Compare the Differences in the Golden Ages of Han, Tang and Qing Dynasties

Throughout Chinese history dynasties rose and fell. Amongst them are dynasties that are considered to have been or have had ‘Golden Ages’. The Han, Tang and Qing dynasties are all examples that have had ‘Golden Ages’ of Chinese history and culture. The Han Dynasty (206 BCE to 220CE)[footnoteRef:1] was considered a ‘Golden Age’ due to its literary prowess, expansion, administration and government, and religious growth. The Tang Dynasty (618 to 907 CE)[footnoteRef:2] is believed a ‘Golden Age’ for its contribution to culture, in particular Poetry. In addition, the position of women in society separates it. The Qing Dynasty (1644 to 1911 CE)[footnoteRef:3] was the final traditional Chinese dynasty. It is judged a ‘Golden Age’ by the size and diversity of the empire, its administration and its culture. This Essay covers the specific aspects of each dynasty that caused it to be considered a ‘Golden Age’, as well as their backgrounds, to understand how they arrived at a position of power and stability. Furthermore, it also covers whether these dynasties should be compared, and if the changes both within China and without over 2000 years mean that they should not be compared in this way.  [1:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires : Qin And Han 1st Harvard University Press pbk., Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University, pp.????]  [2:  The Independence Hall Association, (2008) Tang Dynasty – The Golden Age http://www.ushistory.org/civ/9d.asp [Accessed 16th November 2018].]  [3:  Smith, R.J. (1994) China's Cultural Heritage: The Qing Dynasty, 1644-1912 2nd ed., Boulder: Westview Press] 


All ancient sources are vulnerable to mistranslation and corruption over time, and Chinese sources are no different. In addition, Chinese sources are particularly vulnerable to bias[footnoteRef:4]. The manner of writing about current emperors and dynasties was to be favourable, even in direct conflict with reality, Therefore, where emperors are described flatteringly, possessing the Chinese ideals of beauty and grace, there is little evidence to support this, and it is known that writer would mis-record things to support the views of what an emperor should be[footnoteRef:5]. For example, the treatment of Wang Mang[footnoteRef:6] and Wu Zetian by scholars after their reigns. Modern scholarship can also present conflicting opinions. For example, Lewis[footnoteRef:7] is used as a source due to his analysis of ancient sources, whereas, as Lewis states, other examples, such as the Cambridge History of China[footnoteRef:8] take ancient sources at face value. Therefore, where this source has been used, any statements should be analysed, especially, as stated by Lewis, where they relate to the Tang Dynasty and Wu Zetian.  [4:  Loewe et al. (2006) The Cambridge History Of China. Vol. 1, The Ch'in And Han Empires, 221 B.C.-A.D. 220, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 223-224]  [5:  Loewe et al. (2006) The Cambridge History Of China, pp. 223-224]  [6:  Loewe et al. (2006) The Cambridge History Of China, pp. 223-224]  [7:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan Empire : The Tang Dynasty, Cambridge, Mass. ; London: Belknap, pp. 36]  [8:  Loewe et al. (2006) The Cambridge History Of China, ] 


The Han Dynasty was founded in 206 BCE by Emperor Guazong (Liu Bang), after the fall of the Qin Dynasty after a period of chaos[footnoteRef:9]. The Han ‘Golden Age’ could be considered as such for several reasons. The first factor is the expansion of the empire, and trade with their neighbours. By the end of Han expansion, the Chinese empire stretched form the northern wall to Vietnam, and from the sea to Tibet and Burma[footnoteRef:10]. This rule ended fighting between states, and began a peaceful period. This allowed for trade between states, and the united empire found trade with neighbouring states easier. Therefore, the growth of the empire led to increased diversity, and increased wealth from trade, contributing to the wealth and power of the Han dynasty, and increase the likelihood of the ear being considered ‘Golden’. The second factor is the literature produced during the period. During the reign of Emperor Wu, there was a focus on classical literature[footnoteRef:11], resulting in “State-sponsored patronage”[footnoteRef:12] of such arts. In addition, there was development in the importance and style of poetry, which grew, developed and was debated throughout the Han empire. Evidence of this literary focus is clearly seen in the founding of the imperial Confucian Library[footnoteRef:13]. Therefore, literary prowess contributed to the Han dynasty being considered ‘Golden’. Another factor was the administration reforms. China was divided into 10 kingdoms, with 9 kings replaced with family members, a move which consolidated his power over the region[footnoteRef:14]. Other reforms were to further divide the kingdoms to weaken them[footnoteRef:15]. This policy allowed the Han to consolidate Imperial power, gaining absolute power over China. This led to stability and security, further contributing to the Han being considered a ‘Golden age’. The final factor was the religious growth, including the introduction of Buddhism[footnoteRef:16]. This first inclusion of Buddhism would pave the way for its growth in later dynasties. In addition, Confucianism flourished[footnoteRef:17]. The development would impact China throughout its history, and Confucianism would remain a mainstay of Chinese culture. This legacy is one reason that the Han dynasty could be considered ‘Golden’.  [9:  Boundless. The Qin Dynasty https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-worldhistory/chapter/the-qin-dynasty/ [Accessed 18th November 2018]]  [10:  Loewe et al. (2006) The Cambridge History Of China, pp. 268]  [11:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires pp. 67-69]  [12:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires pp. 67]  [13:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires pp. 67-69]  [14:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires pp. 19]  [15:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires pp. 20]  [16:  Lewis, M.E. (2010) The Early Chinese Empires pp. 268]  [17:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture Berlin: Foreign Language Teaching and Research Publishing Co.; Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg, pp. 47] 


