Why were the Han, Tang and Qing dynasties considered ‘Golden ages’ in Chinese History?

The Han, Tang and Qing dynasties were all relatively long-lived Chinese dynasties, their success can be attributed to a line of competent Emperors that were able to bring stability to China and keep it from falling into disarray. The Han dynasty was famed for its economic prosperity, the Tang for its rich and how much Chinese culture expanded and flourished during its reign and the Qing known for its ability to consolidate all of China politically and establish a stable and powerful state. We will be looking at all three of these dynasties and what made them Golden ages, primarily looking at modern sources. The criteria that I will establish for the dynasty being a golden age would be how China was performing, economically, militarily and politically. If during these three dynasties China was performing well in all three of these areas, or particularly strongly in one or two areas the dynasty, or at least a period within the dynasty can be considered a golden age. 
The Han dynasty is referred to as being the first golden age in Chinese history, it ruled from 206BC-220BC, the dynasty was so influential that it gives its name to the majority ethnic group in China today, the Han[endnoteRef:1]. At a glance length of time that the dynasty ruled could be attributed to the strength of the dynasty. The economy of the Han dynasty was one of the major reasons it can be considered a Golden age, in period between 75BC and 25AD, the last century of the Western Han Dynasty, reports state that ‘twenty-eight billion coins were made’[endnoteRef:2]. This is then referred to as being surprising and he says that this shows that the economy was ‘significantly monetised’[endnoteRef:3]. Several advances in technology also improved agriculture, it is mentioned that among the introductions to China in this period were, irrigation systems, fertilizers and the animal drawn plow[endnoteRef:4]. In turn this would have increased crop yield, in turn this would have meant that China would have been able to support a larger population. It is also mentioned that 90% of Chinas population were rural[endnoteRef:5], therefore having an increased yield for them would have improved their own income. I can trust Lewis as much of his information will have come from recorded statistics and archaeological discoveries that will prove what his has said. [1:  Hansen M 2008]  [2:  Lewis M 2007]  [3:  Lewis M 2007]  [4:  Lewis M 2007]  [5:  Lewis M 2007] 

There is an argument about where power truly lay during the Han dynasty, either souly with the Emperor, or weather true power law with Bureaucrats and the Emperor was merely reigning in name[endnoteRef:6]. Lewis however disagrees with this, he mentions that during the reign of Emperor Wu there was a shift from the ‘outer court’, to the ‘inner court’. In other words, from a formal bureaucracy to the Emperors inner circle[endnoteRef:7]. He states that this could include, eunuchs and relatives by marriage. He states that during the Han, the bureaucracy did not have a base of power and were merely pawns of the Emperor and executed the orders that were given to them[endnoteRef:8]. Lewis also refers to the Emperor as having no limits on their authority and that they were able to propose major changes in the law or in religion[endnoteRef:9]. He states that they would be able to do so if they chose and that they did, however does not provide an example for this. Also, he does not present much evidence for his side in the argument.  [6:  Lewis M 2007]  [7:  Lewis M 2007]  [8:  Lewis M 2007]  [9:  Lewis M 2007] 

Military the early Han dynasty was focused on re-uniting China after the fall of the Qin dynasty. It is stated that numerous kingdoms detached from the Empire[endnoteRef:10]. Lewis states that the Han Emperors would, rather than attack the kingdoms outright they would slowly weaken, an example given was When the state of Qi was divided into 6 states after only 40 years as the lands of a King would be divided among relatives and children[endnoteRef:11]. There was however a point in which several states formed an alliance against the Han and rebelled[endnoteRef:12]. This lead to the Han confiscating territory and by the reign of Emperor Wu, 140-87BC[endnoteRef:13], the Han had control over China. By the Eastern Han however, 25-169AD, 4 provinces were abandoned due to a lack of interest in securing affairs in the ‘barbarian west’[endnoteRef:14].  [10:  Lewis M 2007]  [11:  Lewis M 2007]  [12:  Lewis M 2007]  [13:  Lewis M 2007]  [14:  Lewis M 2007] 

The Han Dynasty was considered a Golden age due to its strong economy and the advances that were made and its ability to stabilise china both politically and military for a long period of time.

