijing was given a 

new look to match its status as capital of New China. In the late 1950s the huge 

walls around Beijing were torn down because they impeded traffic. At the same 

time the area south of the old imperial palace was cleared of buildings, creating 

room for the world's largest square, Tiananmen Square, soon to be the site of huge 

May Day and National Day rallies. On either side of this square two huge Soviet­

style buildings were erected, the Great Hall of the People and the Museum of Chi­

nese History. In the very centre was placed a 100-foot-tall stone Monument to the 

Martyrs of the People, decorated with carved reliefs depicting heroic revolution­

aries of the past century. Neither monuments nor squares had been a part of old 

China's cities; the 'international' socialist style, adopted to update China's look, 

introduced elements of western art, architecture and urban planning. 

The pervasive attack on the old was extended to many features of traditional 

culture: much of traditional religion was labelled feudal superstition, as were 

social customs such as deference to superiors and women's deference to men. The 

state endorsed the goal of women's equality and promoted reform of family and 

marriage practices (as the Jiangxi and Yan'an soviets had done earlier). In 1950 

the Marriage Reform Law granted young people the right to choose their marriage 

partners, wives the right to initiate divorce, and wives and daughters the right to 

inherit property. The provisions of these laws did not go a lot further than the 

Nationalists' Civil Code of 1930, but they had a considerably greater impact 

because campaigns were launched to publicize them and to assure women of 

party support if they refused a marriage arranged by their parents or left an 

unbearable husband or mother-in-law. During the first five years of the new law, 

several million marriages were dissolved, most at the request of the wife . This 

campaign should not, of course, get full credit for changes in the Chinese family 

system, for many other forces contributed to undermining the old family, such as 

the drastic shrinkage of family property as a result of collectivization of land and 

appropriation of business assets , the entry of more children into schools and mass 

organizations like the Youth League and Young Pioneers, the mobilization of 

women in large numbers into the workforce, and the public appearance of more 

women in positions of authority, ranging from street committees to university 

faculties and the upper echelons of the party. 
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CHINA AS A MULTI-NATIONAL STATE 

Old China had been an empire; new China was proclaimed to be a multi-national 

state. Officially, at least, the old view of China as the civilizing centre, gradually 

attracting, acculturating, and absorbing non-Chinese peoples along its frontiers 

was replaced by a vision of distinct but equal ethnic groups joined in a collabora­

tive state. 'Han' was promoted as the correct term for the ethnic group; 'Chinese' 

would be stretched to encompass all ethnic groups in the People's Republic. 

The policy of multi-nationality can be seen as another instance of imitating the 

Soviet Union, which had devised it as the best way, in an age of nationalism, to 

justify retaining all the lands acquired by the czar in the eighteenth and nine­

teenth centuries. For China the model similarly provided a way to justify reassert­

ing dominion over Tibet and Xinjiang, which had been attached to the Qing but 

had broken away after the collapse of the dynasty in 1911. (Mongolia had fallen 

away as well, but under the Savi.et Union's influence i.t had established a commu­

nist government in the 1920s, so China did not challenge its independence.) 

Identifying and labelling China's minority nationalities became a major state 

project in the fifties. Stalin had enunciated a nationalities policy with four criteria 

for establishing a group as a 'nationality': common language, common territory, a 

common economic life , and a common psychological make-up manifested in 

common cultural traits. Using these criteria, Chinese linguists and social scien­

tists investigated over 400 groups requesting recognition, rejecting most as local 

sub-branches of larger ethnic groups, and ending up with more than fifty recog­

nized minority nationalities. There were a few clear cases of distinct nationalities 

like the Tibetans and Uighurs who spoke distinct languages and lived in distinct 

territories. But there were many more ambiguous cases ranging from the Hui , Chi­

nese-speaking Muslims scattered throughout the country, to the Zhuang of 

Guangxi who had long been quite sinified, to those labelled Miao, spread out over 

many provinces whose unity depended more on Han folk categories than their 

own sense of identity, to small tribal groups of a few thousand people in the hills 

of the southwest. In cases where a particular minority dominated a region (from 

county to province in size), the region could be recognized as 'autonomous' , giv­

ing it the right to use its own language in schools and government offices. Tibet, 

Xinjiang, Ningxia , Guangxi , and Inner Mongolia were all made autonomous 

regions (for the Tibetan, Uighur, Hui , Zhuang and Mongol peoples, respectively) 

and large parts of Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou were declared autonomous dis­

tricts of the Zhuang, Miao, Yi, and other minorities. Officially, all of these regions 

are glad to be part of the grand multi-national People's Republic of China, and by 

1957 400,000 members of minority groups had been recruited as party members. 

There is plenty of evidence, however, that satisfaction has been far from universal, 

especially in the case of Tibet. In Tibet, incorporation was resisted in 1950 , a 

revolt was staged in 1959 , and protests and other forms of resistance have 

recurred with some frequency ever since. 
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Linguistic and ethnic 
diversity in China today 
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The citizens of the People's Republic of China speak many lan­

guages. Nearly a billion, about 94 per cent of the population , 

speak a Chinese language. Not all of these people can under­

stand each others' speech, however, since many of the 'dialects' 

of Chinese differ more than French and Spanish and could eas­

ily be considered separate languages. Over the centuries, 

pronunciation has diverged considerably; for instance , the 

word for 'difficult' is pronounced nan in Beijing, but le in 

Yanzhou, ne in Suzhou and Ian in Changsha. All of the Chinese 

languages employ tones, but northern Mandarin has four 

tones , Cantonese has twelve. Traditionally, the major way the 

divergence of dialects was overcome was through the written 

word, since Chinese ideographs can be read using any dialect. 

Educated men also learned to speak 'official speech', a version 

of Mandarin, to communicate with people from other regions. 

Early in the twentieth century, proponents of the New Culture 

advocated making this official speech the national language. 

The People's Republic has promoted it as well , requiring that 

the 'common language' be used in schools as well as on radio 

and television. 
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SUBORDINATING INTELLECTUALS 

In the 1920s and 1930s, intellectuals - like Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao, Lu Xun 

and Ding Ling - were among the most enthusiastic supporters of socialism, see­

ing in it a way to rid China of poverty and injustice. In the late 1930s and 1940s, 

quite a few well-known writers made their way to Yan'an where they soon learned 

that their job was to serve the party, not stand at a critical distance from it. 

After 1949 the party had to deal with a new category of intellectuals, individu­

als who had not publicly sided with it, but rather had stayed in the cities, holding 

jobs that linked them one way or another with the Nationalist cause. Most mem­

bers of this small urban educated elite responded with enthusiasm in the early 

fifties to the signs that China finally had a government that could get the job done 

- control inflation, end corruption, spread literacy, promote equality for women, 

clean up the streets, and get everyone working. Many enthusiastically volun­

teered to serve the new government in whatever capacity they could, and thou­

sands who were studying abroad hurried home to see how they could help. The 

party for its part needed experienced supervisors, administrators , teachers , jour­

nalists, scientists, writers, and functionaries . Thus even though Mao insisted that 
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'being red was more important than being expert' , most of the educated were kept 

in their jobs, whatever their class background. 

The new state did, however, devise ways to limit the influence of the intellec­

tuals it had inherited. Sc:;hools , universities , publishing houses, research insti­

tutes , and other organizations were all reorganized and the intellectuals employed 

there 're-educated'. 'Thought reform' generally entailed confessing one's former 

sub-servience to capitalist imperialism, guilt at betraying the Chinese people, and 

gratitude to Chairman Mao for having pointed out one's errors. Many who went 

through it were inspired to dedicate themselves to the socialist cause. The inde­

pendence of intellectuals was also undermined by the elimination of alternative 

ways to make a living. There were no more independent presses or independent 

colleges; society no longer tolerated men of leisure who derived income from 

investments and spent it on art or antiques. 

Some branches of intellectual work were given generous government support, 

none more so, perhaps, than archaeology. The Institute of Archaeology was 

founded in 1950 to co-ordinate archaeological excavations and research through­

out the country. It soon set up permanent field stations at major sites such as 

Anyang, Xi'an, and Luoyang, and despatched trained teams to investigate when­

ever ancient graves or relics were uncovered in the course of construction of 
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roads, factories, or reservoirs. As a way of approaching the past, archaeological 

research had the attraction of being scientific; it was expected that excavated 

materials would demonstrate the conformity of the Chinese past to the Marxist 

scheme of historical development from primitive clan to slave to feudal society. 

Archaeology also promised a less text-centred view of the past, one that would 

allow celebration of the contributions of the working people who crafted the 

objects discovered rather than the elites who wrote texts. 

By 1956 Mao was confident that the combination of inducements and retrain­

ing had won over the educated. That year Mao called on the intellectuals to help 

him identify problems within the party, such as party members who had lost 

touch with the people or behaved like tyrants . Although most intellectuals were 

wary when they first heard Mao's call to 'Let a hundred flowers bloom', they lost 

their inhibitions as praise was lavished on those who came forward with criti­

cisms. The outpouring of criticism that followed apparently took Mao by sur­

prise; he abruptly reversed course and angrily accused the critics of harbouring 

rightist ideology and opposing the party. 

ln the massive anti-rightist campaign that followed, half or more of China's 

tiny educated elite were stigmatized, ostensibly because of something anti-party 

they said during the 'Hundred Flowers' period, but actually often for no other 

reason than that unit leaders felt compelled to discover their quota of rightists. 

Altogether almost three million people were labelled 'rightists', which assured 

that they would no longer have any real influence at work, even if they were 

allowed to continue in their previous jobs. Half a million were sent to the coun­

tryside to overcome 'separation from the masses' through manual labour among 

them. Victims included the young and the old, those who had taken a stand and 

those who had stayed on the sidelines. Thirty reporters who had written stories 

exposing the much resented secret shops for officials ended up in labour reform 

camps. There were also many cases like that of a railway engineer relegated to 

menial labour for twenty years because someone reported hearing him say 'how 

bold' when he read some of the Hundred Flowers critiques of the party. By remov­

ing so many of those with higher educations from positions of authority, the new 

elite of party cadres - largely from worker and peasant backgrounds and often 

both xenophobic and anti-intellectual - destroyed the urban, educated, western­

influenced professional elite created in the 1930s and 1940s. Old China had been 

dominated, culturally at least, by an elite defined by lengthy education; Mao 

refused to let that happen to new China. Those with higher educations had been 

put in their place: they were employees of the state, hired to instruct the children 

of the labouring people or provide technical assistance; they were not to have 

ideas of their own separate from those of the party or a cultural life distinct from 

that of the masses. 
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Ding Ling 

Chinese intellectuals have not had it easy during the twenti­

eth century, especially those most committed to using their 
talents to assist in the creation of a better Ch ina. Ding Ling 
(1904-85), the most prominent woman writer of her genera­
tion, not atypically found herself in trouble with authorities 
again and again. 

Ding Ling grew up in Hunan province among the pioneers 
of women's education. Her widowed mother entered school at 

thirty and later taught at girls' schools. Ding Ling in time 
proved just as ready to break conventions. In 1919 she entered 
one of the first men's high schools to turn co-educational. The 
next year, at sixteen, she left Hunan to escape her uncles' 
efforts to arrange a marriage for her and to throw herself into 
the exciting world of the May Fourth movement. Thus she 
began an emancipated life in Nanjing, Shanghai, and Beijing 
that mixed study, writing, frequent moves, and the never-end-

• ing pursuit of ways to make ends meet. She joined the Anar­
chist Party and read about the lives of liberated women in the 
Soviet Union. She also met and fell in love with the young poet 

Hu Yepin. 
Ding Ling's first story was published in 1927 and her first 

collection, an instant success, in 1928. The heroines in her 
early stories were modern women; they were daring, passion­
ate, and eager to be independent, but unable to find emotional 
satisfaction or to develop truly independent personalities. 
Miss Sophie, the title character of her best-known story, is a 
lonely, fretful, tubercular young woman who describes in her 
diary not only her dissatisfaction with life around her but also 
her erotic longings for an unworthy man and the confusion 
these feelings cause her. 

In 1930 Hu and Ding Ling had to flee Shandong where Hu 
was teaching because he was about to be arrested for teach­
ing proletarian literature. In Shanghai a son was born to them, 
Hu became a member of the Communist Party, and both 

became active in the League of Left-Wing Writers. The next 
year Hu was arrested and executed by the Nationalists. Devas­
tated, Ding Ling committed herself to revolutionary work. She 
joined the party and took up writing proletarian literature. She 
announced to a group of students that she would no longer 

write about love. Abducted by Nationalist agents herself in 
1933, Ding Ling was imprisoned for a time, then held in house 
arrest in Nanjing for three years. 

After she managed to escape, Ding Ling made her way to 
Yan'an. There she got to know many of the top Communist 
leaders, taught, did political work, wrote short stories, and 
married another writer. Like many writers in Yan'an, Ding Ling 
found it difficult to write compellingly and still satisfy the 
party leadership. Her stories contained characters not entirely 
comfortable with all aspects of the revolutionary life. For 
instance, in one a woman party member came to feel the 
'needs of the party' had become an iron collar around her neck 
when the party ordered her to quit studying to become a doc­
tor because they needed her as a nurse. In 1942 Mao Zedong 
convened a Forum on Art and Literature to rein in writers. He 

reiterated the principle that the writer's job was to serve the 
needs of the revolution. Ding Ling was one of many targets 
and was forced to undergo self-criticism. After spending two 
years in the Central Party School studying politics, she was 
sent out of Yan'an to write about soldiers and peasants. 

During the civil war, Ding Ling was assigned to observe 
land reform in north China. The novel she wrote based on her 
experiences there depicted the senior communist cadre as 
near perfect, able to survive any hardship, always shrewd and 
kind in his deal ings with peasants and younger party members. 
Ding Ling had learned to write socialist realism: this novel was 
awarded the prestigious Stalin Prize and earned her a trip to 
Moscow. In political favour for several years thereafter, Ding 
Ling was appointed to a variety of high posts and published 

THE GREAT LEAP FORWARD 

By late 1957, to Mao at least, following the Soviet model no longer seemed good 

enough. Growth was too slow, too dependent on technical experts, too con­

strained by the scarcity of capital. China had to find a way to use what it was rich 

in - labour power - to modernize more rapidly. Mao began talking of a Great Leap 

Forward. Through the concerted hard work of hundreds of millions of people 

labouring together, China would transform itself from a poor nation into a 
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such titles as Impressions of a Visit to the Sovie t Union and 
Songs of Praise for the Five Year Plan. When the writer and edi­
tor Hu Feng became the target of a campaign against liberal 
writers in 1955, however, she too was criticized, the promi­
nent writer Mao Dun charging that she retained the ideology 
of Miss Sophie. In her self-criticisms she admitted that the 
May Fourth era had profoundly shaped her thinking and that 
her characters often felt alone and helpless. 

Despite having twice been made a target of criticism, Ding 
Ling spoke out during the Hundred Flowers Campaign, calling 
for freedom of literature from state control. During the Anti­
Rightist campaign that followed she and her early writings 
became the subject of numerous struggle sessions. Profes­
sional rivalries, long-standing personal conflicts, and bureau­
cratic in-fighting led to considerable viciousness as Ding Ling 
was accused not only of pol itical errors but 'unchaste' activi ­
ties while under house arrest in Nanjing in the 1930s. When 
she refused to admit to any crimes against the party, she was 
stripped of her posts, expelled from the party, and sent to per­
form 'reform through labour' on a farm near the Siberian bor­
der. Her life there was not too bad; old friends and patrons 
could send paper and special food, and she remained in con­
tact with her family. Later, during the Cultural Revolution, 
however, rival teams from two nearby communes competed to 
struggle with her and she was beaten, humil iated, and put in 
solitary confinement. From 1970 to 1975 she was incarcerated 
in a large state prison. 

In 1978, when Deng Xiaoping arranged for the rehabilita­
tion of victims of the Cultural Revolution, Ding Ling reap­
peared in Beijing. From then until her death in 1985, she 
enjoyed celebrity status, travelling abroad, giving interviews, 
and commenting on events. Many young people who had 
expected her to speak out on either feminist issues or party 
control of literary activity were disappointed, however; to the 
younger generation she seemed to have finally absorbed the 
party line. 

The Yan'an soviet was a small enough place that Ding 

Ling got to know many of the top Communist lead­

ers . Still she was severely criticized for the feminist 

tone of some of her stories . 

mighty one. The latent creative capacity of the Chinese masses , previously held 

in check by the domestic and fo reign exploiting classes, would be unleashed and 

China would surpass Great Bri tain in industrial output wi thin fi fteen years. 

Soon visions of accelerated industrialization were coupled with ye t further 

transformation in the countryside. In 1958, in a matter of months, agricultural 

collec tives all over the country were amalgamated into gigantic communes. These 

communes were expected to complete the proletarianization of the peasantry -
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divorcing them totally from the ownership of the means of production and bring­

ing them such benefits of modern urban life as schools and hospitals. China's 

leaders proclaimed that productivity would reach new heights as peasants ingen­

iously planted seeds more densely and opened small-scale factories using locally 

available materials. 

Trusting Mao, both party cadres and ordinary working people got caught up 

in a wave of utopian enthusiasm. Economists and engineers , like other educated 

experts , had been downgraded or removed in the anti-rightist campaigns of the 

year before, so plans were formulated not by experts , but by local cadres eager to 

show their political zeal. During the late summer and autumn of 1958, com­

munes, factories , schools, and other units set up 'backyard steel furnaces' in order 

to double steel production by combining small , native techniques with large, 

foreign ones. Peasant men were marched in military style to work on public­

works projects while the women took over much of the fieldwork. Both were 

exhorted by slogans like 'More, faster, better, and more economical' and songs 

like 'Communism i.s heaven./ The commune is the ladder./ If we build that lad­

der,/ We can climb the heights .' As workers were mobilized to put in long hours 

on these proj ects , they spent little time at home or in normal farm work, and to 

meet their needs units were encouraged to set up mess halls where food was free . 



Radi ca l Reunifi ca ti on: The Peo ple 's Republic 

Commentators hailed this as a major step in the transition from socialism to com­

munism. Counties claimed 1,000 and even 10,000 per cent increases in agricul­

ture production. Pictures were even published of fields where the wheat grew so 

thickly that children could stand on top of it without pushing it down. The 

Central Committee trumpeted abroad claims that national production had nearly 

doubled in a single year. 

Some Great Leap projects were successes; bridges, railroads , canals, reservoirs, 

power stations, mines , and irrigation works were constructed all over the country, 

many of them proving of enduring value. All too often , however, projects were 

undertaken with such haste and with so little technical knowledge that serious 

mistakes were made, such as ploughing so deep that the soil became salinized. By 

the time the first year of the Great Leap had passed, even Mao began calling for 

a less frenetic pace and more realistic goals. 

In the summer of 1959 the veteran revolutionary and minister of defence Peng 

Dehuai offered measured criticisms of the Great Leap policies at a party meeting. 

Mao Zedong was deeply affronted. He vehemently countered the charges and had 

Peng forced out of the leadership. The call for a Great Leap Forward was reinten­

sified; problems with it were now blamed on Peng and all those like him who 

lacked faith in its premises. 
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Because Mao dominated party decision-making and because the party appara­

tus had gained power over all aspects of China's economy, Mao's faulty economics 

ended up creating a famine of massive proportions. The size of the 1958 harvest 

was wildly exaggerated and much of it was left to rot in the fields , the men 

deployed elsewhere. When harvests fell the next two years, the effects of shortages 

were magnified by cadres who continued to report gains in production to show 

their revolutionary zeal. Because the central government based requisitions on 

these reports , much too large a share of the food supply was removed from the 

countryside: in many places the local people were left with less than half of what 

they needed to survive. Rationing was widespread and soup kitchens serving 

weak gruel were set up to stave off starvation. Still, from later census reconstruc­

tions, it appears that during the Three Hard Years (1959-62) there were on the 

order of thirty million 'excess' deaths attributable to the dearth of food. 

Not surprisingly, the Great Leap Forward strained the relations between China 

and the Soviet Union. With the death of Stalin, Mao thought he deserved to be 

recognized as the senior leader of the international communist movement, a view 

Khrushchev did not share . The Russians began to fear that China would drag 

them into a war with the United States because during the Great Leap period 

China intensified its anti-imperialist rhetoric and began shelling the islands off 

the coast of Fujian still held by the Nationalists on Taiwan. Khrushchev made two 

visits to Beijing in 1958 and 1959, and concluded that Mao was a romantic devia­

tionist, particularly wrongheaded in his decision to create communes. (It did not 

help that Mao claimed that the creation of communes would allow China to 

achieve communism sooner than the USSR.) Khrushchev reneged on a promise to 

give China atomic weapons, then in the summer of 1960, when famine was hit­

ting China, he ordered all Russian technical advisers out of China. By 1963 Mao 

was publicly denouncing Khrushchev as a revisionist and capitalist-roader and 

challenging the USSR's leadership of the international communist movement. 

Communist parties throughout the world soon developed pro-Soviet and pro­

Chinese factions. Fearing a Soviet invasion, the Chinese built air-raid shelters on 

a massive scale all over the country. The government also devoted enormous 

resources to constructing a defence establishment in mountainous inland areas far 

from both the sea and the Soviet border. 

The long-term impact of the Great Leap on the countryside was also largely 

negative. The struggle to survive led to rampant self-seeking that brought with it 

cynicism and loss of faith in the lower levels (at least) of the party state. People 

saw not only that the powerful few could impose irrational top-down policies, but 

also that they frequently worked for the parochial interests of their own families, 

cliques, or neighbours. Just as devastating was a further blow to peasants' mobil­

ity. Beginning in 1955 a system of population registration bound rural people to 
the villages of their birth, or in the case of married women, their husbands' 

villages. When the hasty expansion of the nation's industrial plant was reversed, 
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millions of unemployed workers were sent out of the cities to the countryside. To 

keep them from returning, or other peasants from sneaking into the cities, a sys­

tem of urban household registration was introduced, tied to grain rationing. Only 

those with permission to reside in that city could get the ration coupons needed 

to purchase grain. These residence policies had the unintended effect of locking 

rural communities with unfavourable man-land ratios into dismal poverty. Com­

pared to life in the countryside, life in the cities was secure, especially for the sub­

stantial share of city-dwellers employed in the state sector who had housing at 

low prices , pensions, health care, and various subsidies, not to mention a reliable 

supply of subsidized food. Children could stay in school through middle school 

and the luckiest (or best-connected) could go further. In the countryside, how­

ever, only a tiny proportion of exceptionally wealthy communities could come 

anywhere near to providing such benefits. In the poorest regions farmers , forced 

by the government to concentrate on growing grain , could do little to improve 

their situations other than invest more labour. Weeding more frequently, levelling 

and terracing fields , expanding irrigation systems, and so forth , did not always 

bring much of a return, leading to a decline in agricultural productivity right 

across the country. 

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION 

Mao's vision of revolution, made clear in his grand plans for the Great Leap For­

ward , was voluntaristic: it emphasized the potential for people, once mobilized to 

struggle, to transform both themselves and the world through the power of their 

wills. Inherent in Marxism, however, was another, quite different view of revolu­

tion and historical change. Marx was, after all, a materialist who rejected idealist 

interpretations of history. Ideas , he asserted , did not make history, rather they 

reflected the economic base, the mode of production and the relations of produc­

tion. A committed Marxist could, therefore, quite reasonably concentrate on 

changing the economic system and expecting ideas and culture to change as a 

result. Many members of the Chinese Communist Party, despite the great prestige 

of Mao and his thought, were themselves more inclined toward the materialist 

interpretation of history; political mobilization, to them, could not replace party 

control of the economic base. 

In the aftermath of the failure of the Great Leap, economic planners and party 

organization men came to the fore. Mao withdrew from active decision-making 

and Liu Shaoqi, Chen Yun, Zhou Enlai , Deng Xiaoping and other leaders set about 

reviving heavy industry and market activity. The need to take ideological stands 

was dismissed by Deng Xiaoping in language as pithy as Mao's: 'White cat, black 

cat - either will do as long as it catches mice.' 

By this time the party had become an enormous bureaucratic organization with 

some 17 million members. At the upper reaches , the fate of Peng Dehuai had not 

been forgotten , and honest debate of party policy was no longer attempted in front 
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of Mao. This opened the door to factionalism and secret manoeuvring. Mao's 

sense that the party was shunting him aside probably lies behind his call for a 

Great Revolution to Create a Proletarian Culture - or Cultural Revolution for 

short - a movement that came close to destroying the party he had led for three 

decades. But ideology entered into Mao's thinking as well. He probably genuinely 

feared that China was slipping in the inegalitarian direction of the Soviet Union; 

he would not stand by and watch as a new elite took over the party and subverted 

the revolution. To Mao the revolution had to be continued to succeed; it had to be 

a permanent process , constantly kept alive through unending class struggle. In a 

manner reminiscent of Stalin, Mao was convinced that hidden enemies within the 

party and intellectual circles had to be identified and removed. 

The Cultural Revolution was set in motion in the spring of 1966 when the 

mayor of Beijing was denounced for allowing the staging of a play that could be 

construed as critical of Mao. A Cultural Revolution Small Group was formed , with 

Mao's wife Jiang Qing (1914-91) as a key member. Jiang Qing had not played 

much of a part in politics before, and was widely seen as a stand-in for Mao, now 

over seventy. Soon radical students at Beijing University were agitating against 

party officials 'taking the capitalist road'. When Liu Shaoqi tried to control what 

was going on at Beijing University, Mao intervened , had him demoted by a rump 
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session of the Central Committee, and sanctioned the organization of students 

there into Red Guards. 

