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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Qin Dynasty: A History of China, pulls you straight into the drama of China’s first empire—a tale brimming with ambition, brilliance, and betrayal. I wanted these ancient figures to feel alive, not as names in brittle scrolls but as people who dreamed, schemed, bled, and ruled with everything they had. From the relentless vision of Qin Shi Huang to the thunder of battlefields that gave rise to the Han, consider this my invitation to step into a world in which a single choice could bend the course of history.

      You’ll meet Qin Shi Huang—the First Emperor—whose drive to unite the land forged a new kind of power the world had rarely seen. At his side was the devoted and calculating chancellor Li Si, an architect of standardization and central law who helped shape the empire’s structure. His campaigns brought dazzling victories and an iron order, but they also cast long shadows—the infamous burning of books and the silencing of critics, events recorded in the sources that later fueled unrest and fed the seeds of rebellion.

      From the ruins of Qin’s fall rose the larger-than-life figures of Xiang Liang, Xiang Yu, and Liu Bang. Their struggle was never just about crowns; it was a collision of ideals, force, and cunning. You’ll stand at the tense Banquet at Hongmen, watch the fury of the Battle of Pengcheng, and feel the electric tension as two titans—Xiang Yu the Overlord and Liu Bang the crafty survivor—clashed to determine the fate of China.

      Beside them stood the brilliant minds of Zhang Liang, Chen Ping, and Han Xin — men whose wit and courage turned impossible odds into triumphs. Each chapter peels back another layer of their lives, revealing how loyalty and ambition could bind allies one day and make enemies the next. The Chu–Han contention was more than a clash of armies — it was a trial of hearts and wills.

      I wrote The Qin Dynasty: A History of China to capture the pulse of that era — the fire, the politics, and the human drama that set the stage for China’s imperial age. Whether you love history, strategy, or stories of courage and downfall, this book guides you through the rise of Qin, the storms of rebellion, and the dawn of Han in a way that feels alive, personal, and unforgettable.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE FIRST EMPEROR AND HIS NEW ORDER

          

        

      

    

    
      In 221 BCE, Ying Zheng, the King of Qin, successfully conquered the six states of Han, Zhao, Wei, Chu, Yan, and Qi. For the first time in history, the vast lands of Hua Xia were united under a single rule. This monumental victory marked the dawn of a new era in Chinese history—the era of imperial China, beginning with the Qin Dynasty. With this unparalleled achievement, the Qin Dynasty officially rose to power.

      Filled with pride after his remarkable conquest, Ying Zheng hosted a grand banquet for his ministers. Amid the celebrations, he addressed them with great solemnity.

      He declared, "Since the days of Duke Xiao of Qin and later King Huiwen, six generations of our rulers have borne the title 'King.' Yet, I have accomplished what none before me could. I have swept through the six states and unified all under heaven. To call myself merely 'King' is no longer fitting—it fails to capture the magnitude of my achievement or to secure my legacy for generations to come." Thus, he took on the unprecedented title of "Emperor," a name that would forever symbolize his supreme authority and the unity he forged across the land.

      Ying Zheng continued, "How can I prove that I have surpassed all those who came before me? The title of 'King' simply isn’t enough. Therefore, let us embrace a spirit of collective decision-making. I ask all of you, my ministers, to deliberate on what title would be fitting for me."

      The ministers, led by Chancellor Wang Wan and Chief Justice Li Si, gathered to discuss the matter. After lengthy deliberations, they reached a conclusion. They explained, "In ancient times, those who held the title of 'King' ruled over territories no more than a thousand li. But you, our Great King, have raised righteous armies, vanquished tyrants, and unified all lands under heaven. To still call you 'King' is truly inadequate. It fails to honor your grandeur, wisdom, and unmatched achievements. So, what then should we call you?"

      In history, there have been titles even more prestigious than 'King.' These included the Wu Di, or Five Emperors, and before them, the San Huang, or Three Sovereigns—Tian Huang (Heavenly Sovereign), Di Huang (Earthly Sovereign), and Tai Huang (Great Sovereign). Among these, Tai Huang was regarded as the highest.

      The ministers believed these titles—San Huang and Wu Di—sounded far grander and more imposing than simply "King." The title "Di" was considered superior to "King," while "Huang" ranked even higher than "Di." Among the San Huang, Tai Huang held the highest prestige.