The second dynasty that is referred to as being a ‘Golden age’ in Chinese History is the Tang which ruled from 618AD-907AD[endnoteRef:15]. During the Tang the economy was divided primarily into four sections, the state macro sector, the state micro sector, the private micro sector and the private macro sector[endnoteRef:16]. The first of these, the state macro sector is said to have been made up of three aspects, Grain, labour and Silk[endnoteRef:17]. Therefore, this tells us that the state controlled the food supply and the production of luxury dress[endnoteRef:18]. Labour would have been in reference to state employees. The state also controlled and operated an Imperial postal service[endnoteRef:19]. This sector of the economy is described as ‘large and pervasive’ and shows the strength of the Tang state due to its ability to control large portions of the Empire economy[endnoteRef:20]. The second aspect is the state micro sector which as primarily made up of rural land allocations under what is known as the ‘Chun-T’ien’ system[endnoteRef:21]. This shows a highly regulated economy controlled by a powerful state on both levels[endnoteRef:22]. The private micro sector is described as ‘small scale enterprise’. As a result, Adshead refers to China as being the first nation of shopkeepers, this may be in reference to how wide spread private enterprise was at the time[endnoteRef:23]. The private macro sector is said to have primarily come from outside China due to strength of the state owned economy, it is mentioned that Persians, Turks and Arabs dominated Trade[endnoteRef:24]. [15:  McMullen D 2008]  [16:  Adshead S 2004]  [17:  Adshead S 2004]  [18:  Adshead S 2004]  [19:  Adshead S 2004]  [20:  Adshead S 2004]  [21:  Adshead S 2004]  [22:  Adshead S 2004]  [23:  Adshead S 2004]  [24:  Adshead S 2004] 

Adshead refers to the Tang period as being the best ordered state in the world attributing this to good government alongside ‘economic, social and intellectual benefits’[endnoteRef:25]. The good governance is due to the success of the early Tang Emperors who continued from their predecessor dynasty the Sui[endnoteRef:26]. The first four Tang rulers, Emperors Kao-Tsu, Tai-Tsung, Empress Wu Zetian and Emperor Hsuan-Tsung[endnoteRef:27], it is under these that the dynasty is said to have reached its apex[endnoteRef:28]. It said that due to these rulers the dynasty has a legacy of, ‘applied intelligence, executive checks, proper processes and distinction between state and government’[endnoteRef:29], Showing that the state had become meritocratic and able to cut down on corruption, an example of this being the examination system implemented under Empress Wu[endnoteRef:30]. [25:  Adshead S 2004]  [26:  Adshead S 2004]  [27:  Adshead S 2004]  [28:  Adshead S 2004]  [29:  Adshead S 2004]  [30:  Adshead S 2004] 

The Early Tang dynasty was also successful militarily, during the reign of Tai-Tsung the Tang Empire undertook a reorientation of the western frontier and launched campaigns taking over the Kok Turk Empire[endnoteRef:31]. The success of these campaigns is shown as Adshead tell us that the Tang Emperor was recognised as Khagan by the Turkic peoples[endnoteRef:32]. The Tang also intervened as far south as India in 649 AD and as far east as Iran[endnoteRef:33]. This shows that the Tang were a successful military force and were able to expand Chinas influence significantly[endnoteRef:34]. After the An-Lushan rebellion however the Tang dynasty, which is over-extended at that point in time, was forced to contract[endnoteRef:35]. When Su-Tsung assumed the throne, the dynasty was military weak due to rebellion and a war with the Abbasids to the East[endnoteRef:36].  [31:  Adshead S 2004]  [32:  Adshead S 2004]  [33:  Adshead S 2004]  [34:  Adshead S 2004]  [35:  Adshead S 2004]  [36:  Adshead S 2004] 