The Cultural Revolution quickly escalated beyond the ability of Mao , Jiang 

Qing, or anyone else to control or direct. Young people who had grown up in new 

China responded with alacrity and enthusiasm to calls to make revolution, happy 

to help Mao oust revisionists. In June 1966 middle schools and universities 

throughout the country, from large cities to small towns, were closed as students 

devoted all their time to Red Guard activities. The initial membership of the Red 

Guards was limited to those with 'good class backgrounds' - the children of peas­

ants , workers, cadres, military men , and revolutionary martyrs. The children of 

high-ranking cadres, who boasted of themselves as the 'natural reds', became the 

leaders and treated with contempt their fellow students from ordinary or bad class 

backgrounds - especially the children of intellectuals who tended to do well in 

examinations. At the same time, they completely avoided the issue of the new 

privileged elite in socialist China. The students from ordinary or bad class back­

grounds who suffered in the first phase of the Red Guard mobilization gradually 

formed their own Red Guard organizations. In place of class background they 

emphasized personal loyalty to Mao Zedong Thought as the criterion for judging 

a revolutionary. From August through November 1966, eight massive Red Guard 
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rallies were held in Beijing at Tiananmen square, attracting more than eight mil­

lion youths from all over the country. These Red Guards waved their little red 

books, Quotations from Chairman Mao, compiled a few years earlier by Lin Biao 

(1908-71) to indoctrinate soldiers, and filled with such wisdom as, 'In class soci­

ety everyone lives as a member of a particular class, and every kind of thinking, 

without exception, is stamped with the brand of a class', or 'The people, and the 

people alone, are the motive force in the making of world history. ' 

Tensions and antagonisms that had been suppressed by tight social control 

broke into the open as Red Guards found opportunities to get back at people or 

vent their fury. Red Guards roamed the streets in their battle against things foreign 

and things old, breaking into the homes of teachers , cadres, those with bad class 

backgrounds, and those with connections to foreigners , searching for old books, 

genealogies, or art treasures to seize or destroy. They orchestrated countless 

denunciation meetings at which accused cadres, teachers , or writers were forced 

to stand with their heads down and their arms raised behind them in the aero­

plane position while listening to erstwhile friends and colleagues jeer and curse 

them. In the words of a People's Daily editorial in 1966, 'With the tremendous and 

impetuous force of a raging storm,' the Red Guards had 'smashed the shackles 

imposed on their minds by the exploiting classes for so long in the past, routing 

the bourgeois "specialists", "scholars", "authorities", and "venerable masters" , 

sweeping every bit of their prestige into the dust.' 

Targets included well-known intellectual figures like Ba Jin, author of Family, 

the novel that had captured the mood of educated youth of the 1920s and 1930s. 

In 1966 Ba Jin was publicly 'struggled with' in Shanghai, compelled to kneel on 

broken glass before a huge angry crowd. His wife was forced to clean the streets 

and became ill; since she had been classed as an 'enemy of the people', however, 

she was denied medical care, and Ba Jin was left to feel grievously responsible for 

her death. The Red Guards, with the blessings of the Maoists , even took on the 
head of state, Liu Shaoqi, now labelled the 'chief capitalist-roader' . In the summer 

of 1967 they stormed Zhongnanhai, the well-guarded quarters where the party 

hierarchy lived , and seized Liu . Then they taunted and beat him before huge 

crowds . Liu died two years later from the abuse he received; and four other mem­

bers of his family also died as a result of beatings or mistreatment in prison where 

interrogators made every effort to force them to reveal evidence that Liu or his 

wife were spies. 

By November 1966 workers were also being mobilized to participate in the 

Cultural Revolution. Rebel students went to factories to 'learn from the workers' 

but actually to instigate opposition to party superiors. Party leaders tried 

to appease discontented workers by raising wages and handing out bonuses, 

but Mao responded to this 'economism' by instructing students and workers to 

seize power from corrupt, revisionist party leaders. Confusing power struggles 

were the predictable result; as soon as one group gained the upper hand, another 
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would challenge its takeover as a 'sham power seizure' and attempt 'counter­

power seizure'. 

Up to this point, the involvement of the military in the Cultural Revolution had 

been minimal. However, as armed conflict spread, Mao turned to the People's Lib­

eration Army as the only organization capable of restoring order. The army was 

given conflicting tasks: to help leftist groups seize power and to ensure that indus­

trial and agricultural production continued. Generally the army pursued its own 

interests by supporting conservative mass organizations and disbanding the rebel 

organizations as 'counterrevolutionary'. Maoist leaders initiated a counterattack, 

accusing the army of supporting the wrong side. ln July 1967 a conservative fac­

tion in Wuhan kidnapped two of the radical leaders from Beijing, and the Cultural 

Revolution Small Group responded by calling on the Red Guards to arm them­

selves and to seize military power from the 'capitalist roaders' in the Army. Thus 

began the most violent stage of the Cultural Revolution, during which different 

factions of Red Guards and workers' organizations took up armed struggle against 

not only each other but also in opposition to regional and national military forces. 

3 17 

At Beijing University students 

had to use ladders to post new 

'big character posters' in 196 7. 

Such posters denounced by 

name 'revisionists' and 'capi­

talist roaders ' among the 

faculty and administrators. 
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Chinese food 

During the twentieth century, Chinese in even the 

most remote villages adopted numerous features 
of western material culture, not merely ones that could 
be classed as objectively superior on technical grounds 
(railroads, electric fans, thermos bottles, buses, bal l-point 
pens). but also ones of no technical advantage (such as the 
collars on men's shirts and printing across rather than down). 
The victory of the communists did little to slow these 
processes down, in no small part because the material 
culture of international socialism drew heavily from 
European, and especially Russian, traditions. Nevertheless, 
Chinese cuisine managed to resist insidious westernization. 
Chinese did not abandon chopsticks for forks or soy sauce 
for butter. 

Precisely which vegetables, meats, and grains Chinese 
ate varied considerably across the country, but certain 
basic principles made all of it identifiably 'Chinese'. Grain 
was always central, with rice preferred in most places 
and wheat, made into noodles, buns, or flat cakes, coming 
next. Accompanying dishes were made from combinations 
of vegetables, meat, or fish, the pieces cut small enough 
to be cooked quickly with a minimum of fuel. Ginger, garlic, 
vinegar, and sauces made from fermented soy beans were 

Traditionally men and 

women ate separately, even 
in the home, but in the 

twentieth century it 

became the custom for 
everyone to sit down 

together. 

widely used to enhance flavour. In some areas, notably 
Sichuan and Hunan, red pepper was also liberally used. Meat 
never supplied a large share of the calories consumed, but 
neither was it intentionally avoided. Pork was the most 
widely available meat; sliced thin or shredded, a small 
amount can flavour bean curd or such vegetables as cab­
bage or bamboo shoots. Even routine family meals usually 
included a soup as well as a vegetable dish or two. Feasts 
and banquets could easily include ten or more different 
dishes, with emphasis on variety of ingredients and styles of 
preparation : meat, fish, poultry, and vegetables steamed, 
stir-fried, stewed, and deep-fried. 

Under Mao, eating, like almost everything else, 
had its political aspects. The supply of grain to the 
cities was controlled by the government. Only those 
with grain ration coupons could purchase grain or 
even buy a bowl of rice or noodles at a small restaurant. 
Other foods were rationed at times, including cooking 
oil and meat. Food was also connected to politics through 
its association with the pursuit of connections and 
favours. Cadres were long accused of growing fat because 
of all the meals they accepted from favour-seekers. 
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Communications and transport came to a standstill and consumer goods became 

scarce in urban areas. 

Faced with this deteriorating situation, Mao had no choice but to moderate 

the whole movement in order to prevent full-scale civil war. In July 1968 

Mao disbanded the Red Guards, who were soon sent off to work in the country­

side. He and other leaders called for the creation of Revolutionary Committees 

to take the place of the old party structure. Each committee would have repre­

sentatives from the mass organizations , from revolutionary cadres, and from 

the army; in most places the army quickly became the dominant force. Military 

control did not mean an end to violence, however. The military's search for hidden 

enemies and traitors among intellectuals and party members plunged the Cultural 

Revolution into a phase of state-instigated terror. The military's investigation 

of the probably fictitious 'May 16 Group' conspiracy culminated in the torture and 

execution of thousands of people. 

By this time the Cultural Revolution was also having an impact in rural areas. 

In a manner reminiscent of the Great Leap Forward, those with bad-class labels 

again became scapegoats and extreme collectivism was pushed. All sideline 

activities, even raising chickens and pigs, were labelled incipient capitalism and 

had to be dropped. Because peasants did not spontaneously support these poli­

cies, heavily coercive tactics frequently had to be employed. Thus, although ideo­

logical emphasis was placed on mass participation in the political process , in 

actuality the power of local cadres tended to increase much more than the power 

of local people. 

The dominance of the military declined after the bizarre downfall in 1971 

of the minister of defence , Lin Biao. To the public , Lin Biao was a paragon of 

devotion to Mao , and the Chinese press regularly referred to Lin as Mao's close 

comrade-in-arms and best student. Yet , according to the official account, 

Lin became afraid that Mao had turned against him and decided to assassinate 

him. When Lin's daughter exposed his plot, he decided to flee to the Soviet Union, 

but died when his plane, out of fuel , crashed over Mongolia. Whatever the truth 

of the matter, news of his plot was kept out of the press for a year, the leadership 

apparently unsure how to tell the people that Lin Biao turned out to be just 

like Liu Shaoqi, a secret traitor who had managed to reach the second highest 

position in the political hierarchy. 

The fall of Lin Biao left Jiang Qing the main leader of the radical faction . 

During these years she devoted much of her energies to promoting revolutionary 

operas and other 'proletarian' art and standing vigil against the intrusion 

of feudalist, capitalist, or revisionist ideas into art or culture. The leader of the 

more moderate faction was Zhou Enlai, still principally responsible for foreign 

affairs. During the Cultural Revolution, China's main external fear was of Soviet 

invasion. In the more fluid situation after the fall of Lin Biao, Zhou Enlai sought 

ways to improve relations with the United States to make it a counter-weight 
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In April 1976, three months 

after the death of Zhou Enlai , 

a spontaneous movement to 

put wreaths by the Memorial 

to the Martyrs of the Revolu­

tion ended in violent 

confrontation and the arrest of 

hundreds of demonstrators. 
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to the Soviet Union, and he arranged for the US President Richard Nixon to visit 

in 1972. By 1973 Zhou , although ill with cancer, was able to bring back many 

disgraced leaders, including Deng Xiaoping, and reinstate them to important 

posts. Zhou died in January 1976. When residents of Beijing spontaneously gath­

ered in April to pay respects to him at Tiananmen Square, Jiang Qing's group 

condemned them as 'counter-revolutionary' and purged Deng again. But with 

Mao's death in September that year,Jiang Qing and her Gang of Four were arrested. 

At a show trial held in 1980-81, they were convicted of most of the excesses of the 

Cultural Revolution. 

By official count, nearly three million people were victims of the Cultural Revo­

lution. Almost everyone who had participated in any way ended up feeling a 

victim, shortchanged or manipulated if not actually abused. Urban young people 

who had been exhilarated when Mao called on them to topple those in power soon 

found themselves at the bottom of the heap , sent down to the countryside where 

hostile peasants could make life very harsh. Their younger siblings had their 

education seriously interrupted, with schools closed for long periods , then 

reopened with watered-down curricula. The cadres , teachers, and intellectuals 

who were the principle targets suffered the worst physical abuse, but the sense 

of betrayal caused just as much pain. When they had to continue working with 

people who had beaten, humiliated, or imprisoned them, the wounds were left to 

fester for years. Even those who agreed that elitist values and bureaucratic habits 

were rife in the party and schools found little positive in the outcome of the 
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Cultural Revolution's massive assault on entrenched ideas and the established 

order. Indeed, most inside China and out would put this episode of China's 

history high on a list of man's inhumanity to man. 

DAILY LIFE UNDER SOCIALISM 

No political transition in Chinese history since the Qin unification in 221 BC had 

as great an impact on the way ordinary people led their lives as the victory of the 

Communist Party in 1949. In the cities, street life changed quite dramatically. Vis­

ible inequality was much reduced. Beggars and prostitutes no longer loitered on 

city streets. Clothing styles became much more uniform and subdued, with most 

adults wearing versions of the buttoned-up cotton 'Mao' jackets in various shades 

of grey and blue. Even hair styles were standardized. Girls usually wore their hair 

in braids, adult women commonly had hair cut just below the ears or pulled back 

in a bun. Men's hairstyles were uniformly short. 

A new architectural style came to dominate public buildings of all sorts. Even 

after China broke with the Soviet Union, the architect ral style learned from the 

Soviets continued to be employed in most larger cities. Buildings and the streets 

themselves were regularly festooned with political slogans, changing with every 

new campaign. Posters, too , were prominently displayed, making the vivid col­

ours and heroic portraits of the socialist realist style a standard part of urban visual 

culture. Loud speakers often blared news and political information that reinforced 

the slogans. 
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In the 1950s and 1960s, bill­

boards were used to publicize 

political slogans and celebrate 

model workers. In this 1965 

photo, the billboard adver­

tised a new movie about Lei. 

Feng, the self-sacrificing 

model soldier. The 'socialist 

realist' artistic style was 

intended to convey Lei Feng's 

heroic qualities. 
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Despite a considerable invest­

ment in the construction of 

high-rise housing in major 

cities , a large portion of the 

urban population still lived 

in cramped quarters along 

narrow alleys . 
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Living in a city brought many benefits. The government provided inexpensive 

health care, which led to a substantial increase in life expectancy. Residents of cit­

ies commonly made their living working for the government one way or another. 

These included not only policemen and teachers, but also most factory workers 

and shop clerks, since factories and stores were largely state-owned. Factory work­

ers were classed as the proletariat , a privileged stratum in the Maoist political 

order. They could expect to work at the same place their entire lives, with no fear 

of being laid off when work slowed, as the production schedule of the factory was 

set by the central government's five-year plan - not market demand for its prod­

ucts. This 'iron rice bowl' meant that there was no need to work especially hard, 

unless one was hoping to become a member of the Communist Party and needed 

to be recommended by supervisors at the factory. Factory jobs also provided pen­

sions, with retirement ages usually 50 or 55 for women and 55 or 60 for men. 

Most young people in the cities could stay in education through middle school, 

and a substantial number finished secondary school. When they left school they 

were assigned a job, the government providing full employment by compelling 

factories or other employers to take on more workers than they needed. To those 

getting a job, this decision determined not only what kind of work they would do 

- often for the rest of their lives - but also where they would live, as housing was 

regularly owned and managed by work units. 
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Housing was simple and utilitarian - often a family of five or more would live 

in one or two rooms and share kitchen and bathroom facilities with others on their 

floor of a two- , three-, or four-storey building. Families living in a single room 

was not uncommon. Getting a new housing assignment required somehow per­

suading bureaucrats to give one priority or special favours. On the other hand, 

work-unit housing did not cost much, often less than a tenth of a family's income. 

That left most people enough money to buy simple manufactured goods such as 

thermos bottles and blankets, and to save for more major purchases, such as bicy­

cles and watches. 

Associations of one sort or another were an important element in life in the cit­

ies . Neighbourhood committees looked after shared courtyards and made sure 

that residents learned of new policies. Local branches of the All China Women's 

Federation concerned themselves with issues such as childcare and wage equity. 

School children aged six to fourteen were encouraged to join the Young Pioneers, 

and were clearly identifiable by the red scarves they wore tied at their necks. Young 

Pioneers pledged to love the Communist Party of China, love the motherland, love 

the people, study hard, and keep fit so that they would be able to contribute to the 

cause of communism. For those too old for the Young Pioneers, there was the 

Youth League, from whose ranks party members were often recruited. These new 

associations to some extent took the place of local temples as foci of community 
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A Xi'an textile plant provided 

this one-room apartment to 

the woman, her husband, and 

their two children. In one­

room apartments, stools 

would be tucked under tables, 

and the table and stools pulled 

out for meals. 
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Good agricultural land is in 

such short supply in China 

that efforts must be made to 

use every bit of it efficiently. 

In this fertile region of 

Jiangsu , the houses are con­

centrated along the canal to 

allow full use of tillable land. 
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life. Thousands of Buddhist, Daoist, and popular temples were closed across the 

country, their clergy laicized and their buildings converted to schools or used for 

other purposes. Although some older people persisted in traditional religious 

practices, young people were taught to think of religion as 'feudal superstition'. 

Working couples had choices for childcare. Since women retired relatively early, 

there was often a grandmother available to baby-sit. In addition, work units often 

provided childcare, sometimes even all-week childcare, with the parents picking 

up the children on Saturday after work and returning them to the day-care centre 

on Monday morning before work. One reason some families favoured all-week 

childcare was that parents worked six-day weeks and did not have much spare 

time after work. Without refrigerators, people normally shopp'ed every day, and 

often had to wait in line to get food. If, in addition, the parents had long com­

mutes , perhaps by bicycle, they could be hard pressed to find much time to look 

after little children. 

Life in the countryside differed in fundamental ways from life in the cities. Most 

villagers did not work for the state. Rather, they were members of collectives; their 
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income depended on the harvests and thus varied more than a city-dweller's from 

one year to the next. Income in cash and grain was paid directly to the family 

head, rather than to individual workers, so women did not acquire money of their 

own the way women workers in the city did. Collectives invested in mechaniza­

tion that eased the back-breaking labour of farming life. Hand tractors made plow­

ing easier and could be hitched to carts to carry crops into town; electric water 

pumps reduced the work needed to fetch the family's water. Collectives made no 

provision for pensions, so those too old to work depended on their sons to support 

them - just as farm families had done for centuries. 

In the countryside such modern institutions as schools and hospitals were at a 

much more rudimentary level than in the cities. In 1967, in rural areas of Guang­

dong province there was one doctor per 10,000 residents , while the provincial 

capital had one doctor per 600 residents. The Communist Party took great pride 

in introducing paramedics with three- to six-months training - dubbed 'bare foot 

doctors' - to provide basic health in rural areas , but they could not handle com­

plex cases. Illiteracy among the young plummeted as elementary schools were 

opened throughout the country. Because elementary schools were funded from 

local resources, poorer areas of the countryside tended to have poorer schools. 

And they often could offer only five or six years of education, limiting the oppor­

tunities for intelligent children born in the countryside. For ambitious young men 

in rural areas, joining the army or the party was generally the bes t way to get 

ahead, or at least to see something of other parts of the country. This was particu­

larly true after 1958 when th e government made it nearly impossible for rural 

residents to migrate to the cities in search of work. 

The differences in the standard of living between the countryside and the cities 

shaped the experience of the millions of young people sent out of the cities and 

into the countryside in the 1960s and 1970s. These young people were told that 

they were helping backward areas by bringing their higher levels of education and 

that at the same time they would 'learn from the masses' . Often, however, the place 

to which they were sent had no real need for them and put them to work in the 

fields , which unused as they were to the labour, they found exhausting. Moreover, 

many were horrified by the prevalence of diseases like trachoma and tuberculosis , 

and found the rough food unpalatable. They wanted nothing more than to return 

to the city. 

In both cities and the countryside, family life underwent important changes 

after 1949. With collectivization families no longer had family property to pass on 

to the next generation, weakening the hold of fathers over their sons. Repeated 

campaigns that called on children to draw a line separating themselves from their 

flawed parents undermined filial piety as the central virtue of the family system. 

The marriage law of 1950 largely repeated key reforms of the Nationalist mar­

riage law, but was much better publicized. Taking concubines came to an end, as 

did more blatant forms of selling children as brides or adopted sons. The initial 
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Taiwan's Success Story under the Nationalists 

In 1949, when the victory of the Communist Party in the 
civil war seemed imminent, Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kaishek) 
and about two million soldiers, government workers, 
and members of the business and intellectual elites retreated 
to the island of Taiwan, a hundred miles off the coast 
of Fujian province. Controlling only this island and a 
few smaller ones, the Nationalist government continued 

to call itself the Republic of China (R.O.C.) and set itself 
the goal of retaking the mainland. Martial law was imposed 
and one-party rule instituted. 

Taiwan had been under Japanese colonial rule from 
1895 to 1945. After Japan was defeated in World War II, 
Taiwan was returned to Chinese rule. Violence marred 
the initial encounter between the local population and 
the Nationalist government: in 1947 the newly arrived 
provincial government responded to protests against gov­
ernment corruption by shooting at protestors and pursuing 
suspected leaders, killing an estimated 8,000 to 10,000 
people, including many local leaders. Not surprisingly, the 
arrival two years later of the retreating national government 

was not greeted with joy. 
After the Korean War led to an intensification of the 

Cold War in Asia, the United States gave Jiang Jieshi military 
and economic support. His government soon stabilized and 
was able to concentrate on economic development. Over the 
next three decades, Taiwan's economy grew steadily, so that 

by the time Jiang died in 1975, Taiwan's gross national prod­
uct per person was much higher than mainland China's and 
second on ly to Japan in Asia. Although Jiang Jieshi kept 
Taiwan under martial law, democratic reforms were gradu­
ally introduced, including competitive elections. 

Several factors contributed to rapid economic growth in 
Taiwan. The National ists started with the advantage of Jap­

anese land reform and industrial development. They also 
benefited from considerable foreign investment over the 
next couple of decades, especially from the United States 
and Japan. But hard work and thoughtful planning also 
deserve credit for Taiwan's success. The Taiwan government 
gave real authority to the technically trained. Economists 
and engineers, including many trained abroad, became heads 
of ministries. During the 1950s, the government enacted 
land reform to promote agriculture. It raised tariffs and con­
trolled foreign exchange in order to protect local industry. 
Industrial development concentrated on light industry to 
produce consumer goods, a policy of import substitution. 
Beginning in 1960s, the government encouraged foreign 
investment in factories, and in 1966 the first tax-free export 
processing zone was set up, attracting foreign capital 
and technology. Taiwan was by then making the shift toward 
export-oriented industries, especially electron ics. Trying 
to follow along behind Japan, they moved into stereos and 
televisions as Japan moved into cars. 

campaigns to publicize the new marriage law led to a rash of divorces , usually ini­

tiated by the woman who learned she could extricate herself from an unhappy 

situation. In the countryside, some level of parental matchmaking remained the 

custom, but increasingly the young people were given a chance to meet each other 

and decide whether to go ahead with the match. In the cities, where people had a 

chance to stay in school longer and women and men often worked for the same 

organizations, courtship began to take hold and young people selected their mates 

themselves much of the ti.me. Although the legal age to marry was 18 for women 

and 20 for men, the government encouraged putting off marriage for several years , 

especially in the cities, where couples often had to wait years for a small apartment 

of their own. 

All through the 1950s and 1960s, large families were the norm in China. With 

improved survival of infants , families with four to six children were far from rare. 
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During the Cold War, the U.S. and many of its all ies 
recognized the Republic of China ('Free China') as the 
legitimate government of China and did not have diplomatic 
relations with the People's Republic of China ('Red China'). 
Because the U.S. had veto power as a permanent member of 
the United Nations Security Council, Taiwan held the China 
seat in the U. N. long after it was clear that it would never 
retake the mainland . After Taiwan was expelled from the 
U.N. in 1971, more and more countries recognized the Peo­
ple's Republic of China, breaking diplomatic relations with 
Taiwan. Yet even though by 1975 most of the larger coun­
tries had switched their allegiance away from Taiwan, 
Taiwan's economy remained strong and people's standard of 
living continued to improve. 

JiangJieshi (on the far left) served as President of the 

Republic of China till his death in 1975, re-elected every six 

years by the National Assembly. He is shown here in 1955 

with his wife Soong Meiling and sonJiangJingguo. In Tai­

wan,JiangJingguo headed the secret police till 1965, then 

became Minister of Defense. After JiangJieshi's death he 

took over as political leader. 

The 1950 census showed that China had 557 million people, and some profession­

ally-trained demographers began urging that policies be put in place to limit popu­

lation growth. Mao Zedong condemned such views on the grounds that under 

socialism a large population was a great resource, not a threat. Consequently, some 

of the most prominent proponents of birth control were labelled rightists and 

removed from power. Nevertheless, the birth rate was slowly curbed as birth con­

trol became more widely available. In the cities, abortions and sterilizations were 

offered free to those who wanted them. Many women already exhausted by the 

demands of rearing several children greeted birth control with relief. In the 1970s, 

some localities took further steps to reduce births. For instance, they gave families 

economic incentives to limit their number of children, such as providing no grain 

rations for a fourth or later child. Nevertheless , by the time Mao died in 1976, 

China's population exceeded 900 million. 

3 27 



328 T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED HI ST O RY O F CH I NA 

In September 1976, when people heard that 83-year old Mao Zedong had died, 

there was a great outpouring of grief. For years Mao had been in poor health, but 

the timing of his death still seemed a portent from heaven, coming as it did in the 

same year Zhou Enlai died and a huge earthquake in north China killed hundreds 

of thousands of people. A mausoleum was quickly constructed in Tiananmen 

Square and Mao's embalmed body was put on display, following the model set in 

1924 when Lenin was entombed in Moscow and more recently in 1969 when Ho 

Chi Minh was entombed in Hanoi. 

During the years when Mao was China's 'Great Helmsman', change, of many 

sorts, came to China. Some of the changes can be seen as modernization or devel­

opment, comparable to changes in other countries, socialist and non-socialist. 

These include improvements in public health , health care, and the distribution of 

food , all of which helped to raise life expectancy to age sixty-seven for men and 

age sixty-nine for women. Progress in industrialization made consumer goods 

such as thermos bottles and electric fans widely available. Other advances are 

more directly attributable to China's socialist system, which concentrated on 

bringing benefits to everyone in the population in an equitable fashion. It deserves 

credit for the doubling of the proportion of the population in school, the provision 

of housing for everyone, and the abolition of unemployment and inflation. 

These improvements in the standard of living came at a cost. Life was much 

more regimented and controlled. There was no longer anything resembling a free 

press and not many choices people could make about where they would live or 

what work they would do. Peasants could not leave their villages. Graduates of 

high schools or universities were given little choice in job assignments. From the 

experience of repeated campaigns to uncover counter-revolutionaries, people had 

learned to distrust each other, never sure who might turn on them. 