      Therefore, the ministers proposed to Ying Zheng, "From this day forward, we suggest you adopt the title 'Tai Huang' to signify your unrivaled status. Your edicts will be called Zhi or Zhao, and you shall refer to yourself as Zhen. This title is unique and unparalleled, setting you apart from all others. What are your thoughts on this proposal?"

      After hearing their suggestion, Ying Zheng paused thoughtfully before responding, "Calling myself 'Tai Huang' feels like dining on leftovers. If I take a title already used by others, it does little to convey my supreme authority. Instead, I believe we should invent something entirely new. We will take one character from San Huang and one from Wu Di to form a new title: Huang Di—the Emperor."

      The ministers immediately understood Ying Zheng's intentions. "Ah, he sees himself as embodying the virtues of the Three Sovereigns and the achievements of the Five Emperors, surpassing them all. By combining these revered titles, he boldly proclaims his supremacy above them both."

      They responded with ardent enthusiasm, "Your Majesty, your wisdom and foresight are truly unmatched! Long live the Emperor! May His Majesty reign for ten thousand years! Indeed, none can rival you!"

      From that very moment, the title "Emperor" (Huang Di) was born and established.

      Before the Qin Dynasty, rulers were known as "Kings," a title that sounded somewhat crude, almost like bandits staking their claim to a patch of land. It was the Qin Dynasty that introduced the title "Emperor," a term that would endure all the way until February 1912, when the last Qing Emperor abdicated. This event officially marked the end of the imperial system in China—though it saw brief, fleeting comebacks, such as Yuan Shi Kai's failed attempt to restore the monarchy and Zhang Xun's short-lived Qing restoration. Both of these efforts combined lasted less than a hundred days.

      The creation of the title "Emperor" by Qin Shi Huang established a system that would profoundly shape China's history for over two thousand years.

      From that point forward, most rulers of unified states, along with many regional warlords, adopted the title Huang Di (Emperor). The decrees issued by these emperors were known as Zhi or Zhao. Even today, we can still find these terms engraved on historical artifacts like imperial edicts, which often opened with the solemn phrase:

      "Feng Tian Cheng Yun, Huang Di Zhi Yue" (By the Mandate of Heaven, the Emperor decrees).

      The phrase "Feng Tian Cheng Yun" was introduced during the Ming Dynasty; it simply did not exist before then. Earlier imperial edicts would use the phrase "Huang Di Zhi Yue" rather than "Huang Di Zhao Yue." The character "Zhi" held a special weight, reserved exclusively for the emperor’s highest commands.

      Moreover, the emperor referred to himself as Zhen. In pre-Qin times, however, the word Zhen just meant "I" or "me." For instance, Qu Yuan’s works in the Chu Ci (Songs of Chu) often employed Zhen in this very sense. But after Qin unified China, Zhen became an exclusive self-reference for the emperor alone. Anyone else daring to call themselves Zhen faced harsh punishments—often execution.

      One fascinating legacy of this practice shows up in traditional opera, such as Peking Opera. On stage, monarchs portrayed in these plays—whether Emperor Guang Wu of the Eastern Han, Emperor Tai Zu of the Song, or Emperor Tai Zong of the Tang—often call themselves Gu (孤, "The Lonely One") or Gua Ren (寡人, "The One With Few"). Technically, though, they should say Zhen, since that was the proper term reserved solely for emperors.

      Why didn’t they? The answer lies in the timing. Peking Opera emerged during the Qing Dynasty, a period when the imperial system was still firmly in place. If an actor dared to refer to themselves as Zhen—the exclusive first-person pronoun reserved for the emperor—even within the confines of a play, it could be seen as a grave insult to the reigning sovereign. Such boldness might lead to execution and even the extermination of their entire family. To steer clear of this peril, performers stuck to older, less provocative terms like Gu or Gua Ren.

      In modern productions, however, this restriction has all but vanished. Since the abolition of the imperial system in 1912, contemporary operas and dramas no longer hesitate to use Zhen when portraying emperors.

      After declaring himself the first Emperor, Qin Shi Huang turned to his ministers to address another matter that had been troubling him.

      He said, "Now that I am Emperor, there is one ancient custom I refuse to accept: the posthumous naming system, known as Shi Fa. In olden times, when a ruler or minister died, they were given a posthumous title—a single word or a brief phrase meant to capture the essence of their life and character. These titles generally fell into three categories: laudatory, critical, or sympathetic. Take the last ruler of the Shang Dynasty, for example. The Zhou Dynasty gave him the posthumous title 'Zhou' (纣), which meant 'abandoning propriety and slaughtering innocents.' Clearly, it was a damning label.