The Tang can be divided into two parts, the first being part is the era that can be considered a golden age due to its strength in all three of the major areas, the second however is one that cannot be considered a golden age due to its decline and lack of military strength. I trust Adshead as I know that he will have used sources and I trust that he is being as objective as possible in his recount.
The final era that is being referred to as a ‘Golden age’ is the Qing dynasty which is the final Imperial Chinese dynasty that ruled from 1644-1911[endnoteRef:37]. The dynasty was also ruled by a non-Han people known as Manchus, from the north east of China[endnoteRef:38]. Due to the Qing dynasty being relatively recent in history, having only ended just over 100 years ago, and the fact that they the dynasty was in contact with Western powers, we know far more about their economy. Most of these reports are however from the later period of the dynasty when it was in decline. The expenses and income of the Government revenue in 1899 show that the government was only making a total of 88.5 million Taels, while having an expenditure of 101 million tael[endnoteRef:39]. Earlier in the 19th century there was an economic depression as referenced by William Rowe, a string of 1000 copper cash was equal in value to one silver tael, however due to the scarcity of silver and the increasing value of copper, the exchange rate would fluxuate to 700 copper for 1 Tael[endnoteRef:40]. Prior to the 19th century however it is referenced that Chinas silver based economy was booming and the flow of silver went into China[endnoteRef:41], however after the West became interested in trade with China the flow began to go outwards. This was particularly true in the case of Opium being imported into China and payments to foreign countries. It is said that in the first decade of the 19th century the Qing dynasty was still making a gain of 28 million silver dollars a year showing economic prosperity before this point when it dramatically reversed[endnoteRef:42].  [37:  Pierre-Étienne W, 2008]  [38:  Littrup L 2008]  [39:  Smith R 1994]  [40:  Rowe W 2009]  [41:  Rowe W 2009]  [42:  Rowe W 2009] 

The political structure of the was dominated by the Manchu ethnic group rather than the Han[endnoteRef:43]. Under the regency for the Kangxi Emperor, a regent named Oboi was able to strengthen the administration the dynasty had over the Empire and abolish the political power held by eunuchs[endnoteRef:44]. The Kangxi Emperor is describes as being practical, frugal and tolerant[endnoteRef:45]. It is said however that he ignored corruption in order not to upset the Chinese bureaucracy who were not inclined towards their Manchu rulers[endnoteRef:46]. This shows a lack of strength and political power even early in the dynasty. Through most of this dynasty, we see a few powerful regents and a reoccurring theme of Emperors being reluctant to exert too much control over their subjects.  [43:  Smith R 1994]  [44:  Smith R 1994]  [45:  Smith R 1994]  [46:  Smith R 1994] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Military the Qing, particularly during the 19th century was weak, the reason for this is due to the lack of innovation and technological advances in comparison to the Western powers such as Britain. The primary examples of this are the Opium wars. In which the British navy and their artillery were able to easily defeat the Qing, and in 1840 were able to travel up the Chinese coast and onto the Chinese capital Beijing. After the war the ‘Treaty of Nanjing’ was signed in which the Qing had to give the island of Hong King to Britain. After this, other foreign powers saw opportunity and forced China to sign a number of unequal treaties such as a ‘Treaty of Wangxia’ with the United States. This shows the overall weakness of China under the Qing due to its lack of ability to defend itself as it was forced into caving into deals that were against its own interests.
I do not consider the Qing dynasty a golden age, but instead one of decline due to how poorly it performed in all three areas. It also being the last dynasty points to its inability to properly adapt to the outside world. However, it is possible that I myself had a bias outlook going into looking at the Qing and that I focused too heavily on the negatives the dynasties decline.
Therefore, out of the 3 dynasties that we have looked at only the Han and Tang fit into the criteria previously set, during these periods they may not have viewed themselves as being in a ‘Golden age’ as this is only possible with foresight and being able to look back on the period and see its success.
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