In the Maoist years , 'New China' was one that rejected both China's past and 

much of western culture, especially anything that could be labelled capitalist or 

bourgeois. To be modern was to have broken with the feudal past with its class 

exploitation, its suppression of women and youth , and its superstitions. But to be 

modern was also to be strong enough to resist domination and exploitation, the 

threat of which came overwhelmingly from places already modern - in the twen­

tieth century the European imperial powers, then Japan, then the United States, 

then the Soviet Union. Under Mao, China fought the U.S. to a standstill in Korea 

and survived its long embargo , successfully extricated itself from an unbalanced 

relationship with the Soviet Union, and had proudly offered itself as a model to 

other developing nations. Mao succeeded in making people proud of China. 

Several decades of tight government control over what got published, broad­

cast, or taught in schools did much to standardize Chinese culture - to enlarge the 

common vocabulary crossing regions and classes. The drama of shared political 

events also strengthened a sense of shared identity. City dwellers and peasants in 

remote villages all experienced the mobilization for major campaigns: the blaring 
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of loud-speakers, the political meetings and study sessions, the dependence on 

low-level cadres - memories of these experiences came to bind Chinese all over 

the country in the way that the examination system used to bind members of the 

educated elite in imperial China. This common identity, moreover, was tied up 

with the Chinese state to an unprecedented degree. 

The state, it is true, was never able totally to manipulate popular consciousness. 

Declaring the People's Republic of China a multi-national state did not, in fact, 

succeed in altering common understandings of the term 'Chinese' to make it 

encompass Tibetans, Mongols, and Miaos. Sti.11 , the nationalities policies had an 

impact on the construction of 'Chineseness' because they made assimilation much 

more problematic than it had been through most of Chinese history. Even though 

forces fostering acculturation were strengthened (more Chinese in-migration, 

more opportunities and more incentives to learn Chinese) , the state impeded full 

assimilation by giving everyone an official ethnic classification. ln other words , 

what had been a more fluid situation, susceptible to negotiation and choice of self­

presentation, had been turned into a matter of legal status. A Zhuang or an Yi. or a 

Mongol could no longer so easily present himself one way to one audience and 

another way to another audience. 

How crucial was Mao as an individual to the history of China after the com­

munist victory7 What difference did he personally make? Did he do more harm 

than good? These are questions that historians still ponder. ln 1981 when the 

party rendered its judgment on Mao, it still gave him high marks for his leadership 

during the war and his intellectual contributions, but assigned him much of the 

blame for everything that went wrong from 1956 on. Since then, Mao's standing 

has further eroded as doubts have been raised about the impact of Mao's leader­

ship style in the 1940s and early 1950s. Some critics go so far as to portray Mao as 

a megalomaniac, so absorbed in his project of remaking China to match his will 

that he was totally indifferent to others' suffering. Some Chinese intellectuals , 

however, worry that making Mao a monster relieves everyone else of responsibil­

ity and undermines the argument that structural changes are needed to prevent 

comparable tragedies from recurring. 
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During Mao's lifetime, the Communist Party used images 
of him to promote party loyalty. Statues of Mao were 
placed in city centres, much in the same way statues of 

Lenin and Stalin were in the Soviet Union. Posters that depicted 
him among happy peasants or soldiers were widely distributed 
and hung in schools, homes, and offices. His calligraphy was 
visible many places, such as on the masthead of the People's 
Daily and other publications and on the signs at the front of 
government agencies. His writings were printed in huge quanti­
ties and celebrated as 'Mao Zedong Thought'. 

In 1964, the 'little red book' of quotations from Mao Zedong 
was published for use by the armed forces, and the army turned 

into 'a great school of Mao Zedong thought'. Soon party mem­
bers and soldiers were committing passages to memory and 
citing them on all sorts of occasions. During the initial phase 
of the Cultural Revolution, Mao badges were produced in the 
billions and for a while nearly everyone wore one. Most newspa­

pers and magazines would have a quotation from Mao on their 
front page, and put in a different type-face to make it stand out. 
M_ao was referred to as the Great Helmsman, the Great Teacher, 
the Supreme Commander. In posters, Mao's head often seemed 

HE ULT OF MAO 

to be giving off light, making him appear divine. Some people 
put up portraits of Mao in their homes, in front of which they 
performed rituals in the morning when they got up and at night 
before going to bed, treating him with the respect traditionally 
displayed toward ancestors. 

Although there is no doubt that many people, especial­
ly school children, came to idolize Mao, the adulation was 
also sustained by fear of the consequences of appearing 
to be less than fervent. A typesetter who put in the wrong 
characters, so that a sentence wishing Mao 'eternal life with­
out end' read instead 'no long life without end', was sentenced 
to twenty years in prison as an active counter-revolutionary. 

Mao Zedong himself, in a conversation with Edgar Snow in 
1970, claimed to have deplored the excesses of the personality 
cult around him and to have understood why people went along 
with it: 'If you did not take part, you would be accused of being 
anti-Mao: 

In 1980, the Central Committee banned personality cults 
of its leaders and the majority of Mao portraits were quiet­
ly removed. In a few rare cases, angry mobs toppled statues 
of Mao. 



Opposite 

In the 1960s, many homes had portraits of Mao at the family 

altar, along with smaller pictures of the family's ancestors. 

Here the photo of Mao is flanked by two slogans, 'Learn from 

Chairman Mao' and 'Build the New China'. 

Above 

As the demand for Mao badges escalated, factories ramped up 

production and introduced many new designs. Most showed 

Mao in profile, but they might add a slogan such as 'serve the 

people', a symbol of the state such as key buildings or flags , or 

add rays of sun emerging from Mao's head. Less common were 

badges showing Mao in military or peasant dress. 
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C HAPTER 12 

T HE C AMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

Opening to the Wo rld : 
China Since 1976 

During the three decades following the death of Mao in 1976, China rapidly 

advanced in new directions. The Communist Party turned away from more radi­

cal forms of collectivism and class struggle. Much of the socialist central planning 

that had been instituted in the 1950s and 1960s was abolished outright, or pro­

gressively transformed. Beginning in the 1980s, not only did the government per­

mit increased market activity, but it courted foreign investment and sent students 

abroad. As the economy expanded, millions of people left the countryside for the 

rapidly expanding cities. 

Gradually the intrusion of the government and party into daily life abated, 

leaving people more leeway to get on with their lives in their own ways. Christian 

churches reopened, as did Buddhist and Daoist temples. By the 1990s the look on 

the streets had little in common with China of the 1960s. Commercial advertise­

ments took up space once devoted to political slogans. Fashion consciousness led 

to much more variety in clothing choices. Skyscrapers and the cranes to build 

them redrew the skyline in all major cities. On the roads , cars and trucks replaced 

bicycles, pedestrians, and hand-pulled carts. 

The Communist Party found ways to reform China's political and economic 

systems that facilitated international trade and investment without threatening its 

own dominance. The party made repeated efforts to stem the infiltration of west­

ern popular culture and political ideas - cracking down especially on political 

dissidents. Yet new communication technologies - first shortwave radios and tel­

ephones, then satellite television and fax machines, then mobile phones and the 

internet - made it more and more difficult for the government to cut China off 

from global cultural trends . 

During the thirty years after these reforms were first initiated in 1978, China's 

share of global GDP (gross domestic product) more than tripled, from 1.8 per cent 

to 6 per cent. The average standard of living improved substantially, and millions 

were lifted out of extreme poverty. However, not everyone benefited equally. In 

broad terms, people in cities gained more than those in the countryside, those in 

the coastal provinces more than those in the interior, and those entering the job 

market during these decades more than their parents and grandparents. The land 

itself also fared poorly as development resulted in environmental degradation. 

DENG XIAOPING AND THE REFORM PROGRAMME 

After Mao Zedong died in September 1976, a power struggle ensued among rival 

party leaders . At one extreme was Mao's widow, Jiang Qing, and her allies, still 

zealous ideologues committed to radical egalitarianism. At the other extreme were 
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victims of the Cultural Revolution who had come to distrust mass mobilization 

and who wanted to restore economic incentives and other pragmatic policies. 

Prominent among them was Deng Xiaoping. 

In the immediate aftermath of Mao's death , a relatively obscure compromise 

candidate, Hua Guofeng, took over as head of the Communist Party. After a month 

of national mourning for Mao , Hua arranged for the arrest of Jiang Qing and three 

of her closest associates. This 'Gang of Four' was blamed for all the excesses of the 

Cultural Revolution. 

Deng Xiaoping, who had been twice ousted during the Cultural Revolution, 

returned to power in 1977 at age seventy-two. In December 1978, he supplanted 

Hua as the paramount leader. Like Mao, Deng had an impressive revolutionary 

pedigree going back to the early 1920s when he was active with Zhou Enlai in 

France, and continuing through the Shanghai underground, the Long March, and 

guerrilla warfare against Japan. In 1956, he became a member of the Standing 

Committee of the Politburo and secretary general of the party. 

Education at all levels had deteriorated during the Cultural Revolution, when 

it was considered more important to be red than to be expert. Asserting that the 

influence of the Gang of Four had created 'an entire generation of mental 
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At Mao's funeral rally on 18 

September 1976,Jiang Qing 

was near the centre. By 

November, when the bottom 

photograph was published in 

China Pictorial , Jiang Qing and 

the three other members of the 

Gang of Four had been air­

brushed out of the picture. 



334 

Deng Xiaoping and other 

members of his party happily 

donned cowboy hats during a 

visit to a rodeo on their visit 

to the U.S. in February 1979. 

This was the first visit by a 

high Chinese official to the 

U.S. since 1949. 
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cripples', Deng pushed for reform of universities, including the reintroduction of 

college entrance examinations. Deng took as his catchwords 'the Four Moderniza­

tions' (of agriculture , industry, science and technology, and defense) , all of which 

required technical knowledge. He openly admitted that China was poor and back­

ward and he saw no reason not to adopt foreign technology if it would improve 

people's lives. 

New policies were rapidly introduced. Thousands of young people who had 

been sent to the countryside under Mao were allowed to return home. Western 

teachers were brought to China to teach English and other foreign languages and 

students were allowed to leave to study abroad. To fight poverty in the country­

side, Deng sanctioned gradual dismantling of collective agriculture. Under his 

'responsibility system', rural households were assigned land and other assets and 

were given incentives to increase production. Each household contracted with its 

production team to provide specified crops in exchange for use of particular fields; 

whatever the household produced above what it owed the team was its to keep or 

sell. After 1987, farmers could buy and sell the right to use plots of land. Even 

though farmers often complained that collective resources were not allocated 

fairly, overall they benefited. Agricultural production rose significantly, and with 

it rural incomes. In contrast to Russia , where a decade later the return to family 

farming did not improve output, in China farmers responded enthusiastically and 

capably, with the result that productivity surged. 

Beginning in 1985 , the government relaxed state control of vegetables, fruit, 

and meat, leading more farmers to take up sideline enterprises such as growing 

vegetables and raising pigs or chickens . Rural local governments encouraged 

other ventures as well, ranging from fish farming and equipment repair to mini 
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factories producing toys for export. These township and village enterprises 

absorbed 100 million rural labourers in the 1980s. 

In cities, although the state sector and central planning remained dominant, 

the private sector was revived, freeing people to open restaurants, beauty par­

lours , and other small businesses. Capitalists who had had their property expro­

priated in the 1950s had it returned. Six million private businesses were registered 

in 1983 , 17 million in 1985. Young Chinese responded to Deng's call to make 

money with the same zeal their parents had shown in response to Mao's call to 

make revolution. 

To speed up industrial development, Deng abandoned Mao's insistence on self­

sufficiency and began courting foreign investors. In 1979 Deng Xiaoping visited 

the United States and discussed deepening commercial and cultural ties between 

the United States and China. This was an unprecedented trip which Chinese back 

home watched on newly acquired televisions . In 1980, Deng sponsored the crea­

tion of the first Special Economic Zone at Shenzhen, just across the border from 

Hong Kong. These zones were designed to attract foreign investment with special 

tax treatment. 

By the late 1980s, foreign manufacturers were flooding into China, attracted to 

China's low labour costs. They both set up factories to produce goods for the Chi­

nese market (such as vehicles) and contracted with Chinese manufacturers to 

produce consumer goods for western markets (such as clothing, shoes, stuffed 

toys , watches , and bicycles). Guangdong, with the best access to the financial 

giant Hong Kong, did especially well in the new environment. Between 1982 and 

1992, 97 per cent of Hong Kong's 3,200 toy factories had reloca ted to Guangdong. 

Many moved to Shenzhen, which grew at a dizzying speed. 
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By the early 2000s, Shenzhen 

had become a city of skyscrap­

ers. The tallest building, in the 

centre, is the Diwang Man­

sion. Built in 1996, it is filled 

mostly with offices, but does 

have an entertainment centre 

on the 69th floor. 



336 T HE CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHINA 

Zhejiang's Factory Towns 

With a population in 2004 of 47 million, Zhejiang, south of 
Shanghai, is one of the most prosperous and densely-settled 
provinces in China. In the 1990s and early 2000s, new manu­
facturing cities sprang up all over it, attracting workers from 
the interior and investors and customers from around the 
world. Local officia ls were often the ones to get these new 
towns going by taking over farmland, converting it to indus­
tria l parks with privileged tax status, then selling it for large 
profits to developers, who then built factorie~, dormitories, 
stores, roads, and apartment buildings. For instance, after 
the government built an expressway to Lishui in 2002, the 

ANHUI 

. 
Songxia 

Shaoxing • 

Datang • • Zhuji • 
Shengzhou 

ZHEJIANG 

FUJIAN 

• Jinhua 

Wuyi • 

• Lishui 

Qiaotou • 

Wenzhou • 

local government set up a factory zone, which by 2006 had 
nearly 200 plants that employed about 30,000 workers. 

In Zhejiang, many of the new factory towns came to 
dominate production in a particular product. Datang, an 
industrial town west of Zhuji, was a farming village with 

1,000 people in 1978, but by 2004 was the sock capital of 
the world, producing nine billion pairs a year and attracting 
100,000 buyers to its huge government-run market. Many of 

its factory owners began humbly by making socks by hand at 
home. Nearby Shengzhou was the necktie capital, its spe­
cialty developing after a Hong Kong tie maker moved his 

Left 

Investment in highways made it possible for 
small towns in the interior of Zhejiang province 

to develop specialized export industries. 

Opposite 
International buyers who go to the government­

run sock market at Datang have an amazing 

range of choices. 

By the ea,rly 1990s, the collapse of communism in eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union added to Deng Xiaoping's determination to persist in market reform. 

In Deng's view, the Soviet Union broke up because central planning had not pro­

duced prosperity. He told people not to worry if policies were capitalist or social­

ist, only whether they would make China more prosperous. Soon the party 

constitution was rewritten to describe China as a 'socialist market economy' and 

to declare 'the essential nature of socialism' to be 'to liberate and develop produc­

tive forces'. 
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operations there in 1985. As managers who worked for him 

left to start their own factories, the towns dominance of tie 

production grew. By the early 2000s it was producing 40 per 

cent of the world's neckties. Oiaotou is relatively small as 

cities go, home to only 64,000 people, but its 700 factories 

produce 10,000 varieties of buttons, 60 per cent of the 

world's total. It also makes 80 per cent of the world's zippers 

(200 million metres worth). 

It was not only the garment industry that developed this 

sort of concentrated production. The coastal city of Wen­

zhou makes 70 per cent of the orld's cigarette lighters. 

Outside Wenzhou are districts specializing in hinges, electric 

plugs, fluorescent lightbulbs, and faucets. Wuyi produces 

one billion packs of playing cards a year. Songxia annually 

produces 350 million umbrellas. In 2004, it had 1,172 enter­

prises employing 21,143 workers. 

The countryside in Zhejiang is lush and beautiful, but the 

factory towns are utilitarian in the extreme, with street after 

street of factories and company dormitories. 

In the early 1990s unprecedented numbers of Chinese set themselves up in 

businesses ranging from food stalls in the lively night markets , to factories making 

down coats for the Russian market, Buddhist altars for the Japanese market, or 

socks for the American market. Joint ventures and foreign-invested firms grew 

more and more common, with businessmen from Hong Kong, Taiwan , and South 

Korea especially active. The growth of the GDP went from 5 per cent in 1990 to 7 

per cent in 1991 , to the 12 to 13 per cent range for the rest of the 1990s. In terms 

of the volume of export trade, by 1990 China already ranked sixteenth. A decade 
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Once stock markets were 

introduced into the People's 

Republic, the desire to get rich 

fast led to frequent, rather 

frenzied efforts to buy stock. 

These eager buyers were 

photographed in Shenzhen 

in 1992. 
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later it had risen to fifth. From 2001 , when China joined the WTO (World Trade 

Organization) , to 2008 China's exports quadrupled, and China ranked second in 

the world in export trade and in foreign reserves. Economic development not only 

led to a steep decline in the number of people living on less than a dollar a day 

(the World Bank's benchmark for absolute poverty) , but also to other advances in 

the standard of living. From 1978 to 2005 , adult illiteracy fell by more than half, 

from 37 per cent in 1978 to less than 10 per cent in 2005 . Infant mortality, a good 

indication of the quality of health care, in the same period fell from forty-one per 

1,000 live births to twenty-three. 

Much of the growth in the 1990s was in cities, and was complexly tied to 

branches of the government - from state-owned enterprises that issued stock, set 

up subsidiaries, and invested in other companies, to businesses wholly owned by 

the military. Firms with such government connections had advantages in such 

matters as getting access to credit (as banks were still predominantly state owned) 

and gaining help in evicting people to make way for new construction. Thus, the 

great growth of the economy from the 1990s onwards did not threaten the domi­

nance of the party or the state. Even in 2008, the state remained in control of such 

key sectors as banking, steel, energy, telecommunication, and media. 

The course of economic progress was not always smooth. Economic crimes 

such as smuggling, fraud , and counterfeiting proved difficult to suppress. Infla­

tion was a recurrent problem. In 1987, the official figure reached 18.5 per cent, 
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and the following year food prices rose 50 per cent, leading to panic buying and 

runs on banks . Shortages of fuel and raw materials forced factories to close for 

brief periods on a recurring basis . By the mid 1990s, the state was closing the least 

profitable of the huge old state factories, leading to huge job losses. 

As the 1990s progressed, Deng Xiaoping, already quite elderly, played less and 

less of a role . After he died in 1997 at the age of ninety-two , there was a smooth 

transition to the next generation of rulers . Deng, only a decade younger than Mao , 

was from the generation that had made the Long March and fought the National­

ists. With his passing, the generation who grew up under communism came to 

power. Although Deng was never elevated to emperor-like status the way Mao had 

been, he still occupied the pinnacle of power alone. After he died, China no longer 

seemed to need the leadership of a single man to keep the country together. Many 

of the emerging leaders had training as engineers, including Jiang Zemin, Li Peng, 

Zhu Rongji, Hu Jintao , and Wen Jiabao. 

THE PARTY-STATE AND ITS CRITICS 

Deng Xiaoping regularly denied that under his leadership China was becoming a 

capitalist country. He insisted on adherence to the Four Cardinal Principles -

upholding the socialist path, the people's democratic dictatorship , the Commu­

nist Party, and Marxist-Leninist-Mao Zedong thought. Both the state structure and 

the Communist Party were reformed, but in ways that assured continued control 

by the Communist Party. 

In the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, efforts were made to regain the 

people's support by reversing past wrongs. In 1978, more than 100,000 people 

who had been labelled rightists had that label removed and if still in exile or 

prison were allowed to return home. In 1980, Liu Shaoqi was posthumously 

declared a great Marxist and proletarian revolutionary. Party reform was made a 

priority. Few of the 39 million party members were qualified to manage and direct 

the modernization projects. The oldest cohort of party cadres, recruited before 

1949, had for the most part minimal levels of education. Only 14 per cent of party 

members had finished secondary school and only 4 per cent had college educa­

tions. More-over, most of those who had attended college had entered during the 

Cultural Revolution when students were selected more for anti-intellectual fer­

vour than academic talent. About 15 million party members were sent back to 

school to learn to read and write. Retirement ages were imposed to reduce the 

number of elderly party members. Party recruitment was stepped up to bring in 

younger, better educated people. 

Within the party and government, centralization was relaxed. State-owned 

enterprises were given more control of their operations and provincial and lower­

levels of government were allowed to retain a larger share of tax revenues. A major 

challenge for the party was curbing corruption, all too tempting to party officials 

supervising the distribution or sale of state and collective assets. Between 1983 
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and 1986, some 40 ,000 party members were expelled for corruption, and in 1987 

the number reached 109,000. Publicized prosecutions and stiff sentences did little 

to stem the problem. Between 2003 and 2006 , the government punished 67 ,505 

government officials for corruption, including Beijing's vice mayor, the vice gov­

ernor of Anhui province , and high-level party secretaries in Shanghai, Shandong, 

and Anhui provinces. 

Realizing that its legal system needed a major overhaul, the government made 

'the rule of law' a key slogan of the reform era. At the time of Mao's death, the legal 

profession had all but disappeared in China. Most government legal experts had 

lost their jobs in the anti-rightist campaign of 1957, and the Ministry of Justice 

was abolished in 1959. Thereafter China was governed by bureaucratic regula­

tions subject to revision rather than published laws. Because foreign firms were 

reluctant to trade with , or inves t, in a country where contracts could not be 

enforced, attracting their participation required issuing legal codes, training law­

yers, and educating people about the law. In 1979, the government started univer­

sity international law programmes and three years later 50,000 army officers were 

transferred to the restored Ministry of Justice for retraining in legal work. Legisla­

tive bodies became busy issuing laws. Through the 1990s and into the 2000s , 

however, the rule of law remained more of a goal than a reality - courts had great 

difficulty enforcing their judgments , especially against party leaders. Although 

many people turned to the legal system to appeal arbitrary decisions by govern­

ment bodies, few succeeded. Thus, law did not serve to restrain the exercise of 

government very effectively. 

Another challenge for the party during the reform era was coping with the 

rapid introduction of new ideas at odds with the party line. The government toler­

ated loss of its monopoly on information, but did not renounce its authority to 

censor publications or condemn writers for expressing counter-revolutionary 

thoughts. For several months in 1978 and 1979, Deng Xiaoping encouraged peo­

ple to voice criticisms of policies and leaders, leading to the appearance of 'democ­

racy walls' in many cities. At these walls , people posted their views or gathered to 

listen to impromptu speeches. Many of those who participated were blue-collar 

workers , and Deng at first gave them his blessing. Among those who posted 

'big character posters' was a twenty-eight year old electrician named WeiJingshen. 

He courageously pasted up a call for the 'fifth modernization', specifically the 

right of the people to choose their own representatives: 'What is true democracy? 

Only when the people themselves choose representatives to manage affairs in 

accordance with their will and interests can we speak of democracy. ' In other 

countries, people could vote out unpopular politicians: 'In China , however, if 

a person so much as comments on the now-deceased "Great Helmsman" or 

"Great Man peerless in history" Mao Zedong, the mighty prison gates and all 

kinds of unimaginable misfortunes await him.' By April 1979, Wei had been 

arrested and the democracy wall phenomenon suppressed. Until he was exiled in 
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1997, Wei spent most of the intervening years in prison, with long stretches in 

solitary confinement. 

Student protests became a cause for concern in 1986 when the physicist Fang 

Lizhi told students that the socialist movement from Marx and Lenin to Stalin and 

Mao Zedong had been a failure and advocated adopting the western political sys­

tem. That year students at 150 campuses demanded greater freedom , less corrup­

tion, and better living conditions in their dormitories. After the protests were 

suppressed, Deng Xiaoping had party secretary general Hu Yaobang dismissed 

from his post because he had been too conciliatory toward the students. 

The party leadership was at first divided when debate about China's culture 

and political form spilled out into the streets ofBeijing in the spring of 1989. The 

protest began modestly in April with a student parade honouring the memory of 

recently deceased Hu Yao bang. Buoyed by the support of the Beijing citizenry and 

angered at the negative reaction of the government, student leaders gradually 

escalated their rallying cries. They called for more democratic government: Make 

officials disclose their income and assets! Renounce the use of mass political cam­

paigns! Abolish prohibitions against street protests! Permit journalists to report 

protest activities! End Corruption! Many evoked the ideas of the May Fourth 

Movement, claiming that China had still not achieved science and democracy. 

Through much of May there were students in Tiananmen Square, their num­

bers ranging from a few thousand to , at the greatest rallies, perhaps a million. To 

testify to their sincerity and determination, a couple of thousand students staged 

a hunger strike. On 17 May, during the visit of the Soviet Union's General Secre­

tary Mikhail Gorbachev, the square was filled not merely with students from every 

university in Beijing, but also from other organizations , including government 

ones like the Foreign Ministry, the Central Television Station, the National Men's 

Volleyball Team, and even the Public Security Bureau Academy. There were also 

workers carrying banners inscribed with the names of their factories. The forma­

tion of the Beijing Autonomous Workers Federation was announced as a call for 

democracy and an end to the 'lawlessness and brutality of corrupt officials'. The 

next day, the Beijing Youth News reported that 95 per cent of those surveyed con­

sidered the student movement 'patriotic' and 80 per cent thought it would ulti­

mately 'compel the government to give in and initiate democracy'. The students 

themselves had no experience with democracy, and the leaders who emerged often 

disagreed on the best tactics. One of the most zealous of the leaders, Chai Ling, 

told an American reporter in late May that she hoped for bloodshed, because the 

Chinese people would not open their eyes until the government brazenly butch­

ered the people. She complained about other leaders who were negotiating with 

government officials in the hope of avoiding violence. 

The public's support for the students was a humiliation to Deng and other 

party leaders. Martial law was declared as soon as Gorbachev left, and the more 

conciliatory Zhao Ziyang was dismissed from his post as secretary general of the 
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Above left 
The image of this lone protes­

tor standing in front of a line 

of tanks on 5 June 1989, a day 

after the bloody crackdown on 

the democracy protests, made 

a deep impression outside 

China. Millions around the 

world who had watched the 

progress of the protests on 

television saw this brave indi­

vidual as a symbol of China's 

hopes. 