      "Similarly, kings like Li and You were branded with dishonorable posthumous titles. On the flip side, honorable titles such as Wen (文), Wu (武), or Huan (桓) were reserved for those who earned praise and respect."

      Qin Shi Huang went on, "I cannot abide by this system. Why? Because it grants sons the power to judge their fathers, and ministers the power to judge their rulers. I am your Emperor. Whatever I do, it is not your place to criticize or assess me—neither in life nor after death. I will not allow anyone to define my legacy."

      He firmly declared, "From this day forward, I abolish the posthumous naming system. I refuse to have my life summarized and judged after my death. I am the Shi Huang Di—the First Emperor—the beginning of an unending dynasty. My son will be the Second Emperor, my grandson the Third Emperor, and so on, generation after generation, for a thousand, ten thousand years, stretching into infinity."

      Faced with his unwavering resolve, the ministers had no choice but to agree. "If this is your will, Your Majesty, we fully support it. Long live the Emperor! Long live His Majesty for ten thousand years!"

      Thus, under Qin Shi Huang’s command, the posthumous naming system was abolished, making the Qin Dynasty unique in Chinese history. Yet, despite his grand vision of an eternal empire, the Qin Dynasty lasted only two generations. After Qin Shi Huang, his son Hu Hai ascended the throne as the Second Emperor—Er Shi Huang Di. No Third Emperor ever followed.

      The Qin Dynasty’s absence of posthumous titles came to an end with its fall. When the Han Dynasty took power, it revived the tradition of posthumous naming. Consequently, Qin Shi Huang and Qin Er Shi remain the only two Chinese emperors without posthumous titles, their legacies recorded simply as Shi Huang Di (First Emperor) and Er Shi Huang Di (Second Emperor).

      Through these deliberate decisions, the title of Emperor (Huang Di) and its supreme authority were firmly established.

      A strong leader always relies on a capable team, and emperors were no exception. To assist the emperor in ruling the vast empire, the Qin Dynasty established the San Gong Jiu Qing—the Three Lords and Nine Ministers system—at the central government level.

      The San Gong were the highest-ranking officials, comparable to today’s national-level leaders. They were:

      
        
          	
        Cheng Xiang (丞相) – Chancellor: As the head of all civil officials and the emperor’s chief advisor, the Cheng Xiang wielded immense power. During the Qin era, this role extended over both military and civil affairs. They were responsible for shaping state policies and assisting the emperor in managing day-to-day governance. The Han Shu (Book of Han) describes the Chancellor as someone who “assists the Son of Heaven in governing the myriad affairs,” making this position indispensable.
      

      	
        Tai Wei (太尉) – Grand Commandant: The supreme military official, tasked with organizing and leading the army. However, during the Qin Dynasty, the Tai Wei position was largely titular and often left vacant. Consequently, much of the military authority effectively fell to the Chancellor.
      

      	
        Yu Shi Da Fu (御史大夫) – Imperial Secretary: Acting somewhat like a vice-chancellor, this official oversaw and inspected the conduct of other officials and managed official reports and memorials. The Yu Shi Da Fu ensured government accountability and smooth operation by monitoring bureaucratic integrity.
      

      

      

      The prestige of these top officials was symbolized by their seals:

      
        
          	
        Chancellor’s Seal (金印紫绶, Jin Yin Zi Shou): Crafted from solid gold and about 2 cm square, this seal hung from a purple silk ribbon. Since documents were often written on bamboo slips or wooden tablets, the seal was mainly impressed onto sealing clay. This small, portable seal was worn at the waist as a visible emblem of power and authority.
      

      	
        Imperial Counselor’s Seal (银印青绶, Yin Yin Qing Shou): Made of silver and tied with a blue silk ribbon, this seal signified high rank, though it was slightly less prestigious than the Chancellor’s.
      

      

      

      The terms Jin Zi (金紫) and Yin Qing (银青) originated from these seal practices, becoming honorary titles in later dynasties to reward distinguished officials:

      
        
          	
        Jin Zi Guang Lu Da Fu (金紫光禄大夫): An honorary title denoting a senior official with significant civil achievements.
      

      	
        Yin Qing Guang Lu Da Fu (银青光禄大夫): A slightly lower honorary rank than Jin Zi.
      

      

      

      The San Gong and Jiu Qing system, established during the Qin Dynasty, laid the foundation for centralized governance in China. It introduced a clear hierarchical structure of ranks and titles, many of which evolved into enduring symbols of honor and authority in subsequent dynasties. The distinct use of colors—gold and purple, silver and blue—to indicate status became a lasting tradition, visually communicating an official’s authority and prestige, all rooted in Qin-era customs.