Li Yuan founded the Tang Dynasty after the fall of the Sui empire[footnoteRef:18]. It was a high point “politically and culturally”[footnoteRef:19], and there are several factors that mean it is considered a ‘Golden Age’. These include cultural developments, and the writing of poetry. The are several notable poets from the Tang dynasty, including Li Po, Tu Fu and Wang Wei[footnoteRef:20], and the production of art shifted from the court to becoming more open and accessible to all[footnoteRef:21]. The critical prose essay also developed from the groundwork laid in the Han[footnoteRef:22]. Overall, the increasing accessibility of art helped to make the Tang a ‘Golden Age’ of arts and culture. Furthermore, the open empire and free trade also meant that it could be considered a ‘Golden Age’[footnoteRef:23]. Military success led to expansion, and infrastructure development adapted. The road[footnoteRef:24] and canal[footnoteRef:25] network was expanded, and a postal system was installed, allowing rapid contact with all corners of the empire[footnoteRef:26]. The capital moved to Louyang, which had better access to trade and food production opportunities[footnoteRef:27]. China had become the “centre of an East Asian world”[footnoteRef:28], and there was open trade with neighbours, both along the silk roads and overseas. These resulted in the spread of religion, in particular Buddhism, across China. As a result, the reign of Wu Zetian is considered a zenith of Buddhism in China[footnoteRef:29]. Therefore, the free trade of goods and ideas, and the wealth that this bought in, was one aspect that led to the Tang dynasty being considered ‘Golden’. The final factor that contributed to this was the position of Women in society. Buddhism placed women on more equal footing to men, and its influence helped to raise their position in society. The rule of Emperor Wu Zetian also aided this, as during her rule women had more freedom that ever. This freedom and equality, while short lasted, helps the Tang dynasty to be believed a ‘Golden Age’.  [18:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture pp. 50]  [19:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 1]  [20:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 4]  [21:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 4]  [22:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 4]  [23:  The Independence Hall Association, (2008) ]  [24:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 15]  [25:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 12]  [26:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 15]  [27:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 10]  [28:  Lewis, M.E. (2012) China's Cosmopolitan pp. 1]  [29:  Rothschild, N.R. (2008) Wu Zhao: China’s Only Woman Emperor New York: Pearson Education, pp.137] 


The Qing dynasty was founded in Manchuria in 1636, and in 1644 captured Beijing and established the Qing dynasty[footnoteRef:30]. There are various factors that help the Qing dynasty to be considered ‘Golden’. The first factor is the size and diversity of China[footnoteRef:31]. Expansion had led to China encompassing vast tracts of land, with a range of ethnic groups and languages. Part of the reason that the Qing can be considered a ‘Golden Age’ is due to the skill of the Manchu dynasty in holding such a diverse empire together. The second factor was the cultural and scientific advancements. This includes the developments of mining techniques that contributed to Chinese wealth[footnoteRef:32]. In addition, in a continuation of a pattern that is reflected throughout Chinese history, there were further developments in art and calligraphy[footnoteRef:33]. The third factor was the administration of the Qing dynasty. Unnecessary tax was abolished[footnoteRef:34], and the administration was divided in two, to increase efficiency[footnoteRef:35]. Furthermore, passing examinations was required to enter the civil service, ensuring that those in power where qualified[footnoteRef:36]. Therefore, the Qing government was highly qualified and experienced, leading to a stability and efficiency that would contribute towards the Qing dynasty being judged a ‘Golden Age’.  [30:  Boundless. Fall Of The Ming Dynasty https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-hccc-worldcivilization/chapter/fall-of-the-ming-dynasty/ [Accessed 18th November 2018]]  [31:  Smith, R.J. (1994) China's Cultural Heritage : The Qing Dynasty, 1644-1912 2nd ed., Boulder: Westview Press, pp. 8]  [32:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture pp. 68]  [33:  Smith, R.J. (1994) China's Cultural Heritage pp. 187]  [34:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture pp. 62]  [35:  Smith, R.J. (1994) China's Cultural Heritage pp. 55]  [36:  Smith, R.J. (1994) China's Cultural Heritage pp. 62] 