Above right 

The 1989 student democracy 

protests were re-energized in 

late May when art students 

at the Central Art College 

erected a 3 7-foot-tall 'goddess 

of democracy' statue. Placing 

it across from the portrait of 

Mao in Tiananmen Square was 

meant to be provocative . 
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Communist Party. From 3 to 4 June seasoned troops were brought into central 

Beijing through underground tunnels , and tanks and artillery soon followed. Many 

unarmed citizens tried to halt their advance, but the armoured vehicles got through 

the blockades after bloody clashes and successfully ended both the protest and the 

occupation of the square. Several hundred people lost their lives that night, many 

of them ordinary citizens trying to stop the soldiers from entering central Beijing. 

Across China, indeed across the world, people expressed shock and outrage at 

the bloody suppression of the protests. To party hardliners , there was no question 

force had been necessary because allowing non-party forces to interj ect themselves 

into the decision-making process threatened stability. In the aftermath of the pro­

tests , all 48 million party members had to submit self-evaluations, which were 

used to weed out sympathizers. About one million were sent to the countryside to 

learn from the masses. 

Political discussion within China was subdued for the next two decades. No 

single issue united critics of the government. Some activists tried to organize 

workers who were facing unsafe conditions or were not being paid. Farmers regu­

larly protested the arbitrary imposition of taxes. Those who were forced to move 

to make way for new construction - whether new high rises in the cities or new 

factories in the countryside - often protested inadequate compensation or incon­

venient relocation. 

In the 1990s, journalists were generally able to write about corruption, and 

some of the new tabloids sensationalized the decadent lifestyles of corrupt 
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officials. Where censors would draw the line was often unclear. The economic 

journalist He Qinglian at first had difficulty finding a publisher for her scathing 

China's Pitfall, but in 1997 it was published in Hong Kong, and the next year a 

censored version appeared in China with a preface by a high-ranking official. The 

book pointed out the danger that China's reforms would lead not to a more open 

society but to one run by corrupt bureaucratic capitalists who put power up for 

sale. Some three million copies entered circulation, many of them pirated, and the 

author was interviewed on television. In 2000, however, an article she wrote was 

condemned, she was denounced and placed under surveillance, and mentioning 

her works in the media was forbidden. Government pressure was so intense that 

she left the country in 2001. 

Beginning in 1999, the government became alarmed by the political potential 

of a school of qigong teachings called Falun Gong. Until then, the government had 
pointed with pride to the elderly who early each morning could be seen in parks 

practicing the stretching and balancing exercises called qigong, believed to nur­

ture the practitioners' qi ( vital energy). Masters of qi gong often attributed all sorts 

of powers to their techniques. In the 1990s, one such teacher, Li Hongzhi, devel­

oped Falun Gong, a form of qigong that drew on both Buddhist and Daoist ideas 

and promised practitioners good health and spiritual benefits. Many from the 

party and army, as well as their wives and mothers , were attracted to this system 

of knowledge beyond the understanding of western science. When in 1999 Li 

organized fifteen thousand followers to assemble outside the party leaders' resi­

dential complex in Beijing to ask for recognition of his teachings, the top leader­

ship became alarmed and not only outlawed the sect but also arrested thousands 

of members and sent them for re-education. Falun Gong had demonstrated its 

potential to reach the masses and offer an alternative to the party. As such it could 

not be tolerated. 

DIVERGING STANDARDS OF LIVING 

Deng Xiaoping announced early on that he was willing to tolerate growing ine­

qualities, saying it was acceptable that 'some get rich first'. Before long some did. 

In the mid-1980s, the Chinese press celebrated the emergence of 'ten thousand 

yuan families '. A decade later there were more than a million families whose 

annual incomes exceeded a million yuan. Moreover, a small but visible elite was 

growing fabulously rich , building lavish homes , driving imported luxury cars, 

and supporting the emergence of a market for both old and new art. Most of the 

nouveau riche had good political connections, creating widespread suspicion of 

unfair advantages, but not a few had indeed risen from very humble beginnings. 

Because most of the industrial growth was in the coastal provinces, regional 

inequalities also increased. In the name of economic efficiency, the government 

invested where the return would be highest, which was near the ports and rail 

lines of the coastal provinces. When internal controls on migration collapsed in 
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In 1989, a Hong Kong art 

dealer started a business near 

Shenzhen producing copies of 

western oil paintings , and by 

2006 several thousand paint­

ers were at work there. The 

workers - often graduates of 

art academies - turn out sev­

eral paintings a day, which 

eventually will be sold abroad 

to hotels, restaurants, and 

individuals who want a 'genu­

ine oil painting' at a bargain 

price. 
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the early 1980s, the coastal regions were flooded with job seekers willing to live 

in shantytowns, or a dozen to a room, to get a chance to share in the wealth that 

the market economy was producing. In 1992, city authorities estimated that 100 

million migrant labourers were working away from home or roaming the country 

in search of work. Crime in cities grew and was blamed on migrants. In Guang­

dong these internal migrants , especially those who could not speak Cantonese, 

became an exploited class, hired for the worst work, kept on the job for ten or 

twelve hours a day, seven days a week, and unable to protest without losing their 

jobs. In the late 1990s, as newly unemployed workers from state factories took 

jobs migrants had previously held , cities began to deport larger numbers of 

migrants back to the countryside. But they kept drifting back in whenever the 

economy pi.eked up enough for them to find jobs. 

When Mao died, 80 per cent of the Chinese population was rural. By 2008, 50 

per cent were no longer employed in agriculture and lived in towns and cities. 

Beijing and Shanghai swelled to populations of 17 and 18 million people, respec­

tively, but much of the population movement was to mid-sized cities. ln 2008, 

China had 92 cities with over a million people (the U.S. then had nine and the 

E.U. seventeen). The trend toward urbanization was predicted to continue as 

there were still 100 million or more surplus workers in the countryside. 

In the post-Mao period , China underwent an enormous building boom. 

By 1995 , more than half of all urban homes had been built since 1980 and the 

average living space per person had doubled. In the late 1970s, it had been com­

mon for urban families to share bathrooms and kitchens with other families , and 

many used public latrines. By the late 1990s with so many people rehoused, shar­

ing had become rare and private bedrooms increasingly common. Old low-rise 
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housing neighbourhoods were cleared and modern high-rises built in their place. 

A worldwide shortage in building cranes resulted from the huge demand for them 

in China. 

In the mid-1980s, the government began selling housing to the occupants on 

an experimental basis. After 1992, this practice was expanded and private buying 

and selling of housing encouraged. Private ownership, anathema during the Mao 

years, came to be looked on as an engine of economic growth. Home renovation 

and decoration were promoted in magazines and television shows. Those who 

bought early saw the values of their homes increase many ti.mes over. 

In the cities, consumer culture steadily expanded. In the early 1980s, although 

people began to have more disposable income, there was not yet much to buy. 

This applied even in city department stores, which were well stocked with ther­

mos bottles and inflatable children's toys but not with the TVs and tape recorders 

customers wanted. By the 1990s, the situation had changed. The disposable 

incomes of urban households had steadily risen , and factories poured out con­

sumer goods. People bought televisions , stereos, clothes, furniture, air condition­

ers, and washing machines. Shopping streets of major cities abounded in stores 

well-stocked with imported as well as domestically-produced goods. Between 

1986 and 1995, the number of refrigerators per hundred households rose from 62 

to 98 in Beijing, 4 7 to 98 in Shanghai, and 14 to 83 fn Xi'an. Acquisition of wash­

ing machines made similar gains. Chinese, like people in more developed coun­

tries , were identifying more with the goods they consumed than with politics. 

Telephone service still lagged behind, but Chinese responded eagerly when mobile 

phones became available, and by 2000 there were 26 million mobile phones in 

China. By 2006 , there were 126 million internet users , up from 8 million in 2000. 
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In the 1990s, lingering resent­

ment of Japan did not dampen 

Chinese enthusiasm for newly 

availab le Japanese consumer 

goods, ranging from tape 

recorders and televisions 

to washing machines and 

televisions . 
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The great growth in private car 

ownership means that even 

the huge new highways built 

around Beijing regularly get 

clogged with cars. 
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Car culture reached China in the 1990s. In 1978, there was not a single pri­

vately owned car in China, but by 1993 there were over a million and the number 

was increasing rapidly, reaching 15 .2 million in 2007. By that year, China was 

producing 8.8 million cars a year, making it the world's second largest automobile 

manufacturer, after the U.S. China even began exporting cars to southeast Asia 

and Latin America. Middle class Chinese began vacationing by car, making use of 

the new system of high-speed inter-provincial highways. 

Reform was not a uniform blessing, even in the cities. After 1993, state owned 

enterprises that were losing money began laying off workers in large numbers and 

many old factories went out of business altogether. Between 1992 and 1998, state 

sector manufacturing jobs dropped from 35 million to 18.8 million. Many who 

once had an 'iron rice bowl' faced long-term unemployment, unable to compete 

with younger people for available jobs in the new foreign-investment-rich facto­

ries. The first generation to grow up under communism had it particularly hard. 

The economist Yang Fan in 1997 wrote an article calling for justice for the 'third 

generation', who had had it tough at each stage of their lives. They suffered the 

Great Leap famine as children, had their schooling cut short by the Cultural Rev­

olution, were then sent out to the countryside to do manual labour, on their return 
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were told to have only one child, then in middle age lost their jobs and could not 

find new ones. 

The rapid improvements in the standard of living in the cities meant that the 

divergence between life in the cities and life in remote rural areas widened. Even 

though millions of migrant labourers sent home whatever they could spare from 

their wages, many areas remained mired in poverty, especially places far from 

good roads. In Shanxi province, in 2000 about nine million people lived in the 

uplands and a third of them fell below the poverty line. Minority-dominated 

regions were among the poorest. Although ethnic minorities represented less than 

9 per cent of the population, in the early 2000s, they accounted for about 40 per 

cent of the most impoverished. 

In poorer rural areas, dismantling the communes created new problems. Health 

care cos ts became prohibitive. Communes had paid the so-called barefoot doc­

tors. The village doctors who replaced them had to support themselves by charg­

ing high prices for the drugs they dispensed, making antibiotics beyond the reach 

of many peasants. When poor people fell ill, their families usually had to borrow 

money to put down a deposit before a hospital would admit them. Diseases that 

had been under control, such as hookworm and tuberculosis, made comebacks. 

Schooling, also , became cost-prohibitive for many. With the dismantling of the 

34 7 

In 2002 , with the closing of 

many of the large state-owned 

factories , some workers 

protes ted inadequate unem­

ployment compensation; 

others, like these men in 

Liaoyang, sought to pick up 
work by advertising the jobs 

they could do. 
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Schools in the countryside are 

often old, and their teachers 

poorly paid. 
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communes , teachers could no longer be paid by the commune through work 

points redeemable in grain. The most common solution was to charge parents fees, 

which could run from 200 to 300 yuan per year for elementary school and as high 

as 1,000 yuan per year for middle and high school - too much for many peasants. 

Sometimes rural schools tried to make ends meet by having the students work, 

peddling apples on the streets or assembling firecrackers in their classrooms. After 

a blistering analysis of the disadvantages faced by rural children in Hunan prov­

ince published in China Youth Daily in 2005, the government announced that rural 

school fees would be eliminated by 2007. By the end of the 1990s, universities 

were also charging fees , generally about 10,000 yuan per year. Bitter complaints 

about how these fees kept out children from rural areas led to the introduction of 

scholarship programmes in 2006. In 2009 , the government announced that it 

would similarly tackle the problem of health care costs in the countryside. 

Consumer culture also came to the countryside, though there it was limited by 

the much lower level of disposable income. In the 1980s, as farm incomes grew, 

farmers began building new homes, buying better food, and purchasing consumer 

goods such as televisions, furniture, and clothing. Villages without electricity built 

small local generators. With migrant workers bringing home knowledge of city life 

and with television bringing everyone images of modern living, families in the 

countryside steadily added to the list of goods they considered essential. 

ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION 

Mao had encouraged the Chinese to harness nature to increase production. Little 

thought was given to the ecological consequences of terracing mountains , plowing 

grasslands, reclaiming wetlands, damming rivers , or killing all the sparrows. Soil 
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erosion, desertification, and massive flooding were among the results . With the 

rapid expansion of industry since 1978, air and water pollution have been added 

to China's environmental woes. By 2000 , China had twenty of the world's thirty 

most polluted cities. Air quality in cities was not expected to improve soon as 

China depended on coal for 75 per cent of its energy and new coal-fired power 

plants were opening all the time. All of the new cars on the road added to pollution 

as well. By 2008 , China had surpassed the U.S. in carbon dioxide and sulphur 

dioxide emissions. Air pollution was contributing significantly to death rates from 

respiratory diseases. 

Water pollution was equally worrisome. The water supply in much of the coun­

try was unfit to drink. Water pollution came from untreated sewage as well 

as industrial effluent and agricultural runoff. Paper mills , chemical plants, and 

tanneries dumped their wastes in rivers, making the water not only unsafe to 

drink but also often ruining it as a source for irrigation. The Ministry of Health 

blamed water pollution for much of the rise of cancer rates in China, especially in 

the countryside. 

Not only was the quality of water at issue, but so was the supply. In the Yangzi 

River region, floods had worsened because of tree cutting and soil erosion coupled 

with dams that had reduced the size of floodplains. In the north, so much water 

was diverted from the Yellow River that it ran dry for longer and longer periods 

each year. So much water was brought up from underground that the water table 

steadily dropped in many places. Global warming was shrinking the glaciers in 

Tibet by about 7 per cent a year, which reduced the volume of water in the many 

rivers that flowed down from it. To enhance the supply of water in the north the 

government began an ambitious canal system to siphon off water from the Yangzi 

River and send it 700 miles north. 
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The Three Gorges Dam on the 

Yangzi River, completed in 

2006, is the world 's largest 

hydroelectric power station. 

More than a million people 

had to be relocated because 

the reservoir raised the water 

level more than 350 reet. 

Although the dam helps the 

environment by producing 

clean energy and controlling 

flooding, it has been contro­

versial because or concerns 

about dramatic changes in the 

ecology or the river, its sedi­

mentation, and its ability to 

flush out pollutants. 
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2008 Beijing Olympics 

August 2008, China hosted the Olympics for the first time 
and used the occasion to display to the world how advanced, 
capable, and modern the country had become. Once the 
games had been awarded to Beijing by the International 
Olympic Committee in 2001, China began preparing for 
them. The government invested heavily not only in the con­
struction of stadiums and other sports venues, but also in 
infrastructural improvements, such as a huge new terminal 

at the Beijing airport, a newly-built railway terminal, a 
superfast train line from Beijing to Tianjin, and even a dou­
bling of the Beijing subway system, adding seven lines and 

eighty stations. 
The most striking building 

constructed for the games 
was the Beijing National Sta­
dium, nicknamed the Bird's 
Nest. The Swiss architectural 

firm that designed it was 

selected through an interna­
tional competition. The build­
ing is visually striking with its 
ribbons of steel beams hiding 
the concrete stadium within. 
Using 110,000 tons of steel, it 
is the largest steel structure in 
the world. It provided a dra­
matic setting for the techno­
logically spectacular opening 
ceremonies, designed by the 
filmmaker Zhang Yimou and 

employing 15,000 performers. The opening ceremonies ended 
with the parade of athletes, arranged not by the alphabet, as 
they usually are, but by the number of strokes in the first 
character of the Chinese name for the country. 

A major worry before the games was the quality of the air 
in Beijing . In the weeks before the games began, factories 
were shuttered, and heavily polluting vehicles were banned 
from the city. Cars were only allowed on the roads every 
other day. These measures worked: po llution levels were 
acceptable and there even were blue skies, normally a rare 
sight in Beijing. 

Environmental activism took hold in China in the 1990s, and by 2000 there 

were more than two thousand officially-registered environmental non-govern­

mental organizations. These groups protested dam construction, filed lawsuits 

against polluters, promoted conservation, and publicized new threats to biodiver­

sity. In June 2007 , about ten thousand residents of Xiamen, alerted by mobile 

phone calls , took to the streets to protest a huge new chemical plant that they 

considered too dangerous for an urban area. 
By 2000, the national government increasingly recognized the seriousness of 

environmental issues and implemented tougher laws, but enforcement lagged at 

the local level, where officials faced competing demands for jobs and development. 
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Residents of the capital not 
only co-operated with these 
restrictions but also did their best 
to make the games a success, many 
of them trying to learn enough 
English to help out. The Chinese 
people took great pride in the 
games, not least of all because 
Chinese athletes won so many 
medals; they took fifty-one gold 
medals, sixteen more than the 
next-ranking country. Chinese ath­
letes did especially well in men's 
and women's diving, gymnastics, 
table tennis, and badminton. 

Before each Olympics, the 
Olympic torch is carried by relay 
from Greece to the site of the 
games. China planned an ambi­
tious route, reaching every continent. During the month 
when the torch relay was outside of China, human-rights 

protesters disrupted the re lay several times, prompting local 
Chinese to come out to protect it. Within China, a· major 
earthquake in Sichuan and street demonstrations in Tibet 
caused some re-routing, but the torch did reach the plan­
ners' most ambitious goal: the top of Mount Everest. 

Worldwide, 4.7 billion people tuned into television cover­
age of the Beijing Olympics, giving China the chance to con­
vey to a huge audience the message that China had become 
a major player in world affairs. 

SHRINKING FAMILIES 

Opposite 
The workers in front of the Bird's Nest stadium are getting 

fireworks ready for the opening ceremonies. 

Above 

Wang Xin and Chen Ruolin won the gold medal in women's 

synchronized ten-metre platform diving. 

Beginning in 1949, the communist government put in place many policies that 

had an impact on family organization and gender differentiation. Ancestor wor­

ship , lineages, and solidarity with patrilineal kin were all discouraged as feudal 

practices. The authority of family heads was curtailed as collectives took over 

property and allocated labour. The party pushed for reforms in marriage practice 

that were generally seen as improving women's situations, such as giving them the 

right to initiate divorce. Coerced marriages became less common, and at least in 

the cities people did in fact choose their own spouses much of the time. With col­

lectivization , women were mobilized to participate in farm work, and efforts were 

made to get girls enrolled in schools. Official rhetoric encouraged people to think 
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of men and women as equal and women were eligible to join the party on the 

same terms as men. Images of tough women who could do jobs traditionally done 

by men were part of everyday propaganda , and women in fact increased their 

presence in many jobs. The proportion of elementary school teachers who were 

women increased from 18 per cent in 1951 to 36 per cent in 1975. As both women 

and children spent much more time away from the home, the family became less 

central in their lives. 

The reform era did not turn the clock back on these changes in family structure 

and authority. Although patrilineal stem families were still quite common in the 

countryside - the newly married couple living with or very near the husband's 

family - the older couple had much less power over the younger one than it did 

in earlier times. Even in the countryside, young people more and more commonly 

made their own decisions about when and whom to marry. They may have 

extracted a hefty bride price from the husband's family, but they used it to pur­

chase things they wanted for their home. If a new house was built or an extension 

added, they worked hard to give themselves more privacy. They were more con­

cerned with the happiness of their nuclear family than with family continuity. 

Although the man's parents might push for grandsons, the younger couple often 

were quite comfortable with birth control policies and content with only one or 

two children, even if they were daughters. Divorce remained relatively rare in the 

countryside, but women believed that the ability to threaten divorce gave them 

more voice in family decision-making. 

At the same time, progress towards women's equality suffered some reversals. 

During the reform era, since the state interfered less in the economy it had less 

leverage to use to help women. In the countryside, with fees charged by elemen­

tary schools, poorer families did not send their daughters to school for as long as 

their sons. In the cities, girls were likely to stay in school as long as boys did , but 

once the state withdrew from the hiring process, their degrees were worth less. 

New female graduates of high schools or colleges tended not to get jobs that were 

as good as the ones their male classmates got, something that happened less fre­

quently when state bureaus made job assignments. The decline in the state-owned 

factories hurt both men and women, but women complained that they were the 

first to be laid off. When migrant men gained work in construction or manufac­

turing in the cities, their wives were often left back in the countryside to do the 

farming and care for the children and elderly. These women, feeling heavily pres­

sured, committed suicide at very high rates. Unlike other countries, in China 

suicide rates among women were higher than among men . The rural female sui­

cide rate was, moreover, three times the urban one. 

The policy that had the most profound impact on families in the reform era was 

the stringent birth control policies. Mao had opposed the idea that China could 

have too many people, but by the time Mao died, China's population was approach­

ing the billion mark. His successors recognized that China could not afford to 
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delay finding ways to limit population 

growth. The strategy they adopted was to 

promote a one-child family in the cities 

and a one- or two-child family in the coun­

tryside. Targets were set for the total num­

bers of births in each place and quotas 

then assigned to smaller units. In the 1980s 

and early 1990s, young people needed per­

mission from their work units to get mar­

ried, and then permission to have a child. 

During the harshest phases, women who 

got pregnant outside the plan faced unre­

lenting pressure from birth control work­

ers and local cadres to have abortions , and 

rural families that had a third child often 

had their houses demolished. 

The huge drop in the birth rate had 

broad impact on family life. By the 1990s, 

with increased prosperity, people talked 

about the pampered only children in the 

cities whose parents would take them to 

Western fast-food restaurants and pay for 

all sorts of enrichment experiences. Plan­

ners were already worrying about how 

children would take care of their ageing 

parents, since one young couple could well 

have four elderly parents to support. By 

2050 , almost a third of China's population 

will be over 60, about three times the pro-

portion in 2005. 

Moreover, men will outnumber women by a large margin. When ultrasound 

screenings became available in the 1990s many women consented to have an 

abortion if the ultrasound scan showed that the foetus was female. In 2005, China 

reported a sex-ratio at birth of 119 males to 100 females (106 to 100 is normal) 

for the entire country, with some provinces closer to 130 males per 100 females. 

Apparently many families were willing to accept a daughter as a first child but 

insisted that the next child be a boy, as the ratio for second births was 140 males 

to 100 females and third births 150 males to 100 females . Thus , the traditional 

preference for boys remained so strong that China faces a severe shortage of young 

women in coming decades and the likelihood that tens of millions of men will not 

be able to marry. 
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In the early 1980s, walking 

down Nanjing Road , the main 

shopping street in Shanghai, 

was enough to convince any­

one that China had too many 

people. 
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In the 1980s and 1990s, 

popular magazines were 

encouraging young women 

to beautify themselves and 

become fashion-conscious. 
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CULTURE AND THE ARTS 

Culture did not prosper during the decade of the 'Cultural' Revolution; the intel­

lectuals learned to keep quiet and ordinary people were fed a dull and repetitious 

diet of highly politicized stories, plays, and films promoted by Jiang Qing. After 

her downfall as part of the 'Gang of Four', censorship was relaxed considerably 

and people's pent up desire for more varied and lively cultural expression quickly 

became apparent. 

Religion, viewed as backward during the Mao years, underwent a revival. The 

government helped rebuild churches, mosques, and temples that had been demol­

ished during the Cultural Revolution. Between 1979 and 1990, about 30,000 tem­

ples were restored in Fujian province, often with the help of overseas Chinese 

who returned to visit. Men who had served as Daoist or Buddhist priests decades 

earlier were implored to take up their old roles and perform rituals on such occa­

sions as the birthdays of local gods. Young men were recruited to carry images of 

the gods in processions. 

Distinctly modern forms of culture also flourished in the new political environ­

ment. Greater tolerance on the part of the government soon resulted in much 

livelier press and media - with everything from investigative reporters like Liu 

Binyan and Dai Qing reporting on corruption of cadres, to philosophers who tried 

to reexamine the premises of Marxism, to novelists , poets, and filmmakers who 

experimented with previously-taboo explorations of sex­

uality. A literature of the 'wounded' appeared at the end 

of the seventies, as those who had suffered during the 

Cultural Revolution found it politically possible to 

express their sense of betrayal. Television as a cultural 

force expanded enormously as TV sets became a readily­

available consumer good and programming became 

diverse enough to capture people's interest. 

Western popular culture made many inroads. In the 

1980s, western music of all sorts found fans , and China 

developed its own rock bands capable of filling stadiums 

for their shows. Short skirts, sunglasses, and deliberately 

outrageous hairstyles appeared on the streets. In 1983 

conservative party leaders tried to put a stop to the eroti­

cism, individualism, and vulgarity young people were 

adopting from the west by means of a campaign against 

'bourgeois liberalism' and 'spiritual pollution'. Neither 

that nor subsequent campaigns did much to stem the 

infiltration of new ideas, styles, and art forms. 

By the late 1980s, painters, sculptors, and other visual 

artists were leaving behind socialist realist styles and 

experimenting with a wide range of provocative avant-



O pening to th e Wo rld : Ch ina Sin ce 1976 

garde styles. By the 1990s, old factories were being converted into gallery space 

and the international market for Chinese contemporary art was thriving. Cinema, 

too, was energized. During the Mao period, feature films were produced by state­

run studios under the Ministry of Culture. Particularly during the Cultural Revo­

lution , most movies had predictable plots and stereotyped characterizations, and 

even within China would not have had much of an audience except for the lack 

of other forms of entertainment and distribution of free tickets. During the 1980s 

and 1990s, China severely restricted the showing of foreign films in theatres, but 

people still saw them because VCRs or DVD players became common and the 

pirating of videotapes and DVDs made them inexpensive. China's own film indus­

try also blossomed. After the graduation of a new generation of directors from the 

Beijing Film Academy, beginning in 1982, films of a high artistic level began to be 

made, and by the 1990s Chinese films were regularly screened at international 

film festivals. Heart-wrenching, visually stunning melodramas like Ju Dou (1990) , 

Raise the Red Lantern (1991) , and Farewell My Concubine (1993) often ran afoul of 

censors at home but found appreciative audiences abroad. During the 1990s, Chi­

nese filmmakers produced around fifteen hundred films , perhaps a dozen of which 

were widely circulated abroad. Standards of quality continued to improve. Blue 

Kite (1993) and To Live (1994) quietly dramatized long sweeps of modern Chi­

nese history. The comedy Shower (1999) focused on ordinary people with no 

exotic past or political turmoil. Not One Less (2000) succeeded with its main char­

acters being children from a remote area. Blind Shaft (2003) dramatized itinerant 

miners and illegal privately-run mines. Big-budget movies were made through 

international collaborations. The highly profitable Crouching Tige1; Hidden Dragon 
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One of the most successful of 

China's contemporary artists 

is Zhang Xiaogang. Two of his 

'Bloodline' series of paintings, 

done in 2005 , were on exhibit 

in 2008 at the Saatchi Gallery 

in London. The people 

depicted in these paintings, 

stiffly posed as in old family 

photos, stare blankly out at 

the viewer. 
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ln the 1980s and 1990s cen­

sorship was relaxed and film 

rapidly became a major 

medium for exploring the 

meaning of China's recent 

history. Filmmakers were 

allowed to be critical but not 

too critical : the script for The 

Blue Kite, the story of a fam­

ily's suffering during the 

political movements of the 

1950s and 1960s, was 

approved by the authorities 

but seized by them after it was 

filmed. It was finished abroad 

and proved a success there, 

but in 1994 it was banned in 

China. 
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(1999) was made by a Taiwanese director (Ang Lee) , but its leads included Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and mainland Chinese actors, and the funding came mostly from 

overseas. 