      At that time, the Qin Dynasty had no formalized system of official ranks. Instead, an official’s position and status were identified by two key factors: their seal and their salary.

      Ranking by Seals and Ribbons:

      
        
          	
        Gold Seal with Purple Ribbon (金印紫绶, Jin Yin Zi Shou): Reserved for the highest-ranking officials such as the Chancellor and Grand Commandant.
      

      	
        Silver Seal with Blue Ribbon (银印青绶, Yin Yin Qing Shou): Held by officials of slightly lower rank, like the Imperial Counselor.
      

      	
        Bronze Seal with Yellow Ribbon (铜印黄绶, Tong Yin Huang Shou): Used by mid-level officials.
      

      	
        Wooden Seal with Black Ribbon (木印黑绶, Mu Yin Hei Shou): Designated for lower-ranking officials.
      

      

      

      Together, the seal and its accompanying ribbon visually conveyed an official’s rank and status within the hierarchy.

      Another way to assess an official’s rank was by their annual salary, paid in Dan (石) of grain, often millet. This form of in-kind payment made practical sense in an era when currency systems were still evolving.

      
        
          	
        Chancellor (丞相) and Grand Commandant (太尉): Their annual salary was set at 10,000 Dan (秩万石). With one Dan ranging between 80 and 150 Jin (roughly 48 to 90 kilograms), this represented a truly substantial amount of grain.
      

      	
        Imperial Counselor (御史大夫): Their annual salary was 5,000 Dan (秩五千石).
      

      

      

      These salaries reflected a strict hierarchy, ensuring officials were compensated according to their rank and responsibilities.

      With this system of seals and salaries firmly in place, the Qin Dynasty’s central government was solidly established. Yet, a pressing question remained: how should the vast provinces be governed?

      Qin Shi Huang, ever mindful of his ministers' counsel, asked thoughtfully, "Should we adhere to the old ways of managing local governance, or is it time to try something new?"

      Minister Wang Wan stepped forward confidently and laid out his reasoning. "The feudal lords have only just been defeated. The people's hearts remain unsettled, and in regions like Yan, Qi, and Chu, they have yet to fully submit to your rule. These lands are distant from the central government and notoriously difficult to control. Without establishing feudal kings to oversee and stabilize these areas, chaos may erupt.

      "My suggestion, Your Majesty, is to enfeoff your sons. You have many children—more than twenty sons, in fact. Send them to govern these far-flung territories as feudal kings. They would command troops and maintain order on your behalf. This way, the empire will remain peaceful, and you can trust their loyalty."

      After hearing Chancellor Wang Wan's suggestion, Qin Shi Huang turned to his other ministers and asked, "What do you think of the Chancellor's proposal? Does anyone have a different opinion? Feel free to speak your mind."

      Qin Shi Huang’s tone hinted that he wasn’t completely convinced by Wang Wan’s idea, likely prompting him to invite opposing views. True enough, the Imperial Justice (Ting Wei) Li Si, one of the Jiu Qing and a fervent Legalist, immediately rose to express his dissent.

      Li Si began, "Your Majesty, history teaches us valuable lessons. Look to the era of King Wen and King Wu of Zhou. They granted vast lands to their kin, establishing numerous feudal states. Of the original 71 vassal states, 40 were ruled by members of the Ji family. As these states multiplied to more than 800, the majority still remained under Ji kin’s control."

      "But what was the result? These so-called kin fought endlessly among themselves, like roosters locked in a relentless cockfight. They tore each other apart, while the Zhou king stood powerless to intervene. The reasoning is straightforward: even brothers born of the same mother have limits to their affection. When they don’t share the same mother, that bond weakens even further. In our polygamous society—where one man has one wife and many concubines—the emotional ties between legitimate sons and those born of concubines are already fragile.

      "What happens in the next generation? Your son may harbor some loyalty toward his brother’s son, but even that bond fades. By the generation after that, cousins become strangers. By the time you reach the fifth generation, these relatives are practically unrelated.

      "Now, thanks to Your Majesty’s divine wisdom and strength, the entire empire has been unified under the Jun Xian (郡县) system, with lands divided into prefectures and counties. We have already dismantled the feudal lords and abolished their noble titles. If we were to revert to the old feudal system now, we would essentially be reversing history and undoing all the progress made under your enlightened rule."