Zhang[footnoteRef:37] believes that for a dynasty to be considered a ‘Golden Age’ there are certain requirements it must meet. These include an enlightened emperor, with an understanding of his people, and the ability to draw lessons from China’s past[footnoteRef:38]. In addition, Zhang believes that a ‘Golden Age’ should also have intellectuals who are free to criticise the government and emperor, and that appropriate systems of governance and society are securely in place[footnoteRef:39]. In addition, it is essential to apply the question “did it guarantee or change for the better the standard of living of the people?”[footnoteRef:40]. The Han Tang and Qing dynasties all have similarities that have helped to make the ‘Golden Ages’. Within each dynasty, expansion and trade, stability and administration, religion, and poetry, have contributed to it being considered a ‘Golden Age’. This is likely due to the relationships between these factors, which mean that each one influences others, and that they combine to create a strong, lasting dynasty. A strong administration, based on merit, allows a stable government. This allows an empire to turn its attention outwards. As an empire expands, it opens up new trade routes and aspects of the empire, and these bring with them ideas as well as wealth and goods, such as the spread of Buddhism along the silk roads into china. In a stable, prosperous empire, people can focus on the less essential aspects of life, and poetry and art are free to develop. Therefore, the ‘Golden Ages’ of these dynasties are all based on the same pillars, since it is only once these are in place that an era can be considered ‘Golden’. Furthermore, an empire with these pillars would also have the aspects that Zhang believes are necessary. A stable administration would have necessary systems and an enlightened emperor, who understands the needs of the people. With these in place, people are prosperous enough to turn their attention to poetry and art, and study until they are capable, and in a position to, criticise the government and emperor. When a society is capable of this, this ability alone would answer the question of whether their standard of living has improved. Therefore, since these are all applicable to the Han, Tang and Qing dynasties, it can be useful to look at how each dynasty differs from the others. The Han dynasty came from the chaos after the death of the First Emperor[footnoteRef:41], while the Tang dynasty rose from the chaos of the fall of the Sui dynasty[footnoteRef:42]. The Qing dynasty rose from years of war with the Ming, and succeeded with the betrayal and fall of Beijing[footnoteRef:43]. The differences in their origins would have influenced their policies, and consequently their chances of being considered a ‘Golden Age’. The Han dynasty, as one of the earliest dynasties, had little history to learn from, on which to base their policies. Unlike the Han, the Tang and Qing where both able to use the past. The Sui infrastructure gave the Tang a base from which to develop trade routes, but also lessons in the perils of forced labour[footnoteRef:44], while the Qing grew from war, and knew the value of military might[footnoteRef:45]. However, the Qing dynasty had the most contact with the wider world, but as well as allowing increased trade, this would also help to bring about their fall. Therefore, despite the similarities in their supporting pillars, there are major differences in the origin of the dynasties, and in the world around them, which would influence each empire and their respective ‘Golden Ages’. [37:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture ]  [38:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture pp. 75 - 77]  [39:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture pp. 78]  [40:  Zhang, Q. (2015) An Introduction To Chinese History And Culture pp. 79]  [41:  Boundless. The Qin Dynasty ]  [42:  Muscato, C. (2003) The Fall Of The Sui Dynasty https://study.com/academy/lesson/the-fall-of-the-sui-dynasty.html [Accessed 18th November 2018]]  [43:  Boundless. Fall Of The Ming Dynasty ]  [44:  Muscato, C. (2003) The Fall Of The Sui Dynasty ]  [45:  Boundless. Fall Of The Ming Dynasty] 


Despite the apparent similarities between the ‘Golden Ages’ of the Han, tang, and Qing dynasties, there are vast differences between them, that can impact whether they can and should be compared. There is 2000 years between the start of the Han dynasty and the fall of the Qing, and China, technology, and the wider world have changed unrecognisably. Therefore, there are obvious stumbling blocks when it comes to comparing these dynasties. For example, the Qing dynasty where Manchurian[footnoteRef:46], rather than Chinese, whereas the Han and Tang rulers were both native Chinese. This would present new challenges to ruling. When comparing the Qing to any others, this, and the impact it would have had on governance, should be taken into consideration. For example, the Qing faced opposition from those who did not wish to be ruled by non-Han leaders, a problem unique to the Qing empire. Due the differing contexts of these empire, it can be difficult to compare them, as circumstances such as the rule and prosperity of their neighbours, the influence of the wider world, the climate, and technological changes should all be considered when comparing dynasties so far apart in time.  [46:  Boundless. Fall Of The Ming Dynasty] 


In conclusion, because any empire that has reached a point where it could develop a ‘Golden Age’ is based on the same pillars, there are more similarities between the Han, Tang and Qing dynasties than there are differences. Any differences between them are due to factors that are not directly related to these pillars. These include such things as the race or gender of rulers, and external factors such as the wider world and its impact on the empire. Therefore, the overall differences in the ‘Golden Ages’ of the Han, Tang and Qing empire are factors that did not help their rise to power, but could have hindered it had there been greater internal opposition. 
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