CHINA AND THE WORLD IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

After China split with the Soviet Union in the early 1960s, China severely limited 

its contacts with the rest of the world. It provided some assistance to African coun­

tries and to Maoist revolutionary groups, but had too great a fear of spies to encour­

age people to maintain ties with relatives abroad. Even before Mao died, China's 

foreign policy began to shift, and from the early 1970s China worked to improve 

its relationship with western countries as a counterweight to the Soviet Union. At 

the same time, China supported the murderous Khmer Rouge government in 

Cambodia. In 1979, incensed when Vietnam invaded Cambodia, Deng Xiaoping 

ordered the army to invade Vietnam to pressure it to withdraw from Cambodia. 

Despite absorbing large numbers of casualties, China failed in its objectives and 

soon withdrew. This failure helped convince party leaders of the need to modern­

ize the armed forces. 

In 1984, the British government confirmed that it would return Hong Kong to 

China when the ninety-nine-year lease on the New Territories expired in 1997. 

China promised to let Hong Kong maintain its own political and economic system 

for fifty years , referred to as 'one country, two systems'. There was a huge celebra­

tion when Hong Kong did in fact return to China in July 1997. During the next 

decade, Hong Kong maintained its status as a financial centre, its adherence to 

British common law traditions , and its widespread use of English. Hong Kong's 

political scene continues to revolve around competition between pro-Beijing and 

pro-democracy groups. 

The goal of much of China's diplomacy in the reform era was to gain help in 

meeting its economic goals. China sought entry into international organizations, 

invited overseas Chinese to visit and participate in China's development, and 

began sending its officials on trips 

around the world. In the 1990s, China 

joined the World Bank, the Interna­

tional Monetary Fund, and the Asian 

Development Bank, which offered 

both low interest loans and various 

types of technical and economic 

assistance , but required that China 

report its economic situation more 

openly. In 2001 China was admitted 

to the World Trade Organization. 

Some setbacks to China's interna­

tional stature occurred in the next few 



Ope ning to the Wo rl d: China Since 1976 

years, such as the SARS epidemic and scandals about tainted food , medicine, and 

toys, but these were overshadowed by enthusiasm about hosting the 2008 Olym­

pics in Beijing. 

Beginning in the mid 1980s, there was increasing contact between Chinese in 

Taiwan and in China. In 1987, when Taiwan lifted restrictions on travel , thou­

sands of people from Taiwan visited the mainland. Taiwan's investment in its giant 

neighbor reached staggering levels. In the early 2000s, nearly one million Chinese 

from Taiwan were living on the mainland, more than four hundred thousand of 

them in and around Shanghai. This movement reflected the relocation of Taiwan's 

semi-conductor and personal computer manufacturing plants to the mainland, 

where wages were much lower. It also reflected the return of Chinese originally 

from the mainland who had relocated to Taiwan in 1949. With the lower cost of 

living in the mainland, by moving back they could afford to hire help to care for 

them in their old age. 

In the three decades after Mao's death , as the socialist system was transformed to 

accommodate private property and great discrepancies in wealth , China negoti­

ated a new place for itself in the world. To a greater degree than in any earlier 

period of its history, links of all sorts tied China to the world beyond its borders. 

The contrast to China during the Mao years could not have been sharper. Where 

Mao Zedong had wanted China to achieve self-sufficiency and solve problems its 

own way, Deng Xiaoping and his successors sought co-operation with the rest of 

the world , joined multi-national organizations, and tried to profit from the differ­

ential between Chinese wages and those of the more developed countries. By 2008, 

the export segment of China's economy was so large that China quickly felt the 

effects of the deepening recession of its trading partners. 

By then, it was not just trade and investment that tied China to the outside 

world. Global currents progressively penetrated its culture more deeply, as its 

bookstores featured translations of foreign books, pirated DVDs allowed everyone 

to watch foreign films , and its intellectuals, having spent time abroad, kept up 

with what was happening elsewhere by email and the internet. 

The challenges China faced in 2009 also had much in common with challenges 

faced by other countries. Industrialization, urbanization, declining birth rates , the 

ageing of society, development of consumer culture, widening gaps between the 

rich and poor, environmental degradation - none of them were unique to China, 

though China seemed to be experiencing them in a compressed time frame . 

Chinese, of course, do not see their country as just another modernizing coun­

try. The opening ceremonies at the 2008 Olympics dramatized many sources of 

China's pride - its large population, its long history, and its role as inventor of such 

key features of modern life as printing. During the coming years Chinese under­

standings of China will undoubtedly continue to evolve as China holds on to its 

sense of distinctiveness while engaging with the outside world. 
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The geography of Tibet is one of the most extreme in the 
world. Most of it is more than 14,000 feet high, making 

it very cold all year long. It is also quite dry, as not many ra in 
clouds get past the high Himalaya Mountains along its 
southern border. Consequently Tibet has traditionally sup­
ported only a thin population of herders of yaks, camels, 
goats, and sheep. 

The Tibetan people have been western neighbours of the 
Chinese from very early times. During the Tang dynasty, a 
form of Tantric Buddhism entered Tibet from India and in 
time became one of the most distinctive features of Tibetan 
culture. A high proportion of the male population joined the 
clergy, and monasteries were major centers of power. 

It was also during the Tang period that a strong state was 
first established in Tibet. able to subordinate neighbours and 
threaten Tang interests along the Silk Route. A few centuries 
later the Mongols cla imed suzerainty over Tibet, but did not 
interfere much. During the eighteenth century Tibet came to 
be politically joined to China as part of the expanding Qing 
empire. With the breakup of the empire in the early twenti­
eth century, Tibet was effectively independent for several 
decades, until the Red Army marched into Lhasa in 1950. 
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Besides the Tibetan Autonomous Region, Tibetans also 
live in adjacent provinces to the east. According to the 2000 
census, 2.4 million Tibetans live in the Tibetan Autonomous 
Region and 2.8 million in the adjacent provinces, mostly the 
mountainous highlands of Sichuan and Qinghai. 

In 1959, after an attempt to ga in independence was put 
down by force, some 80,000 Tibetans fled Tibet for northern 
India. Among them was the 14th Dalai Lama (b. 1935). the 
successor to a long line of religious leaders. Worldwide, many 
people sympathize with the Tibetan exiles. The Dalai Lama, 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, is a revered figure. 

The Chinese government rejects criticism of its record in 
Tibet and argues that it has brought education and economic 
development to the desperately poor region. The most strik­
ing development project is the railroad completed in 2006 
linking Lhasa to Chinese cities. Building it required con­
structing 675 bridges and crossing a pass 16,640 feet high. 
Some Tibetans fear that easier transportation between Tibet 
and other provinces will only make it more difficult for them 
to maintain their distinctive culture. 

Spectacular mountain scenery can be seen from the train linking Lhasa to eastern China. 
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These red-robed monks are making a pilgrimage to Ganden Monastery, one of the three largest teaching monasteries in Tibet, 
about 30 miles east of Lhasa. 

11 II 

359 

I I 



360 TH E CAMBRIDGE I LLUSTRATED H ISTORY OF CHI NA 

Epilogue 

When history is viewed from the western edge of Eurasia , the natural pattern 

seems to be for civilizations and empires to rise and wane. By 2000 BC Egypt had 

eclipsed Sumeria; by 1000 BC Egypt was on the decline but Babylonia was an 

impressive power. In time, however, it would be surpassed by the Persians, then 

the Greeks , then the Romans. Some civilizations were totally destroyed and dis­

appeared from history, others were simply overshadowed by new, more vigorous, 

more successful civilizations. Even in more recent periods, those viewing history 

from Eurasia's western edge speak of the rise and decline of the Italian city states, 

the Spanish Empire, the Hapsburg Empire, and the British Empire. Americans 

today take it quite for granted that their international predominance is unlikely 

to last for ever, and books about the coming Pacific Century sell well. Underlying 

this view of history is an unspoken analogy between civilizations and human 

lives, or perhaps the lives of competitive individual warrior-heroes. Civilizations 

have an early, creative, aggressive stage followed by a strong, mature age, but over 

time they lose vigour and become less flexible until eventually they are defeated 

in battle or succumb to old age. And only one can be supreme at any given time. 

When history is viewed from the eastern edge of Eurasia, a very different pat­

tern emerges as natural and normal. There is no sense that younger civilizations 

supplant aging ones, but that civilization progresses through a series of yin-yang­

like reversals of direction from excessive disorder to excessive order and back 

again. Thus periods of creative but frightfully deadly disorder are followed by the 

imposition of stringent political order, sometimes so heavy-handed as to be 

oppressive. But order eventually unravels into disorder once again, renewing the 

pattern . The course of a civilization thus does not resemble that of a human life. 

It has some similarity to a line of descent, however, a series of entities linked one 

to another much the way fathers and sons are linked in a family, and the succes­

sion of dynasties in Chinese history was often discussed using the vocabulary of 

legitimate succession. These differences in metaphor shape expectations for his­

torical change. In China, neither a period of disorder nor an episode of oppres­

sive order is viewed as likely to last indefinitely or to bring about the total ruin of 

the civilization. Children get a lot from their parents, materially and culturally, so 

even though the family property may be nearly ruined by natural disasters or war, 

with hard work and commitment to the survival of the family, in time it can be 

rebuilt and even enhanced; in a comparable way the ruin of one dynasty does not 

preclude a successor from rising. Moreover, just as the future of one family line 

is nearly independent of the success or failure of bther families, so outside pow­

ers can rise and decline without altering China's prospects. The rise of Japan does 

not mean China must be in decline. 
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Given the difference between these visions of the course of history, when 

Europeans first began to study Chinese history they often unconsciously tried to 

discover where China stood in the scheme of civilizations on the rise and decline 

based on western experience. Most seem to have felt that the China they encoun­

tered was on the decline , but they differed in their dating of its golden age. That 

there was little reason to expect a new glorious age in China was taken for grant­

ed; their age was the age of the European conquest of the world and while China 

might benefit from the fruits of western civilization, they assumed the creative 

impulses would be western, not Chinese. 

This conceptual framework did not require westerners always to write nega­

tively of China or its history. China has often served as the perfect 'other' for the 

west, as the other side of the world where everything is upside down and oppo­

site. Thus those who wished to criticize the west have sometimes done so by cel­

ebrating China as a place that disproved the validity or universality of something 

western. Thus Voltaire found in China a land without an established church 

where rational philosophers ruled; in the 1950s western feminists found in China 

a land where women held up half the sky; in the 1960s western radicals found in 

China a place imbued with a communal spirit so strong that streets were magi­

cally cleaned by friction-free street committees; and in the 1980s western conser­

vatives found in China a nearly crime-free society where everyone learned the 

virtue of self-restraint. 

By bringing up these issues of conceptual framework in the epilogue, I am 

hoping to stimulate readers to stop and reflect on the task of understanding a cul­

ture different from their own. Readers of this book have not gained unmediated 

access to Chinese culture. This book is written in English for a western audience, 

using concepts and modes of analysis and presentation that will seem familiar 

and reasonable to such an audience. The kind of history I have tried to write is 

without doubt a western type of history, strongly influenced by trends in history 

writing in Europe and the United States over the last few decades. I bring women 

into the story more than once was common, for instance, and rarely devote much 

space to political intrigues at the top of the government. We can enrich our 

understanding of China's history by trying to see how Chinese were interpreting 

their world, but we only delude ourselves if we deny that our ideas, assumptions , 

and theories shape what we notice and consider significant about China's past. 

In writing this book, the difficulty of coping with the east-west conceptual gap 

did not seem as challenging to me as bridging the modern-premodern gap. Two 

overlapping but slightly contradictory problems proved most unsettling: the first 

is the bias in sources that makes it easier to say good things about earlier periods, 

and the second is the difficulty in seeing any period except in terms of what came 

afterwards. In China, as elsewhere, the closer to the present, the more evidence 

survives. We know much more about the details of life during the twentieth cen­

tury than we do about the Qing dynasty, and we probably know as much about 
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the Qing as of all of earlier China put together. Added to this , the closer to the 

present, the less editing historians have done to the sources. From the time of 

Sima Qian in the first century BC, most Chinese historians were social critics of 

one sort of another. When they wrote of their own times, they usually found 

much to condemn. When they wrote about the distant past, they were still often 

subtly commenting on the present, but saying good things tended to be more use­

ful. One of the best ways to criticize the present was to describe a better age in 

the past - if necessary a past so distant that contradictory evidence was scarce. 

Taken together, the forces shaping what evidence has survived make it harder 

to take a rosy view of recent history than earlier history. I tend to believe that 

China in Song times was more impressive than China in the nineteenth century 

- that not only did it compare better to other contemporary states, but that the 

daily lives of people at all social levels were in many ways more satisfying. Yet 

how can I be sure that generations of historians have not discarded most of the 

evidence that would tend to refute my views? Long-ago cruelties are less vivid 

than recent ones: we may know that many emperors had malicious streaks, but 

we do not have vivid first-hand accounts from witnesses the way we do from 

Mao's victims. Even material evidence - the paintings, porcelains, and silks - are 

winnowed over time so that there is little from the eleventh century that is not 

pleasing in some way whereas much that is ordinary or unimpressive survives 

from the nineteenth century. 

Exacerbating these source problems is the difficulty of telling history in 

chronological order, of putting the past before the present, the way people want 

to hear it told. The story one chooses to tell about one period depends very much 

on what one thinks of the next. In the 1960s and 1970s, when many westerners 

were inclined to look as positively as they could on both Mao Zedong and the 

People's Republic of China, accounts of the 1920s and 1930s often subordinated 

almost everything to the story of the rise of the Communist Party: the May Fourth 

Movement was the first step towards breaking with the past intellectually, impor­

tant as a formative part of the experience of Mao and Zhou. Similarly, industrial­

ization needed to be described, because without it one could not recount the 

urban labour organizing that played a role in the early stage of the Communist 

Party before it broke with the Comintern, and so on. We may feel superior to this 

generation of historians, but can we be sure that we have somehow found a van­

tage point that will not keep shifting? In recent years there have been many rev­

elations of internal party viciousness. Should we totally rewrite our accounts of 

the last few decades? How then can we capture what Mao or the Long March or 

the Great Leap meant to people at the time ignorant of these happenings? 

These problems are even more acute for earlier periods. Always concentrating 

on what proves to be important in later times makes history seem the working 

out of the inevitable. I could not omit mention of ideas about ancestors in the 

Shang dynasty, the ideas of Confucius in the late Zhou, or centralized government 
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in the Qin and Han. Yet I am uncomfortable with conveying the impression that 

the direction of China's future course was firmly set at these early dates. Doing so 

seems to diminish the agency of the Chinese people, their capacity to respond to 

new situations creatively, to make use of what they inherited from their ancestors 

without being immobilized by it. 

I am definitely not the only historian who has struggled with this difficulty in 

linking Chinese civilization - a story that can be told in an upbeat, even celebra­

tory mode - and the story of modern China - where it is difficult to avoid the lan­

guage of victimization from creeping in occasionally. Those with the darkest 

views of modern China sometimes cast the story of premodern China so that it 

leads inevitably to what happened in the twentieth century. China's history can 

be told, for instance, in terms of the development of state institutions that 

allowed arbitrary exercise of power or the development of Confucian cultural val­

ues that became too inward-looking. Those with the most positive views of pre­

modern China can solve the problem a different way by making all of China's 

woes since the Opium War the fault not of Chinese civilization but of an unfair 

world system. 

The reason I persisted in trying to link the story of China's more distant and 

more recent pasts despite these intractable problems is that I am convinced that 

it is a continuous story. Chinese people today do not simply occupy the same ter­

ritory occupied by subjects of the Tang, Song, or Ming dynasties; their notions of 

who they are and of what their nation is are profoundly shaped by the ideas and 

institutions created during these centuries, even if they have been much trans­

muted in the intervening centuries. To minimize somehow the impression of 

inevitability, I have tried to cast the inheritance from the past as a resource, not a 

prison. In every epoch Chinese have made use of the resources they inherited -

material, intellectual, and institutional - to set goals , respond to new challenges, 

protect themselves , and advance their interests. Because their actions have a 

cumulative impact on the resources the next generation inherits , change is 

inevitable but so are links to the past. This I believe is as true today as ever. 
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Chronology 
100,000 BC Homo sapiens in China. Paleolithic 

cultures. 

10,000 BC Early Neolithic cultures. 

3000 BC Late Neolithic cultures (to 2000 BC). 

1600 BC Shang dynasty (to c. 1050 BC). 

1050 BC Zhou dynasty ( to 256 BC), Western Zhou 
dynasty (to 771 BC). 

770 BC Eastern Zhou dynasty ( to 256 BC), Spring 
and Autumn period (to 481 BC). 

c. 4 79 BC Death of Confucius. 

403 BC Warring States period (to 221 BC). 

286 BC Death of Zhuangzi (b. 396 BC). 

221 BC Qin unifies China. First Emperor under­
takes massive projects (to 210 BC). 

213 BC Burning of Confucian books. 

206 BC Han Dynasty (to AD 220), Former or 
Western Han dynasty (to AD 9). 

141 BC Wudi succeeds to throne (to 87 BC). 

133 BC Campaigns against Xiongu (to 119 BC). 

126 BC Zhang Qian returns from western regions. 

c. 85 BC Sima Qian completes Hi storical Records. 

AD 9 Wang Mang usurps throne, founds Xin 
dynasty ( to 25). 

25 Later or Eastern Han dynasty (to 220). 

105 First mention of paper. 

184 Rebellion of Yellow Turbans. 

220 Age of Division ( to 589). Three Kingdoms 
period (to 265). 

265 Western Jin dynasty ( to 316). Reunifi es 
China in 280. 

304 Sixteen Kingdoms (to 439). Non-Chinese 
compete for control of north China. 

317 Eastern Jin dynasty set up in south (to 420). 
Beginning of division between north and 
south ( to 589). 

404 Huiyuan writes On Why Monhs Do Not Bow 
Down Before Kings. 

427 Death of Tao Yuan ming (b. 365). 

589 Reunification of China by Sui dynasty 
(581-618). 

609 Grand Canal completed. 

618 Tang dynasty (to 907). 

653 Earliest surviving law code. 

690 Empress Wu usurps throne from her son, 
declares the Zhou dynasty (to 705) . 

713 Death of Huineng, Sixth Patriarch of Chan 
Buddhism. 

755 An Lushan Rebellion ( to 763). 

843 Suppression of Buddhism (to 845) 

868 Oldest extant printed book published. 

907 Five Dynasties period ( to 960). Khitans 
declare Liao dynasty (to 1126). 

960 Song dynasty (to 1276). orthern Song 
dynasty (to 1126). 

1069 Wang Anshi institutes New Policies (lo 
1085). 

1126 Jurchen seize north China, extending Jin 
dynasty (l lJ 5-1234). 

1127 Southern Song dynasty in south (to 1276). 

1200 Death of Zhu Xi (b. 1130) 

1215 Mongols seize most of north China . 

1227 Death of Chinggis Khan. 

1276 Mongol Yuan dynasty gains control of south 
China . 

1368 Ming dynasty ( to 1644). 

1405 Zheng He's maritime expeditions (to 1433). 

1528 Death of Wang Yangming (b. 1472). 

1583 Matteo Ricci arrives in China (to 1610). 

1592 Ming campaigns in Korea (to 1598). 

1598 Peony Pavilion wrinen by Tang Xianzu. 

1624 Struggles between Donglin scholars and 
eunuch di ctator Wei Zhongxian (to 1627) . 

1644 Ming emperor commi ts sui cide after rebels 
take Beijing. 

1644 Manchu Qing dynasty (to 1911). 

1645 Chinese men required to wear Manchu 
hairstyle. 

1673 Rebellion of the Three Feudatories ( to 
1681) 

l 720 Qing army enters Lhasa; Tibet made Qing 
protecLOrate. 

1792 Novel Dream of Red Mansions published. 

1796 White Lotus Society rebellion ( to 1804). 

1840 Opium War, ending with Trea ty of Nanjing 
in 1842. Britain obtains Hong Kong. 

1850 Taiping Rebellion (to 1864). 

1860 Anglo-French expedition occupies Beijing. 
Burning of Summer Palace. 

1862 Zuo Zongtang suppresses Muslim rebellions 
in nort hwest, regains central Asia (to 1878). 

1884 Sino- French War (to 1885). 

1894 Sino-Japanese War ( to 1895). 

1894 Sun Zhongshan establishes Revive China 
Society. 

1898 Guangxu empero r's allempted reforms 
thwarted by Empress Dowager Cixi. 

1900 Boxer Rebellion. lnternational expedi tion to 
relieve siege of lega tions. 

1901 Death of Li Hongzhang (b. 1823). 

1905 Abolition of civi l service exa m system. 

1911 Qing dynasty overthrown by revolutionar-
ies. 

1915 Periodical New Youth begins publication. 

1916 Death or Yuan Shikai (b. 1859). Warlord 
period begins (to 1928). 

1919 May Fourth protests in Tiananmen Square 
aga inst Versai lles Treaty. 

1925 Death of Sun Zhongshan (b. 1866). 

1926 Northern Expedition of combined 
Nationalist and Com munist forces ( to 
1927). 

1927 Nationalists turn on Co mmunists; 'White 
Terror' (to 1930). 

1927 Nationalist period (to 1949) . Jiangjieshi 
leader. 

1930 Mao Zedong and other Communists form 
Jiangxi Sovie L. 

1930 New Civil Code gives women marriage and 
property rights. 

1931 Japan seizes control of Manchuria. 

1934 Red Army flees Nationalist encirclement, 
begins Long March ( to l 935). 

1936 Death of Lu Xun (b. 1881). 

1937 Sino-J apanese War (to 1945). Rape of 
Nanjing. 

1947 Civil War between Nationalists and 
Communists ( to 1949). 

1949 People's Republic of China founded. Mao 
Zedong leader. 

1950 Korean War (to 1953). 

1950 Marriage Reform Law. 

195 1 Redistribution and collectivization of land 
(lo 1956). 

1951 Five Antis Campaign (to 1952). 

1956 Hundred Flowers and Anti-rightist cam­
paigns (to 1957). 

1957 Great Leap Forward. Agricultural com­
munes established ( to 1958). 

1959 Three Hard Years (to 1962). 

1959 Tibetan uprising suppressed. Dalai Lama 
fl ees. 

1960 Si no-Sovie t split. 

1966 Cultural Revolution ( to 1969). 

1976 Dea th of Mao Zedong (b 1893). Gang of 
Four arrested . 

1978 Deng Xiaoping regains power. 'Big character 
posters' appear on Beijing's Democracy 
Wall. 

1979 Special economic zones created. 

1989 Pro-democracy movement violently sup­
pressed. 

1997 Return of Hong Kong. 

2001 China joined World Trade Organization 
(WTO) 

2008 Beijing Olympics. 
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Notes 
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translation , it is by the author, sometimes previously 
published in her Clti11ese Civilization: A Sourceboo/1, 
rev. ed. (New York: The Free Press, 1993). 

Chapter 1 
box, 'Anceswrs' 'Take me as a substitute . 
trans. by J ames Hart, in Patricia Buckley Ebrey, 
ed. Chinese Civilization: A Sot,,-cebook, rev. ed. 
(New York: The Free Press, 1993), p. 6. 

Chapter 4 
'ensure that no land .. .' Mark Elvin , Tl, e Pallan 
of the Chi11ese Past (Stanford : Stan fo rd University 
Press, 1973), p. 48, modified. 

'Those who rejoice .. .' Wm. Theodore de Bary, et 
al. , ed. Sm,,-ce of Chi11 ese Trndition (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1960), p. 321, modi­
fi ed. 

Picture Spread , Early Buddhis t Art. "The gold 
and the fl owers ... from W. J. F J enner, Memories 
of Loyang: Ya11g Hsiia n-cl,i/1 a11d the lost capital 
(493-534) (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1981) , p. 
208. 

Chapter 5 
'fo r the superior .. .' Peter Bol , This Culture of 
Ours': Intellectual Transitio11s i11 T'a11g and Sung 
Cl1ina (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992), 
p. 26. 

Cltapt.er 6 
Marco Polo, ' I tell you that this river .. .' A.C. 
Mou le and Paul Pelli ot, trans. , Marco Polo, Th e 
Descriptio11 of the World (London: Routledge, 
I 938), I, 320, modified. 

Marco Polo , 'A nyone seeing such a multiLUde . 
Moule and Pelliot, I, 329, modified. 

Chapter 7 
Marco Polo, 'All the Catha ians detested the ru le 
of the great khan .. .' Moule and Pelliot, I , 215, 
modified . 

Chapter 8 

Taizu , "In the morningt,punish a few ... trans. 
by Lily Hwa in Patricia uckley Ebrey, ed. Chi11esc 
Civi/i za tio11 : A Sourcebo I, , rev. ed . (New York: 
The Free Press , 1993), , . 207 .'When they captu re 
a Chinese .. .' Frederic o te, The Cheng-Ima and 
Hung-chih reigns, 1465 1505,' in Tlte Cambridge 
Hi sto,y of China , vol 7, Tlt e Mi11g Dynasty 1368-
1644 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988), p. 383-4 . 