      "Instead of granting lands and governing titles to your sons or loyal ministers, I propose a different approach: reward them generously with wealth and privileges. For instance, assign them estates where they can collect taxes and enjoy the income, and bestow upon them gold, silver, and other treasures as recognition for their service.

      However, do not entrust them with authority over the land, the people, or the military. By withholding political and military power from them, peace and stability across the empire can be maintained.

      After Li Si finished speaking, Qin Shi Huang nodded repeatedly and said, 'Exactly! This is precisely what I've been thinking all along. But if I were the one to voice it, you’d all dismiss it as merely the ruler’s opinion. You wouldn’t dare disagree openly, yet inwardly, you might still harbor doubts. Now it’s clear—someone else shares my view. It’s not just me; great minds think alike.'"

      Some suspect that Qin Shi Huang already anticipated Li Si’s opposition to Wang Wan’s suggestion—or perhaps even instructed him to voice it. Whatever the truth, Qin Shi Huang concluded, “Li Si is right. We will follow his advice. I will abolish feudalism and implement the Jun Xian system.”

      This decision fundamentally transformed local governance. From then on, the empire was divided into prefectures (Jun) and counties (Xian), all directly controlled by the central government. Qin Shi Huang’s centralized system became a lasting model for generations, which is why people often say, “For a hundred generations, all have followed Qin’s system (百代皆行秦制度).”

      Under this arrangement, the emperor’s authority extended down to the county level. However, below the counties, local affairs were largely left to autonomous management. Village elders, known as San Lao, alongside community leaders called Lin Fu, handled daily matters, while county officials and higher-ranking posts were all appointed directly by the central government.

      When the system was first introduced, the empire was divided into 36 prefectures and over 600 counties. By the time the Qin Dynasty fell, the number of prefectures had expanded to 44. Each prefecture was governed by a Jun Shou, who received an annual salary of 2,000 dan of grain. This position held a rank equivalent to central government officials such as the Jiu Qing. Counties, in contrast, were overseen by either a Xian Ling or a Xian Zhang. If a county had more than 10,000 households, its leader was called a Xian Ling; smaller counties were managed by a Xian Zhang. The yearly salary for these county leaders was set at 600 dan of grain.

      With this system firmly in place, authority flowed directly from the emperor down to the local Xian Ling—county magistrates—all appointed by the central government. This arrangement solidified the Qin Dynasty’s centralized power structure, ensuring that all major decisions and control rested squarely with the imperial court.

      Qin Shi Huang’s reign laid the cornerstone for many key institutions at the dawn of the empire. These included his unprecedented adoption of the title “Emperor,” the abolition of posthumous titles, the establishment of the San Gong Jiu Qing administrative framework, and the implementation of the Jun Xian system. Remarkably, these critical decisions were not imposed unilaterally. Instead, they often emerged from lively court debates, where different voices were heard and weighed before reaching a final verdict. This approach to governance demonstrated that Qin Shi Huang did not simply impose his will alone but relied on collective deliberation to build the very framework of his empire.

      These policies were truly groundbreaking, reflecting the profound transformations spurred by the economic growth during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods. The widespread adoption of iron tools and ox-drawn plows dramatically accelerated agricultural productivity, empowering the central government to extend direct control even over far-flung regions. The Jun Xian system perfectly matched this enhanced economic and administrative capacity, laying the bedrock for China’s centralized governance structure—a framework that would influence the country’s administration for over two millennia.

      Even today, China’s administrative framework echoes this ancient blueprint. While the lowest administrative tier is now the Xiang (township), counties (Xian) have persisted. Prefectures (Jun) gave way to cities (Shi), and provinces (Sheng) were introduced above them. The modern four-tier system of provinces, cities, counties, and townships preserves the core of Qin Shi Huang’s original vision, with only minor refinements made by subsequent dynasties.

      This system undoubtedly stands as one of the Qin Dynasty’s most enduring legacies. Though it faced hurdles during its rollout, its foundation proved remarkably resilient and adaptable, profoundly shaping the course of governance in China.

      However, challenges were inevitable. When problems arose, the logical course of action would have been to address them through thorough discussion and make necessary adjustments. Yet, Qin Shi Huang did not always handle issues in this manner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            THE BURNING OF BOOKS AND THE BURYING OF SCHOLARS

          

        

      

    

    
      Qin Shi Huang abolished the feudal system and established the Jun Xian (commandery and county) system. By the time the Qin Empire was unified, it had reached its zenith under his reign.

      By 213 BCE, the empire had expanded its territory tremendously. To the east and south, it stretched all the way to the seas. To the north, its borders extended 500 to 1,000 li beyond the location of the Great Wall seen today in Beijing, far surpassing the scale of the Ming dynasty’s Great Wall. On the western front, it reached as far as Lin Tao, in what is now Gansu Province.

      The Qin Empire’s domain was vast, covering an estimated 3.5 to 4 million square kilometers. Its population numbered around 21 million, roughly comparable to that of the Roman Empire at its height more than two centuries later. At its peak, the Roman Empire spanned about 5 million square kilometers and had a population of some 20 million. Although Rome’s territory slightly exceeded that of Qin, it was still no match for the Han Dynasty, which succeeded Qin in both size and influence. In terms of population, the Roman Empire remained about one million fewer than Qin's.

      For the first time in history, such an immense land was unified under a single political system. Qin Shi Huang was understandably overjoyed. During a grand banquet, he turned to his officials and declared, “It’s been eight years since we implemented the Jun Xian system. What do you all think of the results? Speak freely.”

      His tone made it clear he was expecting praise, not criticism.

      The banquet was attended not only by the San Gong and Jiu Qing—the highest-ranking ministers—but also by seventy Bo Shi, the empire’s esteemed scholars. Unlike today’s academic degrees, the title of Bo Shi in the Qin era was an official post responsible for managing palace archives, literature, and education—tasks similar to those later undertaken by the Han Lin Yuan in subsequent dynasties.

      When Qin Shi Huang finished speaking, Zhou Qing Chen, the chief Bo Shi, rose without hesitation. He began to extol the emperor, calling him “wise and unparalleled,” and lauding the unity he had brought to the realm. His words unfolded like poetry, filling Qin Shi Huang with pride and satisfaction.

      Zhou Qing Chen’s lengthy speech distilled down to two main points.

      First, he highlighted just how revolutionary the Jun Xian system truly was. He praised Qin Shi Huang for accomplishing what no one else in history had ever managed to achieve.

      Second, he emphasized the empire’s vast territorial expansion. Zhou proclaimed that these unparalleled achievements would stand unmatched across all of history, both past and future.

      Qin Shi Huang was overjoyed. He thought to himself, "This Zhou Qing Chen is truly a rare gem among my scholars! How could I have overlooked him until now? From this moment on, I will keep him close—I love hearing him speak!"

      Just as Qin Shi Huang was basking in his glory, another scholar from the Qi region, Chun Yu Yue, unexpectedly raised his hand to speak.

      Qin Shi Huang, still riding high on his earlier satisfaction, thought to himself, "The more praise, the better! Zhou Qing Chen has already set a fine tone; now let's hear what this young man has to say."

      He gave a nod and said, "Go ahead, Chun Yu Yue. Speak your mind."

      Chun Yu Yue rose to his feet and began his speech. But as his words unfolded, the smile on the emperor's face slowly vanished. Far from flattering, his words carried a weight of criticism, the exact opposite of what Qin Shi Huang had hoped to hear.

      Chun Yu Yue said, “Your Majesty, while the Jun Xian system grants you control over all under heaven, it has reduced your own kin—your brothers, sons, and nephews—to mere commoners. They possess no lands, no states, no armies, and no sources of income. Though you reign as the supreme ruler, your family members wield neither power nor resources.”

      He went on, “What if a minister like Tian Chang from the state of Qi were to rise again? Or a scenario like the Six Ministers of Jin unfolded, where dominant families usurped authority? Should such a rebellion erupt, your kin—stripped of soldiers, wealth, and influence—would be utterly powerless to defend you or the empire.”

      Chun Yu Yue’s initial words might have been seen as well-intentioned advice. Regardless of whether his viewpoint was right or wrong, his purpose was clear: he spoke out of genuine concern for the empire’s long-term stability. Had he stopped there, perhaps Qin Shi Huang would have only mildly criticized him or even rewarded him for his honesty upon reflection.

      But then Chun Yu Yue uttered the one sentence that would change everything:

      “Matters that do not follow the ways of the ancients have never endured.”

      This statement struck directly at the core principles of Qin’s governance. Before Qin Shi Huang could respond, Chancellor Li Si leapt to his feet, slammed his hand down on the table, and shouted fiercely:

      “Chun Yu Yue is spouting nonsense! By rejecting the present and glorifying the past, he undermines the state’s administration and threatens the very survival of the nation. His intentions are nothing short of treacherous!”