Wang Yangming, 'Instituting direct civil ad minis­
tration ... ' Herold]. Wiens, Ha11 Chinese 
Expansion i11 South China (New Haven: Th e Shoe 
String Press, 1967) , p. 219, modified. 

Maueo Ri cci, ·d1e exceedingly large numbers . 
Louis J. Gallagher, China in th e Sixteenth Ce11tU1y: 
Tltejo11rnals ofMcttteo Ri cci, 1595- 1610 (New 
York: Random House, 1953), p. 20-2 1. 

Lu Kun , 'when tenants ask for help,' Johanna E 
Handlin , Action i11 L:tte Ming Thought: The Reo,·i­
entation of Ui K11n and Ot ltc,· Scholar-Officials 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), p.24. 

'Old Skymaster .. ' Mi Chu Wiens, 'Masters and 
Bondservants: Peasant Rage in the Seventeen th 
Century,' Mi11g Studies 8 (1979):57-64, quote 63. 

Verbiest, 'the seven wonders of the world . 

Arthur Waldron , The Great Wall of China: Fro111 
Histo,y lo Myt lt (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), p. 206. 

Photo Spread, caption, ' If the painted decoration 
." Robert Tichane, Cl1i11g-te-che11: Views of a 

Porcelain City. (New York Sta te Institute for Glaze 
Research , 1983) , p. 142, modified . 

Chapter 9 
Qianlong, 'we possess all things .. .' Harley 
Fa rn sworth MacNa ir, Modern Chi 11 ese Hi sto ,y: 
Selected Readi 11 gs (Shanghai: Co mmercial Press, 
1927), p. 4. 

Lin Zexu, ·Suppose there were people .. .' Ssu-yu 
Teng and John K. Fairbank, China s Respo11se lo 
t/ ,e West: a Docwne11ta1y Survey 1839-1923 (New 
York: Antheum , 1971), p. 26. 

Wa ren , 'From ancient down to modern times, . 

.' Teng and Fairbank , p. 76, modified. 

'The foreigners have been aggress ive ... ' Victor 
Purcell , T/,e Boxer Up1·isi11g, A Bac/1gro 1111d St udy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 
p. 225, mod ifi ed. 

Long passage from The Drea m of Red Mansions , 
fro m Daniel Hawkes, Th e Sw,y of tlt e S1011c 
(Penguin Books). I, pp. 465-67 . 

Chapter JO 
Zou Rong, 'wipe out the five million barbarian 
Manchus .. .' Michael Gasster, 'The Republican 
Revolutionary Movement,' Cambridge Hi sto,y of 
China, vol. 11 part 2 Late Ch'i11g (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. -+82. 

Chen Duxiu , 'Youth is like early spri ng. 
Chow Tse-tsung, Th e May fourth Mo vemenr: 
tntellectual Revolutio11 in Modern Chi 11a (Stanford: 
Stanford Uni ve rsity Press, 1967), pp. 45-46. 

'We must be thoro ughly aware .. .' Lin Yii-sheng, 
Th e Crisis in Chinese Consciousness: Radi cal 
A11litraditio11alis111 in the May Fou rr11 Era 
(Madison : Un iversity o f Wisconsi n Press, 1979), 
p. 76. 

John Dewey, 'There seems to be no co untry . 
cited in Chow, p. 183. 

'militarize the life of the people .. .' J onathan D. 
Spence, Th e Swrch for Moc/en, China (New York: 
No rton, 1990), p. 415 . 

Tawney, 'In some dis tricts .. . ' R.H. Tawney1 Land 
and Labo,· in China (Boston: Beacon Press, 1932), 
p. 77. 

Song Qi ngli ng, 'If we do not grant .. .' Anna 
Louise Strong, Chinas Millions (New York: 
Coward-McCann, 1928), p. 125. 

'Under the Na tionalists .. .' Edwa rd Friedman, 
Paul G. Pickowics, and Mark Selden, Chinese 
Village, Socia list State (New Haven: Yale 
University Press. 1991), p. 41. 

'Wiping Out the Reds - A Great Spectacle,' from 
Lu Xun , Selected Worl1s , trans. Yang Xianyi and 
Gladys Yang (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 
1956), Ill , 45-47, s lightly modified . 

picture sp read, Modern Chinese Painting, 
'Chin ese ink painting .. .' Chu-tsing Li , Tm,ds in 
Modern Chin ese Pai11li11g (Ascona , Switzerland: 
Artibus Asiae, 1979), p. 131 modified . 

Chapter 11 
'Communism is heaven . · Friedman, et al. , p. 
218. 

'Compel the governm ent .. .' Orville Schell , 
Ma11clate of Heave11 (New York: Simon and 
Schus ter, 1994), p. 103 . 

Cu lt or Mao, Mao's comment to Edgar Snow: 
quoted in Roderi ck MacFarquhar and Michael 
Schoen hals, Maos Last Revolution ( Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard Uni versity Press), p. 268. 

Chapter 12 

Words of Wei Jingshen , from Wm. Theodore De 
Barr and Richard Lufrano , Sources of Chin ese 
Tmdilio11: Fron, 1600 Through lite 1ivenlieth 
Ce11t 111y (New York: Columbia Univers ity Press, 
2000) , p 498. 



Further Reading 
Readers who wou ld like to learn more about th e main themes of Chinese 
civilization would do well to read another general overview of Chinese history, 
such as Ray Huang's lively, interpretive China: a Macro Histo,y (1988), John 
King Fairbank and Merle Goldman Ch ina: A New f-li sw,y, 2nd ed. (2006), with 
its frequent references LO recent scholarship, or Jacques Gernet's solid A History 
of Chinese Civilization (1989), which is particularly strong o n the premodern 
period and China's connections to the outside world. Conrad Schirokaur and 
Miranda Brown, A Bri ef Histo,y of Chinese Civilization (2006) is a popular and 
balanced textbook. Other good tex tbooks cover only pan of China's hiswry. 
Frederic Mote, Imperial China, 900-1800 (2007 ) is a gracefully wrillen 
tex tbook with good coverage of social and culLUral hisw1y. For modern China, 
see the long but very readable Jonathan Spence, Th e Search for Modern Cl1i11a 
(1990) or R. Keith Schoppa, Revolution and Its Pasl: ldenlities and Change in 
Modern Chinese Histo,y (2002), which puts emphasis on the issue of identities. 
Political history is covered in the greatest detail in the multi-volume, multi­
authored The Cambridge f-lisw, y of China (1978-), still incomplete. 

Surveys can be supplemen ted by coll ections of topical essays or translations of 
primary sources. Paul S. Ropp's edited volume, Heritage of China: Conlempora,y 
Perspectives on Chinese Civilization (1990), proivdes essays on religion , 
thought, famil y, an, and other LOpi cs. Kenneth]. Hammond and Kris tin Staple­
ton, Th e Human Tradition in Modern China (2007), recounts lives or a range or 
individuals. For translations or Chinese writings providing insights into Chi­
nese society and cultu re see Patricia Ebrey's Chi11cse Civilization: A Sourceboofa 
(1993) and Victor Mair, el al., ed., Hawaii Reader in Traditional Chinese Culture 
(2004), which includes literary, historical , and philosophical texts . William de 
Bary and lrene Bloom, eds., Sources of Chinese Tradition , rev. ed. (1999) is a 
huge collection or primary sources, w ith emphasis on inte llecLUal history and 
religion. For selections or Chi nese literature, see VicLOr Mair, ed., Th e Columbia 
Anthology of Traditional Chinese Literature (1994). IL has translations by several 
dozen scholars and includes many works not previously avai lable in trans lation . 
Another excellent col lection of translated literature is all by one master 
translator: Stephen Owen, An Anthology of Chinese Litera1ure (1996). 

A useful Reference work is the Encyclopedia of Asian Histmy, Ainslie T. Embree, 
ed. (1988). For provincial and city maps, as well as physical geography, popula­
tions , climate, and economic conditions, see The Times Atlas of China, P. Geelan 
and Denis Twitchell, eds. (1974). For historical maps and well-illuslraled topical 
essays, see Caroline Blunden and Mark Elvin, Cultural Atlas of China (1983). For 
current scholarship on all aspects of Chinese history, society, and culture , consult 
the Association for Asian Studies' online Bibliography of Asian Studies. For litera­
ture, see the I11dia11a Companion to Traclitional Chinese Literature, Will iam H. 
Nien hauser, Jr., ed. (1986), which contains a wealth of information on fiction , 
drama, and poetry, with detailed entries on specific authors and titles. 

Broad interpretations of social and economic history can be found in Kang 
Chao's Man and Land in Chinese Hisw,y: An Economic Analysis ( J 986); Mark 
Elvin's The Pattern of th e Chinese Past (1973), and Lloyd Eastman's Family, 
Fie/cl, and Ancestors: Constancy and Change in Chinas Social and Economic 
Hi sto,y, 1550-1949 (1988). Food , not an insignificant facet of economic and 
cul tural hiswry, is dealt with in both E.N. Anderson's The Food of China (1988); 
and K.C. Chang, ed., Food in Chinese Cu/um: Anthropological and Historical 
Perspectives (1977). For an a accessible introduction Lo print culture in China, 
see Joseph McDermoll, The Social Hi sw,y of tl1e Cl1inese Booh (2006). Broad 
surveys of institutional history include two studies or law and penal institut ions, 
T'ung-tsu Ch\i's Law and Society in Trnditional China (1961) and Geoffrey 
MacCormack's, Trnditional Chinese Penal Law (1990). On foreign relations, see 
Th e Chinese World Order, John K. Fairbank, ed. (1968); and John K. Fairbank, 
The United States and Cltina, 4th ed. (1983). China's relations with northern 
neighbours is covered in Owen Lattimore's Inner Asian Frontiers of Chi11a, 2nd ed. 
(1951); now partially superseded by SechinJagchid and Van Jay Symons, Peace, 
War and 1iade along the Great Wall: Nomadic Cl,inese l11 1eraction through Two 
Mille11nia (1989) and :-Jicola di Cosmo, Ancient China and Its Enemies: Th e Rise 
of Nomadic Power in East Asian Hi sto,y (2002). For military history, see Chinese 
Ways in Wa,fare , Frank A. Kierman , Jr. and John K. Fairbank, eds. (1974) and A 
Milita,y Hi sto,y of Cl,ina, David A. Graff and Robin Higham, ed . (2002). 
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The history of the Chinese family and kinship systems are dealt with in Patricia 
Ebrey and James Watson, eds., Kinship Organization in Late Imperial Cltina, 
1000-1940 (1986); and Rubie Watson and Patricia Ebrey, eds., Ma,Tiage and 
Inequality in Chinese Society (1991), and Michael Szonyi, Practici11g Kinship: 
Lineage and Deswlt in Late Imperial China (2002). The classic sLUdy of Chinese 
lineages in Fuj ian and Guangdong provinces is Maurice Freedman's lineage 
O,ganization in Southeastern China (]965). There are now many studies of 
women in Chinese history, which are listed under different Lime periods. 

Valuable introductions LO intellectual history include Fung Yu-Ian , A Histo, y of 
Chinese Philosophy (1983) and Michale Nylan, Tl1 e five "Confucian" Classics 
(2001 ). Several symposium volumes show the diversity of Confucianism; see 
David Nivison and Arthur Wright, eds. , Confucianism in Action (1959); Arthur 
Wright , ed. , The Confucian Persuasion (1960); and Arthur Wright and Denis 
Twitchell, eels., Conf11cian Personalities (1962). Two broad-ranging analyses of 
Confucianism by an inOuemial illlerpret er are Th e Libernl 1iadition in China 
(1983) and Th e Trouble with Conf11cianism (1991), both by Wm. Theodore de 
Bary. For the history of Chinese science, the standard work is the encyclopedic, 
many-volumed, ongoing survey Science and Civilization in China, by Joseph 
Needham and co-workers (1954-). For Chinese historiography and historical 
thought, see WG. Beasley and E.B. Pulleyblank, eds. , Historians of China and 
Japan (1961). For overviews of Chinese religion, see Daniel Overmyer, Religions 
of China: The World as a Living System (1986); or Laurence G. Thompson, Chinese 
Religion: An In troduction ( l988). Richard von Glahn, Th e Sinister Way: Th e Divine 
and tl,e Demoni c in Chinese Religious Cult11re (2004), offers a more focused sLUdy, 
but one that covers a long Lime period. 

Many fine surveys of art and literature are ava ilable, including Robcn Thorp and 
Richard Vinograd, Chinese Art and Culture (2001), an up-LO-dale textbook. 
Craig Clunas, Art in China (1997) offers a briefer overview. Older but still 
useful are Laurence Sickman and Alexander Soper, Th e Art and Arc/1itectw·e of 
China (1978); and Jessica Rawson, ed., The British M11seum B00 /1 of Chinese Art 
(1992). The best general survey of Chinese painting remains James Cahill's 
Chinese Painting ( 1985). Th e Chinese Ga,·den: Hi sto ,y, Art and Architect11re (1978), 
by Maggie Keswick and Charles Jencks can also be recommended. For an over­

view of Chinese literature, see Vicwr Mair, ed., Th e Columbia History of Chinese 
Literawre (200 1). For poetry, a good place to start is Stephen Owen's fraditional 
Chinese Poet ,y and Poetics: Omens of the World (1985). For an introduction lo 
Chinese linguistics, see S. Robert Ramsey, The Languages of China (J 987). 

Besides these broad-ranging books covering long time spans, there are hundreds 
of excellem books covering limited epochs. For both the hisLOry and the 
archaeology of the ancient period , the best place to begin is with the authoritative 
work edited by Michael Loewe and Edward Shaughnessy, The Cambridge f-listo,y 
of Ancient China: From the Origins of Civilization to 221 B.C (1999). The journal 
Early China often reports on imponanl new archaeological finds. Kwang-chih 
Chang, el al., Th e Formation of Chinese Civilization: An A,·c/,aeological Per­
spective (2005) is an up-LO-date survey of ancient art and technology. Another 
auractive volume on ancient an and technology is Xin Yang, ed., Th e Golden 
Age of Chinese Archaeology: Celebrated Discoveries from the Peoples Republic of 
China (1999). On the cultural and ethnic diversity of the Chinese subcontinent 
in this period, see William Wa1son, Cultural Frontiers in Ancient East Asia 
(1971); Constance Cook and John Major, Defining Chu (1999); and Nicola di 
Cosmo, Ancient China and Its Enemies (2002). 

On the archaeology of early China, see Kwang-chih Chang, The Archeology of 
Ancient China , 4th ed. (1986); Shang Civilization (1986); and Art, Myth , and 
Rit11al: Th e Path to Politiwl Authority in Ancient China (1983). For the 
development of the Chinese writing system, see Wil liam Boltz, The O,igin and 
Early Development of the Ch inese Writing System (1994). Sarah Allan examines 
Shang cosmology and Zhou myths in The Shape of the Turtle: Myth, Art, and 
Cosmology in Early China (199 1). On the discoveries in Sichuan, see Robert 
Bagley, ed., Ancient Sic/awn: T,·eas!lrcs from a Lost Civilization (2001) . On the 
material history of the Zhou period, see Cho-yun Hsu and Katheryn Linduff, 
Western Chou Civilization (1988) and Xueqin Li, Eastern Zhou and Qin 
Civili zations (1985). On the texts surviving from this period , sec Michael 
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Loewe, ed. , Early Chin ese Texts: A Bibliogrnphi ca / Guide (1993). A good entry 
into the political culture of the period is provided by Mark Lewis, San cti oned 
Violence in Early China (1990). Lothar Ledderose, Ten T/J ousand Things: Module 
and Mass Production in Cltinese A,·t (2000) offers fresh perspectives on both 
the Chin ese script and the production of bronze vessels, among other sub­
j ects . For a comparative perspective on prehistory and the ancient period, see 
Gina L. Barnes, The Rise of Civili zation in East Asia (1 993). For a translation o f 
the earlies t Chinese his tory of the Shang and Western Zhou periods, dating 
to the first century BC, see W Nienhauser, el al. , T/J e Grand Scribes Reco rds, (5 
vols. to date, 1994-). 

The intellectual flowering of the Warring States period provided the fo undatio n 
of Chinese thought for centuries to come. Excellent overviews can be found in 
A.C. Graham's Disputers of th e Tao: Philosophi cal Argument in Ancient China 
(1989); Benjamin Schwartz , The World of Tltougltt in Ancient China (1 985); and 
Mark Lewis, Writing and Autltority in Early China (1999). A brief but insightful 
introduction is provided by F.W Mote, Intellectual Foundations of China (1989). 
James Legge did a complete translation of The Chinese Classics , 5 vols. (reprinted , 
1960) in the nineteenth century. More recent translators include Anhur Waley, 
D.C. Lau , and Bunon Watson. For Wal ey, see th e Analects of Confucius (1938) 
and the Book of Songs ( 193 7). Lao translated Confucius: The Analects (1979); the 
Tao Te Citing: Chinese Classics (1982); and Mencius (B1970). Watson has 
published The Tso C/wan: Selections f rom Chinas Oldest Nm·rati ve Hi story ( 1989); 
Tlte Complete Worhs of Cltuang Tzu (1968); the Basic Wri ti ngs of Mo Tzu, Hsun 
Tzu, and Han Fei Tzu (1 967); and the Analects (2007). For military thinking, see 
S,m-tzu: T/J eArt of War, translated by Roger T. Ames (1993). On the political and 
military success of the Qin , see Derk Bodde, Chinas Fi .-st Unif ier: A Study of th e 
Ch'in Dy nasty as Seen in th e Life of Li Ss u (280)- 208 B C.) (1958). On Qin 
thought , see in particular J. Knoblock and J. Riegel, trans. , The Annals of Lii 
Buwei (2000). 

An overview or the Han period is provided in Mark Lewis, T/J e Ea rly Chin ese 
Empires, Qin and Han (2007). For Han material cu!Lure, see Michele Perazzoli­
t'Serstevens, Th e Han Dynasty ( 1982) and Michael Loewe, Everyday Life in 
Early Imperial China (1 968). O ther aspects of social and cultural life can be 
found in T'ung-tsu Ch'ii , Han Social Structure (1972); Cho-yun Hsu, Han 
Agricultu .-e: The Formation of the Early Cltinese Agrarian Economy (206 b.c. - a.d. 
220) (1980); and Etienne Balazs, Chinese Civili zation and Bureacracy (1964). O n 
Han funerary art , see Hung Wu , TI,e Wu Liang S/,,-in e: T/J e Ideology of Early 
Chinese Picto ,·ial ArL (1989) and Martin Powers, Art and Political Exp,·ession in 
Early China (1 991). For religion , see Mu-chou Poo, /11 Sea,·ch of Personal 
Welfare: A View of Ancient Chinese Rel igion (1998); Robin Yates, trans. , fi ve Lost 
Classics: Tao, Huang-Lao and Yin -Yang in Han China ( 1997); and Michael 
Loewe, Cltinese Ideas of Life and Deatlt : Faith , Mytlt , and Reason in the Han Period 
(202 B.C.-A.D. 220) ( 1982). 

Han view of their own history can be sampled in Bu rton Watso n's translations 
Reco,·ds of the Grand Historian of Cl,ina , 2 vo ls. (1961) and Courtier and Commoner 
in Ancient Cltina: Selections from the "Hi story of the Fonner Han " (1974). Studies 
of China's great historian include Stephen Durrant , Th e Cloudy Mirmr: Tension 
and Conflict in the Writings of Sima Qian (1995) and Grant Hardy, Worlds of 
Bronze and Bamboo: Sima Qian s Conquest of Hi sto,y (1999). China's most 
important woman scholar is the subject of Nancy L Swann , Pan Chao: Fo.-emost 
Woman Scholar of China (1 950). lt can be read alo ng with Lisa Rap ha ls , 5 /rnring 
the Light: Rep,·esentations of Women and Virtu e in Ea rly China (1998) , which 
examines early texts that deal with women and the ir virlues. 

For China's relations with the Xiongnu , Xianbei, Turks, and other neighbours, 
see Thomas Barfield , Perilous fronti er: Nomadi c Empires and China, 221 B.C.­
A.D. 1757 (1989); Nicola Di Cosmo, Ancient China and Its Enemies: The Rise of 
Nomadic Powe,· in East Asia (2002); Ying-shih Yu , Tra de and Expansion in Ha n 
China: A Study in the Structure of Si110-Ba,·baria11 Economic Relations (1967); and 
Mark El vin , Tlte Pattern oftlt e Chinese Pas t (1973). 

Curren t scholarship o n the turbulent Age of Divis ion arter the fa ll of the Han 
can be sampled in Scou Pearce , et al. , ed. , Culture and PO\ver i11 tli e Reconstitu tion 
of the Chinese Realm, 200-600 (2001) and Albert Dien , ed ., State and Society in 
Early Medi eval China (1 990). The early phase or this period is trea ted in Rafe 
de Crespigny, Generals of the South: Tl, e Foundation and Ea rly Hi sto,y of th e 
Tltree Kingdom s Stat e· .of Wu (1990); the final phase is covered in Arthur F. 
Wright, The Sui Dynasiy (1978) and Victor Cunrui Xiong, Emperor Yang of th e 
Sui Dy nasty (2006). On the militarization of socie ty in this period , see David 

Gra ff, Medieval Chin ese Wa, fare, 300-900 (2002), whi ch is especially good on 
the Northern Dynas ties. 

On the cultural his tory of the period or divis ion, see Charles Holcombe, /11 the 
51, adow of the Han: Literati Th ought and Society al the Beginning of rh e Soutlt ern 
Dy nasties (1994); Roben Campany, Strange Wri ti ng: Anomaly Accoun ts in Early 
Medi eval China (l 996); and Keith Knapp, Selfless Offspring: Filial Cliild,·en ,md 
Socia/ Order in Medieval Cltina (2005). Ssu-yu Teng's translation o f Yen Zhitui 's 
Family l11structio11 s of the Yen Clan (1968) provides a view o f soc ial life and 
cultu ra l va lues in the s ixth century, as does WJ. F. Jenn er's Memori es of Lo Yang: 
Yang Hsuan-chih and the Lost Capi ta l (493- 534) (1981). Biograph ies of literary 
fi gures offer important insights into cu!Lural and inLellecLUal developments o r 
th e period . See J ohn Frodsham, Th e Munnuring Su-eam: The Life and Worl1s of 
the Chinese Poet Hsieh Ling-y ,,n (385- 433), Dulie of K'ang- lo ( 1. 967); Richard 
Mather, The Poet Shen Yael, (44 1-513): T/,e Reticent Ma,·quis ( 1988) ; Do nald 
Holzman , Poeuy and Poli tics: The Life and Worlis ofjuan Chi (210-263) (1 976); 
and John Marney, Lia ng Chien-wen Ti (1976). 

The best shon introduction Lo the Lopic of Buddhism in China remains Arthur 
Wright's brief Buddhism in Chinese Histo,y (1959) . Much more thorough is the 
fascinating, highly scholarly study by Erik Zurcher, The Buddhist Conquest of 
China: The Spread and Adaptation of Buddhism in Early Medi eval Cltina (1959). See 
also Kenneth Ch'en's The Chinese Ii-ansfonnation of Buddhism (1973) and K. A. 
Tsai, trans. , Li ves of t/,e Nun s: Bi ographies of Chinese Buddhist Nuns f rom the 
Founh to the Sixth Centuries (1994). On Daoism, see Livia Ko hn, Daoism and 
Chinese Culture (2001 ); Isabelle Robinet, Taois111: Growth of a Religion ( 1997) ; 
and Stephen R. Bokenkamp, Early Daoist Scriptures (1997). On Buddhism and 
Daoism in Tang Limes, see Edwin 0 . Reischauer, Ennins Dia,y: The Reco ,·d of a 
Pilgrimage to China in Search of the Law and the companion volume, E11nin s 
Tra vels in T'ang China (both 1955); Jacques GerneL, Buddltis111 in Chinese 
Soc iety: An Econo111ic Hi sto ,y of the Fift h to th e Tenth Centu.-ies (1 995); Steph en 
Teiser, The Ghost Fes ti val in Medi eval China (1988) ; Suzanne Cahill , 
Transcendence and Di vine Pass ion: The Queen Mother of the West in Medieval 
China (1 993); and Sally Wriggins, Xuan zang: A Buddhist Pi/g,·i111 011 the Si//1 
Road (1996). 

An accessible overview of the Tang period can be fo und in Charles Benn , Chinas 
Golden Age: Eve,yday Life in th e Tang Dynasty (2001 ). Also of much value are 
collections of essays, Arthur Wright and Dennis Twitchell , eds., Perspectives on 
tlte T'ang (1 973) andJ ohn Cunis Perry and Bardwell Smith , eds., Essays on T'ang 
Society: The lnwplay of Soc ial, Poli tical, and Econo111ic fo,-ces (1976) . On Tang 
rulership, see Howard J. Wechsler, Mirm,- to the Son of Heaven :' Wei Cheng at the 
Cow·t of T'ang T'ai-tsung (1 974). A history of public fin ance and economic 
conditions is offered by Denis Twitche ll in Fi11a11cial Admini stration under tl1e 
T'ang Dynasty (1970). R.WL. Guisso analyzes the career of China's only empress 
in Wu Tse-r 'ien and the Politics of Legitimization in T'ang China (1978). Yihong 
Pan , 5011 of Heaven and Heavenly Qagl,an (1997) , looks at Tang fro m the 
perspective of the Turks. For other aspects of the Tang government , see Edwin 
0. Pull eyblank, Tl, e Bachground of the Rebel /ion of An Lu-sha 11 (1955); Denis 
Twitchell , Finan cial Administration Under the T'ang Dy nasty (1970) and Th e 
Writing of Off icial Hi sto,y Under th e T'ang (1992); and David Mc Mullen, Stat e 
and Sc ltolars in T'a ng China (1988). 

For a lively imroduction Lo Tang poe try, see Stephen Owen, Th e Great Age of 
Chinese Poetry: Th e High T'ang (1 981) . Still well worth reading are the 
biographies o r two major poets: William Hung, Tu Fu: China s Greatest Poet 
( 1952) and Arthur Waley, The Life and Times of Po Cltu- i, 772-846 A.O. (1949). 
On late Tang litera ry and intellectual culture, see Stephen Owen, The End of rit e 
Chinese "Middle Ages" (1996); Joshu i Chen , Liu Tsung-yuan and Intellectual 
Cltan ge in T'ang China, 773-8 19 (199 2) ; and Charles Hartman, Han Yu and rh e 
T'ang Search fo r Unity ( 1985) . Edwa rd H. Schafer has wrillen ex tensively on 
Tang culture , including material culture. See T/J e Golden Peaches of Sa111arliand 
(1963); The Ven11ilion Bird: T'ang l111 ages of tlte Sourlt (1967); Pacing the Void: 
T'ang Approaches to the Sta ,·s (1977); and Di vine Women: Dragon Ladies and 
Rai n Maidens (1973). On the Tang capital, see Victo r Xiong, Sui-Tang Chm,g'an: 
A Study in the Urban Hi sto,y of Medi eval China (2000). On contact among 
China, Japan , and Korea during this period, see Charles Holcombe, Tlte Genes is 
of East Asia: 221 B.C.-A. D. 907 (200 1). 

The best general introduction to the Song period is Jacques GerneL , Daily Life in 

China on the Eve of tlte Mongol Invasion, 1250-76 (1962). For biographies of 
prominent Song figures, see Herbert Fra nke, ed ., Sung Biographies (1976). The 
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flourishing economy or the Song is treated in Shiba Yoshinobu, Commerce and 
Society in Sung China (1970) and Billy K.L. So, Prosperity, Region, and Insti tu tions 
in Maritime China: The South Ful,ien Pattern , 946- 1368 (2000). 

Song foreign relations are the subject of a symposium volume ed ited by Morris 
Rossabi, China among Equals: The Middle Kingdom and Its Neighbor·s (1983). The 
classic study of Song gove rnment is Edward Kracke, Jr.'s Civil Service in Sung 
China: 960-1076 (1953, 1968). More recently John Chaffee brilliantly analyzed 
the expansion of the examination system in Th e Thorny Gates of Leaming in Sung 
China: A Social Hi sto ,y of Examinations (1985). On the New Policies, see James 
T.C. Liu, Refon11 in Sung China: Wang An-Shih (1021-1086) and His New Policies 
(1957); and Paul Smith's Taxing Heavens Storehouse: Bureauaatic Entrepreneu rship 
and the Sic/wan Tea and Horse frade, 1074-1224 (1991). Brian McKnight's Law 
and O,·der in Sung China (1992) describes in detail both the police system and the 
penal instiLutions involved in catching and punishing criminals. 

for Song men or letters, see James T.C. Liu , Ou-yang Hsiu (1967) and Ronald 
C. Egan, Word, Im age, and Deed in the Life of Su Shi (1994). On Song scholar­
painters, see Susan Bush and H. Shih , Early Ch inese Texts on Painting (1985) 
and Alfreda Murck , Powy and Painting in Song Ch ina: The Subtle Art of Dissent 
(2000). On scholar-offi cials as an elite, see Robert P Hymes, Statesmen and 
Gentlemen: The Elite of Fu-c/10u, Chiang-hsi, in Northern and South ern Sung 
(1986); Patricia Buckley Ebrey, Family and Property in Sung China: Yuan Ts 'ais 
Precepts for Social Life (1984); Beverly Bossler, Powerful Relations: Kinship, 
Status, and the State in Su ng China (960-1279) (1998); and Robert P Hymes and 
Conrad Schirokauer, eds., Ordering the World: Approaches to State and Society in 
Sung Dynasty China (1993). 

The intellectual shirts from Tang to Song associated with neo-Conrueianism are 
analyzed in Peter K. Bol , This Cul ture of Otll'S': Intellectua l Trnnsitions in T'ang and 
Sung China (1992). For Song intellectual history, see also A.C. Graham, Two 
Chinese Philosophers: Ch'rng Ming-tao and Ch'eng Yi-ch'uan (1958); Hoyt Tillman, 
Confucian Discotll'Se and Chu Hsis Ascendancy (1992); and Peter K. Bol, Neo­
Confucian ism in Hisw,y (2008). For Lranslations of nee-Confucian texts, see 

Reflections 0 11 Things at Hand: Th e Neo-Co11fucia11 Anthology Compiled by Cl,u Hsi 
and Lu Tsu-c/1 'ien, Wing-t.sit Chan , trans. (1967); and two books translated by 
Daniel K. Gardner, Leaming to Be a Sage: Selections from Conversations of Master 
Chu, A1Ta11ged Topically (1990) and The Four Boohs: Th e Basic Teachings of th e 
Later Confucia n Ii'aditi on (2007). 

Song religion has been the focus of several recent books. See Valerie Hansen's 
study of popular religion , Changing the Gods in Medieval China, 1127-1276 
(1990) ; Patricia Buckley and Peter Gregory, eds., Religion and Society in Tang 
and Sung China (1993); Peter Gregory and Daniel Getz , eds., Buddhism in the 
Sung (1999); Edward Davis, Society and the Supernaturnl in Song China (2001 ); 
Robert P Hymes, Way and Byway: Taoism, Local Religion, and Models of Divinity 
in Sung and Modem China (2002); and Mark Halperi n , Out of the Cloister: 
Literati Perspectives on Buddhism in Sung Ch ina, 960-./279 (2006). On women's 
lives, see Patricia Buckley Ebrey, The Inner Quaners: Ma1Tiage and the Lives of 
Chinese Women in th e Sung Period (1993) and Bettine Birge, Wom en, Pmperty, 
and Confucian Reaction in Sung and Yu an China (960-1368) (2002). 

To think about the So ng period's connectio ns to what fo llowed, see Pau l Jakov 
Smith and Richard vo n Glahn , eds., The Song-Yuan-Ming Transition in Chinese 
Histo,y (2003). Coverage of the Conquest Dynasties is almost as rich as for the 
Song. The Liao dynasty founded by the Khitans is the subject or the large and 
fully-documented study by Karl Wittfogel and Chia-sheng Feng, Histo,y of 
Chinese Society: Liao (907-1125) (1946). The major amhority on the Jin period 
is Jing-shen Tao. See his The Jurchen in Twelfth-Centt11y China: A Study of 
Sinicization (1976) and Two Sons of Heaven: Studies in Sung-Liao Relations (1988). 
See also Hoyt Tillman and Stephen West, eds., China Under Jurchen Rule 
(1995). Relations among these states and Song are treated in Morris Rossabi , 
ed ., China Among Equals: The Middle Kingdom and Its Neighbors (1983). 

Morris Rossab i provides a live ly account o f one of the most importanL Yuan 
rulers in Khubilai Khan: His Life and Times (1988). Paul Kahn , trans., The Secret 
History of the Mongols (1984), is a readable translation of the best sou rce for 
Mongol values and way of life. A more personal glimpse into the times is 
provided by Th e Travels of an Alchemist (1931), Arthur Waley's translation of 
the diary of a traveller to Chinggis Khan's camp. 
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For Marco Polo, see Frances Wood, Did Marco Polo Go to China ? (1995), which 
assembles the evidence against believing that Marco Polo saw everything he 
said he did; and John Larner, Marco Polo and the Discove,y of the Wodd (1999), 
which takes the opposite stance. See also Leonardo Olschki, Marco Polos Asia 
(1960). Many translations of Marco Polo are available; the most authoritative 
is A. Mou le and P Pelliot, Marco Polo: Th e Description of the World (1938). On 
other East-West travelers during the period of Mongol domination , see I. de 
Raehewiltz , Papal Envoys to the Great Khans (1971). On the links between the 
Mongols' conquest and the spread of bubonic plague, see William Mc"leill, 
Plagues and Peoples (1976). Juivaini's Persian account of the Mongols has been 
translated by J.A. Boyle, The History of the World Conqueror (1958). 

For Chinese culture during the Yuan period, see John D. LangoisJr., ed., China 
Under Mongol Rule (1981); Hok-lam Chan and Wm. Theodore deBary, eds., Yuan 
Tl,ought: Chinese Thought and Religion Under the Mongols (1982); andJ.1. Crump's 
Chinese Theater in the Days of Kublai Khan (1980). Two important works covering 
the art or the era are Sherman Lee and Wai-kam Ho, Chinese Art Under the 
Mongols: The Yuan Dynasty (/279-1368) ( 1968); and James F. Cahill , Hills Beyond 
a River: Chinese Pain ling of the Yuan Dynasty, 1279-1368 (1976). 

The transition from the Yuan to the Ming is covered through the life of one 
literati in Frederick W Mote's work Tlie Poet Kao Ch'i, 1336-1374 (1962); and 
through those close to the throne in John Dardess, Confucianism and Autocracy: 
Professional Elites in the founding of the Mi ng Dynasty (1983). An accessible 
introduction to Chinese society and government in Ming times is Ray Huang, 
1597, A Year of No Significance: The Ming Dynasty in Decline (198 1). Other 
worthy studies of Ming government and politics include Charles 0. Hucker's 
The Censorial System of Ming China (1966); Arthur Waldron , The Gmat. Wall of 
China: From Hi story to Myth (1990); John W Dardess, Blood and Hi sto,y: The 
Dong/in faction and Its Repression 1620-1627 (2002); and Shih-shan Henry 
Tsai, Th e Eun uchs of the Ming Dynasty (1995); Carney Fisher, The Chosen One. 
Succession and Adoption in the Court of Ming Shizang ( l990); Joseph MeDermou , 
ed., State and Court Ritual in China (1999). For a lively accoun t of Zheng He's 
ships and voyages, see Louise Levathes, When China Ruled the Seas: The 
Treasw·e Fleet of the Dragon Tl,rone, 1405-33 (1994). 

For Ming local elites and lineages, see John W Dardess, A Ming Society. T'ai-ho 
County, Kiangsi , Foimeenth to Seventeenth Centuries (1996); Michael Szonyi, 
Practicing Kinship. Lineage and Descent in Late Imperial Ch ina (2002); Hilary 
Beattie, Land and Lineage in China. A St udy of T'ung-ch'eng County, Anhwei, in 
the Ming and Ch'ing Dynasties (1979); Harriet Zu rndorfer, Change and 
Cont inuity in Chinese Low/ History. The Development of Hui -Chou Prefecture, 
800-1800 (1989); Patricia Buckley Ebrey and James Watson , eds., Kinship 
Organization in Late lmpel'ial China, 1000-1940 (1986); and Timothy Brook, 
Praying for Powe,: Buddhism and the Formation of Gentry Society in Late-M ing 
China (.1993). On the Ming examinati on system and how it differed from the 
earli er system, see Benjamin Elman, A Cul tural Histo ,y of Civ il Examinations in 
Late Imperial China (2000) and Ping-ti Ho's classic, Th e Ladder of Success in 
Imperial China (1962). On Ming expansion into the southwest, see Leo Shin , 
Tl,e Mahing of the Chinese State: Ethnicity and Expansion on the Ming Borderlands 
(2006) and John Herman, Amid the Clouds and Mist: Chinas Colonizar.ion uf 
Gui zl10u, 1200-1 700 (2007). 

Recommended studies or Ming culture include Craig Clunas, Supe,jluous 
Things: Material Cu/tu ,·e and Social Status in Ea rly Modem China (1992); 
Timothy Brook , The Confusions of Pleasure: Commerce and Culwre in Ming 
Ch ina (1998); David Johnson, Andrew Nathan, and Eve lyn Rawski, eds., Popular 
Cu ltu re in Late Imperial China (1985) ; Pei-yi Wu, The Confucian s Progress: 
Autobiographical Wl'itings in Traditional Ch ina (1990); Kai-wing Chow, 
Publishing, Culture, and Power in Early Modern China (2004) . The diversity of 
Ming intellectual lire is amply demonstrated in Wm. Theodore de Bary's edi ted 
volume, Self and Society in Ming Thought ( 1970). Wei-ming Tu examines the early 
lire or one of the Ming's most influential thinkers in Neo-Confucian Thought in 
Action: Wang Yang-ming\ Youth (1472-1509) (1976). See also Wing-tsit Chan's 
translation of Wang Yang-MingS Instrnctions for Practical Living and Other Neo­
Co11fucia11 Writings (1963). 

The development of the novel in the Ming is masterfully analyzed by Andrew 
Plaks in The Four Mastenvorhs of the Ming Novel (l 987). For translations see 
Luo Guanzhong's Tl11·ee Kingdoms: A Historical Novel, Moss Roberts, trans. 
(1991 ); Sidney Shapiro, trans. , Outlaws of the Mars h, (1981); and David Roy, 
trans., Tl,e Plum in the Golden Vase or, Chin P'ing Mei (3 vols. to date) (1993, 
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2001 , 2006). Fo r Ming vernac ular sho rt sto ries, see Shuhui Yang and Yunq in 

Yang, trans., Stories Old and New. A Ming Dynasty Co ll ecti on (2000). 

Biographies of la te Ming cultura l figures include K ang- i Sun Chang's The Late­
Ming Poet Cli'en Tzu-lw,g (199 1); W illa rd Peterson's Bitter Gou rd: Fang l-c/1i/1 and 
the Impetus for lntellecttwl Change (1979); and Wang Fangyu, Richard Barnhart , 
and J udith Smith, eds., Master of t/,e Ga rden: Th e Life and A ,·t of Bae/a Shwne,, 
(1990). For biographies o f other impo rta nt ind ividuals during the Ming Dynasty, 

including bo th Chinese and foreigners, see L Carrington Goodrich and Fang 
Chaoying, eels., Dictiona,y of Ming Biography, 1368- 16H (1976). The history o f 

Ming painti ng is covered by J ames Cahill in two works, Pa inting at the Shore: 
Chinese Painting of the Early and Middle Ming Dynasty, 1368-1580 (1978) and Tl, c 
Distant Mountains: Ch inese Painting of the Late Ming Dynasty, 1570-1644 (1982). 

For early western accounts of Ch ina in this period, see Char les Boxer, ed., 

South China in the Sixtern th Centwy (1953); and Louis Gallagher, trans., China 
in the Sixteenth Centwy. Tl, e j ourna ls of Ma tthew Ricci, 1583- 1610 (1953). David 

E. Mungello, The Gmtt Encou nter of China and the West, 1500- 1800 (1999) 
o ffers a short but stim ulati ng examinalion o f the va ri ous dimens ions o f the fi rst 
phase o f Chinese-E uropea n re la tions. 

The fa ll of the Ming is the central issue in Jonathan Spence and Jo hn Wills's 

edited volume, Ft-om Mi ng to Ch'ing: Conquest, Region, and Continuity i11 
Seve11leen tl1 -Cenlwy China (1979). The efforts or the Ming princes to restore thei r 

rule is dealt with in detail by Lynn Struve in Th e Sou thern Mi ng, I 644-1662 
(1984). The turbulent seventeen th century is seen fro m the perspective of a fas­

cinating man o f letters in Chun-shu Chang and Shelley Hsueh-Jun Chang, Crisis 
and T,-a nsfonnation in Sevc 11l ee11th-Ce11tu1y Chi11a: Socie ty, C11ltu re, and Mode rnity 
in Li Yus World (1991). 

The best introductions to the Qing pe riod are probably Frederic Wakeman's 
su rvey, Tiie Fa ll of Imperial China (1975) and Chinese Society in t l1 e Eighteenth 

Century, by Susan Naq uin and Evelyn S. Rawski (1987). O n the Manchus, see 

Pamela Kyle Crossley, The ,vtanchus (1997) and A fra nslucent Mirror: Hi sto,y 
and lde11tity in Qi ng Imperial Ideology (1999); Mark Ellio tt , Tli e Manchu Way: 
The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in l ate Im perial China (2001); and Evelyn 

S. Rawski, Th e Last Emperors (1998). Arthur W. Hummel's Eminent Chi nese of the 
Ch'ing Period (1644-1 912), 2 vols. (1943) contains over eigh t hundred biogra­

phies of important Chinese, Manchus, and Mongols. 

Jonathan D. Spence has done much to bring life in Q ing t imes to life. See, 
especially his To Change China: Westen, Advisers in China, 1620- 1960 (1969); 
Emperor of China: Self Portrait of K'ang Hsi (1974); Tl, e Death of Wofll a n Wa ng 

(1978); Gods C11i11ese 5011: Th e Tci iping Heavenly Kingdofll of Hong Xiuqucm 
(1996); a nd 1i'eason by the Boal, (2001). 

On how China fits into g lobal cha nge in the seventee nth and eighteenth 
centuri es, see Kenneth Pomeranz, Th e Great Divergence: China, Europe, and th e 
Ma lling of the Modern World Econoflly (2000); R. Bin Wong, China Transfo nnecl: 
Hi stori cal Change and the Limi ts of Eu ropea n Expa iencc (1997); Johanna Wa ley­

Cohen , The Sextants of Beij ing: Global Cun-ents in Chinese Histo,y (1999); and 
Lynn A Struve, ed., Th e Qing Formation in World-Historica l Tifll e (2004). 

The surviva l or the Q ing archives has al lowed scholars to probe th e a ffairs 
or the court in much greater de tail tha n fo r earlier periods. Ph ili p Kuhn 

examines the relatio nship between popular cuhure and the bureaucracy 
during the Q ian long reign in Soulstealers: Tl, e Chinese Sorce,y Sca re of 1768 
(] 990). T he eighteenth cen tury campaign to suppress anti -Manchu w ritings is 
studied by L Carringto n Goodrich in The Li ter"'y In quis ition of Cl1'ien- lu11g 
( l 935) and R. Kent G uy, The Emperors Fou,· Tre,m,ries: Scholars and the State in 
the lat e Ch'ien-lw1g Era (1987). Haro ld Kahn provides a subtle ana lys is of the 
Q ianlong emperor's persona l self-image in Mo narchy in the Empero,·s Eyes: 
Im age a nd Ilea/icy in the Ch'ie11-lung Reign (1971). O n the Q ing court and 
government, see also Michael G. Chang, A Coun 011 Ho,·sd,acl,: Imperial Touring 
and th e Co11structio11 of Qing Rule, 1680-1785 (2007); Angela Zito, Of Body and 
Brush: Grand Sacrifice as TexUPerfo n11a11ce in Eighteenth -Centwy China (1997); 
and J ames L Hevia, Cherishing Men fro m Afar: Qing Gues t Rittw l cmd the 
Macartney Embassy of 1793 (1995). Derk Bodde and Clarence Morris reveal 
m uch abou t Chinese socie ty th rough their transla tio n of legal cases in Law in 

Imperial China: Exemplified by 190 Cl, 'ing Dynasty Cases (1967). O n China's legal 

system , see also Timothy Brook, Jerome Bo urgon, and Gregory Blue, Death by a 
Thousand Cuts (2008). 

Fo r Qing social histo ry, see Benjami n A. Elman and Alexander Woodside, eds., 
Educat ion and Society in Late Imperial Cl,ina, 1600-1 900 (1994); Evelyn 
Rawski's Education and Popula,· Literacy in Ch'ing China (1978); and Djang Chu's 

translation of Liu-Hung Huang's A Co111pletc Boo/, Concerning Happiness and 
Bc11 evole11ce: A Mcmual fo r Local Magistra tes in Seve11 teenth -Ce11t11ry China (1984). 
China's popula tio n growth is reexamined in James Z. Lee and Weng Fang, One 
Quart e,· of Hw11a11i ty: Malcllll sia11 Myt hology and Chin ese Realities (2000). O n 

o ther di mensio ns o f the econom y, see Pierre Etienne Will , Bureaucracy mu/ 
Fa min e in Eightee11 tl1 -Cc11 t11ry China (1990); Phi lip Huang, Th e Peascmt 
Economy and Socia l Cliange in No ni, China (1985); and Li Bozho ng, Agriwltu ra / 
Developmellt i11Jia 11g11a 11 , 1620- 1850 ( 1998). 

Cities during th e Qi ng are examin ed in G. William Skinner, ed ., Th e City in 

Late Im perial China (1977); Susan Naq uin, Peking: Temples anc/ City Life, 
1400- 1900 (2000); Anton ia Finnane, Spea hing of l'a11gzl10u: A Chinese City, 
1550-1850 (2004); a nd Tobie Meye r-Fong, Bui lding Cultu,·e in Ea rly Qi ng 
l'angzhou (2003). For frontie r a reas, see C. Pa terson Giersch , Asian Bo,·derlands: 
Tl, c Trn11sfo nnatio11 of Qing Cl1i11as l'wm an Frontier (2006). 

On re ligion and religious sects, see Daniel Ove rm yer, Fold Buddhist Rel igion 
( 1976); David Ownby, Brotl ,e,·lwods and Secret Societies in Ea rly and Mid-Qing 
China (1996); a nd Kwa ng-Ching Liu and Richard Shek , eds., Heterodoxy in Late 
Im perial China (200-+). 

Recent scho lars have wrinen extensively o n wo men in Q ing times. See Doro thy 
Ko, Teacli ers of the Inn er Chambers: Women and Culture in Seventee11tl1-Centwy 
China (1994); Susan Ma nn , Precious Records (1997) and rite Talented Women of 
the Zhang Fa mily (2007); Fran cesca Bray, Techn ology and Gender: Fabrics of 
Power in Late Im perial China (l 997); Ellen W idmer and Kang-l Sun Chang, 
eds, Writing Women in Lace lmpe.-ial China (1997); Kang- I Sun Chang and Haun 
Saussy, eds ., Women W,·iters of Trnditional China: An Anthology of Poeuy and 
Criticism ([999); Lo uise P Ed wards, Men and Womrn in Qing China: Gender in 
th e Red Clwmbe,- Dream (1994) ; and Cathe rine Vance Yeh, Shanghai Love: 
Courtesans, In te llect uals, & Entertai nment Culw ,·e, 1850-1910 (2006). Still o f 

cons iderable interest is A Daughter of Han : Tl, e Autobiography of a Chinese 
Wo,-/1i11g Woman (1945). T his book, by the jou rnalist Ida Pruitt , is based o n her 
interviews in the 1930s with a Chinese woman born in 1867. 

Readers interes ted in Qi ng in te llectual and cultura l h istory should see 
Be njamin Elma n, fro m Philosophy co Philology: Intellectua l and Social Aspects of 
Clw nge in La te Imperial Cl1i11a (1984) a nd Ka i-wing Chow, Tl, e Rise of Co11f uci,01 
Ritualism iii Lare Im perial China: Ethics, Class ics, a11 d Li11 eage Discourse ( 1994). 

Con tac t wi th Europea n ideas and re ligio n is sophis ticatedly analyzed by 
Jacques Gerne t, China and th e Christia n Im pact: A Conflict of Cultures (1985): 
David Mungello, Th e Great E11 cow1 te.- of China and the West, 1500-./ 800 (1999): 
a nd Benjamin A. Elma n, A Culw rnl History of Mode rn Scirnce in China (2006). 
O n p rinting and publish ing, see Cyn thia J Brokaw and Kai-w ing Chow, eds., 
Printing and Bool1 Cu lture in Late Imperial China (2005); Kai-wing Chow, 
Publisl,ing, Cul tu re, and Power in Ea.-/y Modern China (2004); and Cynthia J 
Brokaw, Commerce in Culture: Th e Sibao Boo /, Trade in the Qing and Republican 

Periods (2007). Biographies offer excellen t insig h t in to the life o f th e e lite. 
Three excellent examples are Th e Life and Th ought of Cha ng Hsi1eh-c/1 'e11g 
(1738- 180 1) by David S. Nivison (1966): Saving the World: Ch rn Hongmou ancl 
Eli te Consciousness in Eighreenth-Cent,uy China (2001), by W illiam T. Rowe; 
and l'ua n Mei, Eighteenth Centu,y Chinese Poet ( 1956), by Arthur Waley. 

China's greatest novel is available in an exce llent translati on by David Hawkes 
a nd Jo hn Min fo rd , The Sto ,y of th e Stone (D rea 111 of th e Red Cl,a 111ber), 5 vols. 
(1973-1982) . Anothe r important and ent ertaining eighteenth century novel is 
The Scholars, Yang Hsien-yi and G lad ys Yang, t ra ns. (1973) . The place o f 
pain ti ng in High Qi ng cul ture is a nalyzed in Ju-hs i Chou and Claudia Brow n , 
eds. , The Elegant Brnsh: Chinese Pa in ting Unde,· the Qia nlong Empero ,; 1735-
1795 (1985). 

Rebel li ons and their suppression are central lO many s tud ies of the nineteenth 
century. See Susan aquin, Mi lle11a f'i a 11 Rebel lion in China: The Eight Trigrams 
Uprising of 1813 (1976); Ph ilip Kuhn , Rebellion and It s Enemies in Late Imperial 
China (1970); Franz Michael and Chung-I i Chang, Tli e Tctiping Rebell ion, 3 vols. 
(1966--197 1 ); and Elizabeth Perry, Rebels and Revolutionaries in No rtl, China, 
1845-1 945 (1980), which emphasizes the connection between environment and 

rebellio n. 



Further Read ing 

Contact with the West has been studied in al least as much detail as rebel­
lions. For good overviews see Jerome Chen 's Cliina and tlie West: Society and 
Culture, 1815-1937 (1979) and The Outsiders by Rhoads Murphey ( l977). 
For Chinese who went abroad, see David Arkush and Leo Lee, Land Witlio,H 
Ghosts ( 1989). For the beginning of the treaty port system, see Peter Fay Ward , 
The Opium Wa,; 1840--1842 (1975) and Arthur Waley, Tire Opium War though 
Clri11ese Eyes (1968). The economic impact of the encounter with western 
imperialism is treated in Hou Chi-ming's Foreign lnvestme/JL a11d Economic 
Developme11t in China, 1840--1937 (1965), a controversial analysis which asserts 
that because foreign trade and investment were crucial to the modernization or 
the Ch inese economy, 1hey should 1101 be rega rded as imperialistic. On th e 
Chinese economy as it became more involved in g lobal trade , see Sucheta 
Mazumdar, Suga ,· and Society in China : Peasa nts, Tec'111ol ogy, and th e World 
Ma..Iiet (1998) and Robert B. Marks, Tigers, Rice, Sill, , mrd Silt: Environment and 
Economy in Late Imperial Sout'1 China (l998). Other studies of 1he late Qing 
economy include Madeleine Zelin , Merc'1ant s of Zigong: 1>,dustrial 
Emrepmrew·slrip i11 Early Modern China (2005); Lillian M. Li , fighting famine 
in No rth China: State, Marhet , and Environmental Decline, 1690s-1990s (2007); 
and Wen-hsin Yeh, Shanghai Splendor: Economic Srntiments and f/re Mahing of 
Modem C/,ina, 1843- 1949 (2007). 