      Li Si’s outburst was about more than just Chun Yu Yue’s words. Chun Yu Yue, a scholar hailing from the Qi region, embodied the Confucian tradition—a tradition that revered ancient sages like Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang, Wen, Wu, Zhou, and Confucius himself. This stood in sharp contrast to Qin’s Legalist philosophy, which had been the driving force behind the empire’s unification. Legalism valued the present over the past, placing emphasis on efficiency, authority, and the rule of law rather than on ancient customs and moral teachings.

      By championing Confucian values, Xunzi had inadvertently struck at the very core of Qin’s state ideology. For Li Si, a fervent proponent of Legalism, this was far more than a mere intellectual disagreement—it was a direct challenge to the political order itself.

      Li Si wasted no time transforming Xunzi’s words into a question of loyalty. He sidestepped any scholarly debate and instead accused him of undermining the empire’s fundamental principles. Branding Xunzi a traitor, Li Si declared that his ideas only served to sow confusion, reject the state’s authority, and amounted to an act of rebellion.

      The sheer force of Li Si’s condemnation left Xunzi utterly stunned, stripped of any chance to defend himself.

      Chun Yu Yue was nothing more than a scholar, a Bo Shi, utterly outmatched by the mighty Chancellor, Li Si. To argue with a man of Li Si’s power and influence was simply inconceivable.

      Seizing the moment with ruthless precision, Li Si turned to Qin Shi Huang and declared, “These scholars, clutching onto obsolete ideas, openly criticize our policies and stir unrest. They refuse to share Your Majesty’s grand vision and only serve to undermine the empire’s ambitions. Such defiance cannot be allowed to continue.”

      His solution was swift and merciless: silence these scholars once and for all. His reasoning was chillingly straightforward. “These men draw their audacity from the knowledge contained in their books. Their education fuels their baseless challenges to our authority. Remove their books, and they will be left with no voice to oppose us.”

      The proposal was simple and direct—to seize their books and burn them.

      In those times, books were rare treasures, painstakingly inscribed on bamboo slips, silk, or cloth. Writing was painstaking and slow, and texts were generally short. For example, Confucius’ Spring and Autumn Annals (Chun Qiu) contained only about 15,000 characters, yet it became a cornerstone text, inspiring influential commentaries such as the Commentary of Gong Yang (Chun Qiu Gong Yang Zhuan) and the Commentary of Zuo (Chun Qiu Zuo Shi Zhuan). Likewise, Laozi’s Tao Te Ching (Dao De Jing) was even more concise, roughly 5,000 characters—almost like a modern essay in length. By comparison, even a typical university thesis today would surpass many of these ancient works in size.

      Li Si argued that burning these texts was necessary to eliminate dissent. He proposed destroying all writings that did not align with Legalist thought and erasing the histories of states outside Qin. “Those books glorify their own past and stand against our empire. We cannot allow their existence,” he declared.

      Exceptions were made only for practical texts—medicine, divination, and agriculture. Books with tangible, everyday applications were spared. Essentially, Li Si’s policy targeted works of philosophy, literature, and history, eliminating anything that didn’t align with the Qin regime’s ideology.

      Thus began the infamous event known as Fen Shu, or The Burning of Books. The classical texts from pre-Qin dynasties were consigned to flames, wiping out centuries of accumulated knowledge.

      Legend has it that some Confucian classics survived because descendants of Confucius secretly hid them within the walls of the Confucian estate. These precious texts remained concealed until the era of Wang Mang, when they were rediscovered during palace renovations.

      While the term "Four Books" as a distinct Confucian canon emerged much later, the survival of core Confucian teachings through these hidden manuscripts was crucial in preserving that tradition.

      When Liu Bang established the Han Dynasty, efforts were swiftly made to recover the lost texts. Scholars were summoned and tasked with reconstructing these precious writings from memory.

      The notorious event of Fen Shu—the Burning of Books—has echoed throughout history as a grim example of authoritarian regimes attempting to stamp out dissent. Their logic was straightforward: if ideas conflicted with the ruling power’s agenda, the simplest solution was to destroy the books that carried those ideas and prevent the populace from accessing them.

      For Confucian scholars, this was nothing short of a catastrophe. These texts were far more than mere books—they embodied their life’s work and deeply held beliefs. Many had dedicated their entire lives to studying, preserving, and passing down these teachings. When Qin Shi Huang decreed the destruction of these writings, it was as though he had annihilated their very reason for existence. Unsurprisingly, they nurtured profound resentment toward him. In secret gatherings, despite the danger, they began to voice their criticisms of the emperor.