Two works that deal specifically with the relationship between the Chinese and 
Christian missionaries are Paul Cohen's Cl1ina and Christianity: Th e Missio11a1y 
Moveme11t and Growth of Chinese Anti-Fo,·eignism, 1860-1870 (1963) and Jane 
Hun ter, Th e Gospel of Gentility: American Missiona,y Womrn in Turn of the Ce11twy 
China (1984), which deals more specifically with the nature of the missionary 
impact on Chinese women. 

The concerns of leading intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth century and 
beginning of the twentieth are analyzed in Hao Chang, Chinese lntel/ectucrls in 
Crisis: Search for Orde,· and Meaning (1890--1911) (1987). See also studies of 
particular thinkers, including Benjamin Schwartz, /11 Search of Wealth and Power: 
Yen Fu crncl the West (1964); Paul Cohen , Between Tradition and Modernity: Wang 
Tao and Refonn in Late Clr'ing China (1974); Kung-chuan Hsiao, A Modern China 
wul a New World: K'ang \'u-wei , Refo nner crncl Utopia11 , 1858-1927 (1975); and 
Hao Chang, Liang Clr'i-c/r'ao and lntell eclllal Transition in China, /890--1907 
(1971 ) 

On the boxers, see Joseph W. Esherick, The Origins of tir e Boxer Uprising (1987) 
and Paul A. Cohen , History in Three Keys (] 997). The subsequent decade and 
the co llapse of th e monarchical system is consid ered in Mary Wright's edited 
volume, China in Revolution: Tir e First Phase, 1900- /913 (1968); Joseph 
Esherick's Reform and Revolution in China: Tire 19 11 Revolution in Hunan and 
Hubei (1976); and Edward Rhoads, Manchu and Hern: Ethnic Relations and 
Politica l Power in late Qing and Early Republican China, 1861-1928 (2000) . See 
also Harold Schiffrin 's Sun \'at-sen: Reluctant Revolutionwy (1980). For 1he 
aftermath of the revolution , see E. McCord, Tire Power of t'1e Gun: Tire 
Emergrnce of Modern Chinese Warlordism (1993). 

For a different perspective on the changing culture at the end or the century, 
see Dan J. Cohn, ed., Vignettes From tire Chinese: lithographs from Shanghai in 
tire Late Nin eteenth Crntwy (1987), which looks at newspaper illustrations, and 
two studies of the theater arts, Colin Mackerras, Tir e Chinese Th eatre in Modem 
Tim es: from 1840 to tire P,·esent Day (1975) and Joshua Goldstein, Drama 
Kings: Playas and Publics in the Recreation of Pe/1ing Opera, 1870-1937 
(2007) 

The Republican period is ably surveyed in James Sheridan's China in Disimegration: 
Tire Republiccrn Ern in Chinese Hi sto,y, 1912-1949 (1975). Six hundred important 
individuals from 1he [912-1949 era are given brief biographies in Howard L. 
Boorman and Richard C. Howard's Biographical Dictiona,y of Republican China , 4 
vols. (1967-77). Additionally, Donald W. Klein and Anne B. Clark's Biographic 
Dictiona,y of Chinese Communism 1921-1965, 2 vols. (1971 ) has entries for peo­
ple prominent from the founding of the Chinese Communist Party up until the 
Cultural Revolution. 

Andrew Nathan analyzes the skewed politics of the early Republi c in Pel,ing 
Politics, 19 .18-1923: Factionalism crnc/ the Failure of Coll stitutionalism (1976). 
An analysis of the politi cal situation of the warlord era is provided by Chi Hsi­
sheng in Warlord Politics in Chilla, 1916-1928 (1976). Two works discuss the 
first United Front be1ween the Nationalists and the Communists (1922-1927): 
Harold R. Issacs, Tire 1i'agedy of tire Chinese Revolution, rev. ed. (1951) and Dan 
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N. Jacobs' biography of the top Soviet advisor to Sun Yat-sen, Borodin: Stalins Man 
ill China (1981). For the life of Chiang Kai-shek see jay Taylor, The Grnernlissimo: 
Chiang Kai-she/1 and tire St ruggle for Modem China (2009). The politi cs of the 
Nationalists and Chiang Kai-shek are given unfavorable reviews in Lloyd 
Eastman's influential Til e Abortive Revolution : Chi11a Under Na ria,wli st Rule, 
1927-1937, rev. ed. (l990) and Seeds of Destruction: Na tiollali st China in War 
anc/ Revolution , 1937-1949 (l984). Secret police, torture, assassination, and 
power struggles in China's la rgest ci ty are treated in Frederic Wakeman, Jr .. 
Policing Shanghai , 1927-1937 (1995). Brian G. Martin, The Shanghai G,·een 
Gang: Politics and Organized Crim e, 1919-1 937 (1996) demonstrates that the 
Green Gang was an integra l part of the city and its culture. Other studies of 
Chinese cities in the Republican period include Madeleine Yue Dong, 
Republican Beijing: Th e City crnd /ts Histories (2003); Hanchao Lu, Beyolld the 
Neon Lights: Evc,yday SlumghCJi ill tire Early Twelltieth Celltwy (J.999); and Leo 
Lee, Shanghai Modern: Tire Flowering of a New U,·ban Culture ill Chi11a , 1930-
1945 (1999). 

For an overview o f the Chinese economy in the Republican period , sec 
Thomas G. Rawski , Economic Growth in Prewar China (1989). Transformations 
of the rural economy are analyzed by Ramon Myers, The Chinese Pwsant 
Economy: Agl'iwlturnl Development in Hopei and Shantung, 1890--1949 (1970) and 
by Philip Huang in two books, both of which cover longer time spans, T/Je 
PeaS(l llf Economy ancl SociC1I CJwnge in North China and The Peasant Economy and 
Rural Development in the Yangzi Delta, 1350-1988 (1985 and .1990) . The 
incluslrial and commercial economy are analyzed in Lillian Li , Chinas Sill~ Tt·ade: 
Traditi onal lndu st,y in tire Modem World, 1842-1937 (1981); Marie-Claire 
Bcrgere, The Golden Age of the Chin ese Bourgeoisie, 1911-1937 (1990); two 
books by Sherman Cochran , Big Business in China: Sino-foreign Rival,y in the 
Cigareue Busi ness, ./890--1930 (1980) and Enco,mtfl'ing Chinese Networhs: 
Western, .Japanese, and C'1 inese Corporntions in China, 1880-1937; and in two 
books by Parks M. Coble, The Shanghai Capitalists cmd the Na tionalist Govenrme11t, 
1927-1 937, 2nd. ed . (1986) and Chinese Capitalists in .Japans New Order: The 
Ocwpiec/ Lower \'angzi , 1937-1945 (2003). See also Tomoko Shiroyama, China 
during tl,e Great Dep,·ession: Marl,ct , State, and the World Eco11omy, 1929-1937 
(2008). 

The intellectual and culture changes of the May Fourth era have attracted 
many scho lars. John Fitzgerald , in Awa/wring China: Politics , Culture, and Class 
in the Chinese Revolution (1996), brings in art, architecLUre, museums, fiction , 
journalism, and other e lements to show how revolutionaries and intellectuals 
'awakened' China. Other recent studies include Wen-hsin Yeh , Provincial 
Passages (1996) and Merle Go ldman and Leo Lee, eds., An lntellecwal History 
of Modern China (2002). In addition, many older works are still worth 
consulting, including Tse-tsung Chow, Th e May fourth Movement: Intellectual 
Revolution in Modern China (1960); Leo Lee, Tir e Romantic Generation of Chinese 
W,·ilers (1973); Lin Yu-sheng, The Crisis of Chinese Conscious11ess: Rcrdical 
Antitrac/itionalism in tire May Fourth Ern (1979); Vera Schwarz, The Chi11ese 
Enlighlcrnncnt: Int ellectuals and tire Legacy of the May Fourth Movemrnt of 1919 
(1986); and Min-chih Chou, Hu Shih a11d Intellectual Choice in Modern China 
( 1984). Jonathan Spence's The Gate of Heavenly Peace: Th e Chinese and Their 
Revolution, 1895-1980 (1981) chronicles the life experiences of many of the key 
intellectuals of the twentieth century, including the May Fourth generation. Not 
all intellectuals of the period welcomed the new currents; for conservative 
reactions, see Charlotte Furth, ed. , Tire limits of Change: Essays on Conservative 
Alternatives in Republica11 China ( 1976) and Guy Alitto , Tire Last Confucian: Liang 
Shu-ming and tire Chinese Dilemma of Modernity (1979). 

Social change is co nsidered in David Strand , Ricl,shaw Beiji11g: City People alld 
Politi cs in the 1920s (1989). Upper class life in the same period is depicted in Ida 
Pruitt's Old Madame Yin: A Memoir of Peking Life, 1926- 1938 (1979). Henrietta 
Harrison , Til e Ma11 Awalu:11 ed from Dreams: One ManS Life in c1 North China 
Village, /85 7-1942 (2005) is based on a diary kept for decades. 

The body of scholarship on women in the early twentieth century continues to 

grow. Louise Edwards, Gende,; Politi cs, and Democracy: Wom ens Suffrage in 
China (2007) focuses on women's political rights and Joan Judge, The Precious 
Raft of Hisfo,y: The Past, the West, and the Woman Question in Clrina (2008), on 
new ways or thinking about ideal women. On women's participation in the 
movements of the period , see K. Ono, Chinese Wome11 in a Century of Revo­
lution (1989) ; Wang Zheng, Women in the Chinese Enlightenment: Orn / cmd 
Textual Histories ( 1999); and Christ ina Kelly Gilmartin, Engendering the 
Chi11 ese Revoltition: Radical Womc11, Comnnrnist Politics, and Mass Movements in 
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the 1920s (1995) . The lives of urban factory workers are documented in Gai l 
Hershatter, Wod,ers of Tianjin, 1900-1949 (1986); and Emily Honig, Sisters and 
Strangers: Women in th e Shanghai Cotton Mills, 1919-1 949 (1986). In Dangerous 
Pleasw·es: Pmstituti on and Modernity in Tw entieth- Century Shanghai (1997), Gai l 
Hershatter shows how central prostitution was to the culture and politi cs of t he 
lime. And finally, Antonia Finane, Changing Clothes in China: fashion, Hi story, 
Nation (2007), examines the impact of advertising on how women dressed. 

As an overview, C T. Hsia's A History of Modern Chi nese ficrion (1971 ) has not yet 
been surpassed. On writers of the period , see Ou-Fan Lee, ed. , Lu Xun and His 
Legacy (1985) and Olga Lang, Pa Chin and His Wr·itings: Chinese Youth Between tl,e 
Two Revolutions (1967). For translations, see Th e Collected Worhs of Lu Xw, (or 
some other selection of stories); Pa Chin , Family, Sydney Shapiro, trans. (1972); 
Lao She, Richsltaw, Jean James, trans. (1979); and Tani Barlow and Gary Bj orge, 
eds. , I Myself Am A Woman: Selected Writings of Ding Ling (1989). For the connec­
tions between literature and art, see Xiaobing Tang, Or·igins of the Chinese Avant­
Garde: Th e Modem Woodcut Movement (2008). 

On the first United FronL between the Natio nalists and th e Co mmunists, see 
Harold Issacs, The Tragedy of the Chin ese Revolution, rev. ed . (195 l ) and D. 
Jacobs , Borodin: Stalin's Man in China (198 1). On the war against Japan , seeJ. 
Hsiung and S. Levine, China's Bitter Victo1y: The War· wit h Japan , 1937-1945 
(.1992) and Timot hy Brook, Collaboration: Japall ese AgelllS and Low / Elites in 
Wartim e China (2007) . Joshua A. Fogel, ed ., Th e Na njing Massacre ill Histo1y 
and Hiswriogrnpl1y (2000) examines how the massacre has been treated by 
Japanese and Chinese scholars. 

The rise to power o[ the Communist Party is examined by Joseph K.S. Yick , 
Maliillg Ur·ban Revolutioll (1995); ArifDirlik, The O.-igins of Chin ese Commullism 
(I 989); Odoric Wou, Mobili zing the Masses: Buildillg Revolutioll in /-/ en all 
(1994); Mark Selden , China ill Revolution: Th e Yenall Way Revisited (1995); and 
Suzanne Pepper, Civil War ill China: Th e Political St111ggle, 1945-1 949 (1978). 
Two first-hand accou nts offer unique and exciting glimpses into the period. 
Edgar Snow covers the experiences of th e Com munists, especially of Mao 
Zedong, to the mid 1930s in Red Sta,· Over China (1938) and Jack Belden 
reports on the civil war in China Sha lies the Wo.-/d (1970). William Hinto n 
documents the effects of the numerous political move ments on the residents o[ 
one rural village in fanshe11 : A Documentary of Revolution in a Chinese Village 
(1966). 

There has been a recent spate of biographies o f Mao Zedong, ranging from 
Jonathan Spence's brief Mao Zedong (1999) , to the richly detailed works by 
Ross Terrill , Mao: A Biography (1999) and Philip Short , Mao: A Life. (2000), to 
Maurice Meisner's sympathetic, Mao Zedong: A Political and Intellectual Pon.-ait 
(2007), to the highly negative Mao: The Un lmowll Story (2005) by Jung Chang 
and Jon Halliday. Also of interest is the accoun t of Mao's doctor, Zhisui Li , Tli e 
Private Life of Chairman Mao (1994). 

An excellent narrative history of the post-1949 period is Maurice Meisner's MaoS 
China and After: A Histo1y of the People's Republic, 3rd. ed. (1999) or Craig 
Dietrich , People's China , 3rd ed. (1997). Vivienne Shue looks at policies concern­
ing rural China in Peasallt China in T.-ansitio11: Th e Dyllamics of Developme11t 
Towanl Socia li sm, 1949-1956 (1980). On state organization during the Mao 
period , see Harry Harding, Organi zing China: The Problem of Bureaucracy, 1949-
1976 (1981), and Kenneth Lieberthal , Governi ng Chilla: From Revolution Through 
Reform, 2nd ed . (2003). Economic policies are treated in Carl Riskin, Chilla 's 
Polit.ice,/ Economy: The Quest for Developme111 Since 1949 (1987) and Dorothy j. 
Solinger, Chinese Business under Socialism: The Politi cs of Domestic Commerce 
1949-1980 (1984) . On th e 1958-62 famine tha t resulted from the Great Leap 
Forward , see Jasper Becker, Hung,y Ghosts: Mao's Secret Famine (1998). 
Another ex pose of the bitter side of the communist system - in this case the 
labor-reform camp prison system - can be found in Hongda Harry Wu , Laogai 
- the Chinese Gulag (1992). 

The socia l science literature on China under Mao is enormous. On the govern­
ment, see Kenneth Lieberthal, Governing China (1995); Roderick MacFarquhar, 
The Origins of tl1e Cultural Revolution, 3 vols. (1974, 1983, J 997); and H. Wu , 
Laogai: The Chillese Gulag (1992). 

One of the most devastating crit iques of the Maoist system is provided by Edward 
Friedman, Paul Pickowicz, Mark Selden, and Kay Ann Johnson in Chinese Village, 
Socialist State (1991), which follows one village in north China from the la te 

1930s through the early 1960s. For a qui te different village in south China , see 
Anita Chan, Richard Madesen, and Jonathan Unger, Chen Vil lage: Th e Recellt 
Hi sto,y of a Peasant Community in Mao's China , 2nd ed . (1984). Other good stud­
ies of life at the village leve l, include Jun J ing, The Temple of Memories: Hi story, 
Powe,; and Morality in a Chillese Village (1998); Peter J. Seybolt, Thmwillg the 
Emperor from His Horse: Portrait of a Village Leader in Chilla, 1923-1995 
(1996); and Helen Siu , Agents and Victims ill South China (1989). Individuals 
stand out in these accounts, as they do in Michael Frolic's Mao's People: Sixteen 
Ponraits of Life in Revo /11ti o11ary China ( 1980) and Sang Ye, Chi11ese Lives: An Oral 
History of Contempora ,y Chilla (1987). More analytical treatments of social 
change a re presented by William Parish and Martin Whyte in Village ancl Family 
in Co11 temporary China (1978) and Ur·ban Life in Contempora1y China (1984). 

Changes in the famil y and wo men's lives under the Communist Party are con­
sidered in Kay Ann Johnson, Women, the Family, and Peasant Revolution in 
Chilla (1983); Margery Wolf, Revolwi on Postponed: Wom en in Colltempora ,y 
Chi11a ([985); iel J. Diamant , Revoluti oni zi11g the Family: Politics, Love, ancl 
Divorce, 1949-1968 (2000); Gail Hershatter and Emily Honig, Perso11al Voices: 
Chinese Women in the 1980s (1988); Will iam R. Jankowiak , Sex, Death , and 
Hiera rchy in a Chinese City (1993); Ellen R. Judd , Gender and Power in Rural 
North China (1994); Tamara Jacka , Womens Worl, in Rum/ China: Change and 
Continuity in all Era of Reform (1997); Barbara Entwisle and Gail E. Henderson , 
Re-Drawing Bounda,·ies: Worli, Households, ancl Gellder ill China (2000); and 
Yunxia n Yan , Pri vate Life U11der Soc ialism: Love, l11timacy, cmd Family Change i11 
a Chinese Village, 1949-1 999 (2003). 

After the death of Mao and the opening of China, quite a few Chinese who 
went abroad wrote revealing memoirs of their time in China. Among the better 
ones are Jung Chang, Wild Swans (199 1); Liang Heng and Judith Shapiro, Son 
of the Revo/11tio11 (1984); Nien Cheng, Life and Death i11 Shanghai (1987); Xiao 
Di Zhu , Thirty Years in a Reel House: A Memoir of Childhood and Youth in 
Co m111w1ist Cl1ina (1999); Binyan Liu , A Higher Kind of Loyalty: A Memoi,· by 
Chi11as Foremost Journalist (1990); and Jian Yang, Six Chapters f.-om My Life 
"Dowmmder" (1983). 

Most of these memoirs deal in one way or another with the Cultural Revolution ; 
others make it thei r main focus: such as Gao Yuan, Born Red: A Chmn icle of the 
Cullum/ Revolution (1987) and Da Chen, China's Son: Gmwillg Up in the Cultu ra l 
Revolutio11 (2001). On the Cultural Revolution , see also Roderick MacFarquhar 
and Michael Shoenhals, Maos Last Revolution (2008), as well as ea rlie r 
accounts such as Yue Daiyun with Carolyn Wakeman, To Th e Stonn: The Odyssey 
of a Revolutiona,y Chinese Woman (1985): Anne Thurston , Enemies of the People: 
T/Je Ordeal of Intellectuals ill Chillas Great Cultural Revolution (1988); and 
Elizabeth Perry and Xun Li , Proleta.-ian Power: Shanghai in the Cultural 
Revolution (1997). 

Fiction can also be very revealing o f ordinary life. Much of the fi ction of the 
1980s and 1990s depicts life during Mao's time. See, for instance, Jie Zhang, 
Love Must Not Be For·go1ten (1986) and Heavy Willgs (1989); Hua Yu, To Live 
(2003), Chmnicle of a Blood Merchant (2004) and The Past and the Puni shments: 
Eight Stories (1996); Hua Bai , Th e Remote Country of Women (1994); Helen Siu 
and Z. Stern , eds. , Mao 's /-/a,-ves t: Voices f rom China 's Ne w Generation (1983); 
and Perry Link, ed. , Stubborn Weeds: Popular and Controvasia l Chillese 
Literature After th e Cultural Revoluti on (1983). HaJin's War Trash (2004) brings 
lO li fe a Chinese soldier's experie nces in the Korean War. 

Readers interested in the culture o f the Mao years and its re lation to the state can 

turn to Ell en Laing, The Winliing Owl: Art in the Peoples Republic ofChilla (1988); 
Arnold Chang, Paillting in the People's Republi c of China: Th e Politics of Sty le 
(1980); Merle Goldman , Litern,y Dissent in Com111w1ist China (1967), which 
looks at writers of the 40s and 50s; Bonnie McDougall , ed. , Popular Chinese 
Literature and Peifonning Arts in tl,e People's Republic of China, 1949-1979 (1984 ); 
Paul Clark, Chinese Cinema: Cultu re and Politics Since 1949 (1987); Julia F. 
Andrews, Painters and Politics i11 th e People's Republi c of China, 1949-1 979 
(1994); Perry Link, Th e Uses of Literature: Life in the Sociali st Chin ese Litera1y 
Sys tem (2000); and two books by Richard Kraus, Pianos and Politics i11 China: 
Middle-class Ambiti011s alld the Strnggle Ova Western Music (1990) and B.-ushes 
with Power: Modem Politics ancl the Chinese Art of Calligraphy (1991). 

The Reform era since the death of Mao is treated in Richard Baum, Bwying 
Mew: Chinese Politics in the Age of Deng Xiaoping (1994) . For specific dimen­
sions of th e politics and economics of the reform era , see Stanl ey Lubman, 
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Bird in a Cage: Lega l Reform in China Afte.- Mao (1999); Dorothy j. Solinger, 
Contesting Citizenship in Urban China: Peasant Migrants, the Stale and the 
Logic of the Madie! ( 1999); Charlotte lkels, The Return of the God of Wealth 
(1996); and Mayfair Yang, Gif ts, Favors, and Banquets: The Art of Soc ial 
Relation-ships i11 China 0994). On Deng Xiaoping, see Richard Evans, Deng 
Xiaopi ng a nd the Maliing of Modern China , rev. ed . (1997). For diverging over­
views of the economy, see Barry Naughton , Th e Chinese Economy: Transitions and 
Growth (2007) and Yasheng Huang, Capita lism with Chinese Cha racteristics: 
Entrepreneurship and the State (2008). The impact of rapid industrialization on 
the environment is the subject of Elizabeth Economy, The Rive.- Runs Blach 
(2004) and Vaclav Smil , Chin as Pas,, Chinas Future: Ene.-gy, Food, E11 vimnment 
(2004). 

The difficulties peasants face are treated in a work by Chinese investigative 
reporters Chen Guodi and Wu Chun tao, Will the Boat Sinli the Water?: Th e Life 
of China s Peasants (2006). Good studies of specifi c localities include Gao Mobo, 
Gao Village: Rural Life in Modern China (1999) and Gregory Ruf, Cadres and Kin: 
Maliing a Socialist Village in West China, 1921-1991 (1998). See also Stevan 
Harrell , Ways of Being Ethnic in South west China (2001). The revival of Daoism 
and popular religion is trea ted in Kenneth Dean, Taoist Riwal and Popular Cults 
of Soulheast China (1993). 

Well-written journalis ts' accounts o f China in the 1980s and 1990s include 
Orville Schell , Discos and Democracy: China in the Thmes of Refonn (1989) and 
The Mandate of Heaven (1994) ; Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl Wu Du nn , China 
Walies: The Slrugglefor the Soul of a Rising Power (1994) and John Brya n Starr, 
U11dersta11di11g China (1997). 

On the 1989 democracy movement, see Dingxin Zhao, The Powe.- of Tianamnen: 
Stale-Society Relations and the 1989 Student Movement (2004), whi ch places the 
protests in the context of earlier protest movements. For analyses written soon 
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after the events, see Minzhu Han , ed. , Cries for Democracy: Writings and 
Speechesfmm 1he J 989 Chinese Democracy Movement (1990); Lee Feigon, China 
Rising: The Mea11i11g of Tiananmen (1990); and Jeffrey N. Wasserstrom and 
Elizabeth Perry, eds. , Popula,· Protest and Political Cu/tu,·e in Modern China: 
Lea rni11 g from 1989 (1992). 

On Chinese cinema in the post-Mao period , see Jerome Silbergeld , China into 
Film: Frames of Reference in Contemporary Chinese Cinema (1999) and Sheldon 
Hsiao-pen Lu , ed., Tra11 s11atio11al Chin ese Cinemas: ldenlily, Na tionhood, Gende,· 
(1997). Other facets o f contemporary culture are treated in J. Lull, China 
Turn ed 0 11: Television, Reform, and Res ista nce (1991); Jianying Zha , China Pop: 
How Soap Operas, Tabloids , and Bestsellers Are Tra11sfon11i11g a Culture (1995); 
Geramie R. Barme, In the Red: On Contemporary Chinese Culture (1999); Perry 
Link , Evening Chats in Beijing (1992); Jing Wang, High Culture Fever: Politics, 
Aesthetics and Ideology in Dengs China (1996); Deborah S. Davis, ed., The 
Consumer Revolution in Urban China (2000); Perry Link, et al. , ed ., Popular 
China, Unofficia l Culture in a Globalizing Society (2002); and Merle Goldman , 
Ft-om Comrade to Citizen: The St niggle for Political Rights in China (2007). Ma 
Jian , Red Dust (2002), is the account of the author's travels beyond the Great 
Wall. 

In the 2000s, journalists continue to provide insights into what is happening 
in China. See, in particular, Peter Hessler's Rivertown: Two Years on the Yangtze 
(2001 ) and Oracle Bones: A Journey Between Chinas Past and Present (2006); 
Jasper Becker, The Chinese (2000); J ames Kynge, China Shahes the World 
(2006); John Pomfret, Chinese Lessons: Five Classmates and th e Story of New 
Ch ina (2007) ; and Philip P. Pan , Out of Ma as Shadow: The St rnggle for tl1 e Sou / 
of a New China (2008). China and the world today is treated by Susan Shirk, 
Ch ina: Fragile Superpower (2008) and Robert G. Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations: 
Powe.- and Policy since the Cold War (2008). 
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