      By this time, Qin Shi Huang had been in power for decades. He had ruled as king for over twenty years before proclaiming himself emperor, and by now he had spent eight or nine years as the supreme ruler of a unified China. His extraordinary success and the unprecedented authority he commanded had inflated his ego. He became increasingly indulgent, embracing a life of luxury and extravagance.

      Yet, even at the height of his power, Qin Shi Huang was consumed by one overriding concern: how to secure his reign forever. Sitting on the throne was one thing, but maintaining his hold on it—and ensuring it endured for as long as possible—became an obsession. Like many rulers before and after him, he became fixated on the pursuit of immortality.

      This belief in eternal life led Qin Shi Huang to place his faith in the Fang Shi—wandering alchemists and practitioners of mystical arts. These enigmatic figures promised to help him achieve everlasting life by revealing elixirs, secret methods, or the mysteries of immortals. His fascination with the Fang Shi eventually intertwined with early Daoist thought, which later evolved into the indigenous Chinese religion known as Daoism. Throughout history, Daoism maintained a close relationship with China’s ruling class, largely because many emperors endorsed its alchemical practices and the quest for longevity.

      The emperor placed immense trust and bestowed abundant resources upon the Fang Shi, charging them with the daunting mission of discovering immortal beings and crafting miraculous elixirs that could grant eternal life. Yet, this grand promise concealed a glaring truth—neither immortals nor any elixir of immortality truly existed.

      The Fang Shi had made extravagant claims to Qin Shi Huang, boasting that they could uncover the secret to eternal life and ensure his reign would stretch on forever. Time and again, they ignited his hopes, only to dash them cruelly, leaving the emperor increasingly frustrated and disillusioned. Gradually, suspicion crept into his mind, and he began to see these practitioners as nothing more than charlatans peddling empty lies.

      As Qin Shi Huang advanced into what was then considered old age—his fifties—his paranoia only deepened. His mistrust extended well beyond the Fang Shi, seeping into his relationships with even his most trusted officials, casting a shadow of doubt and unease over the very heart of his court.

      On one of his imperial tours near Li Mountain, Qin Shi Huang caught sight of Chancellor Li Si’s convoy from a distance. The sheer size and grandeur of the entourage immediately drew his attention—and not in a favorable way. Muttering under his breath, he remarked, “The Chancellor’s entourage is quite impressive, perhaps excessively so.” Though just an offhand comment, it clearly revealed his displeasure.

      Not long after, on another imperial journey, Qin Shi Huang encountered Li Si’s convoy once more. This time, however, there was a noticeable difference: the Chancellor’s procession had been significantly scaled down.

      Qin Shi Huang was certain—there was no way Li Si would have reduced his convoy on his own. Someone must have leaked his earlier complaint. The emperor recalled grumbling about Li Si’s ostentatious display, muttering something along the lines of, “How dare his entourage outshine mine? Who does he think he is?” Yet these were merely casual remarks—no official reprimand, no formal orders. Still, somehow, the Chancellor got wind of it.

      He thought to himself, "It must have been someone close to me, someone within my inner circle. They’ve been running their mouths, spilling my words to Li Si. This is unacceptable! If even my casual musings can’t be kept private, what secrets could I possibly have?"

      For Qin Shi Huang, secrecy was the lifeblood of power. A ruler, he believed, must always cloak himself in mystery. No one—especially his officials—should ever glimpse his true thoughts or intentions. Yet now, it seemed, even those within his own household could not be trusted.

      This incident only fanned the flames of his paranoia. He began to suspect everyone around him, and his behavior grew more erratic by the day. Within the palace walls, he ordered secret tunnels to be carved between buildings. Instead of walking openly through the halls, he moved through these hidden passageways, known only to himself and a select few of his most trusted eunuchs. Even those tunnels were not permanent; he frequently had them redesigned and altered to maintain secrecy.

      Each night, he would sleep in a different chamber, keeping his whereabouts a complete mystery. Not even his closest attendants knew where he would rest, a deliberate tactic to thwart any assassination attempts.

      As his paranoia deepened, so did his desperate quest for immortality. The Fang Shi, once the recipients of his full trust, soon found themselves walking a razor’s edge. Qin Shi Huang grew increasingly ruthless in his demands. Should they fail to produce the elusive elixir of life, he threatened them with horrors beyond imagination: execution, mutilation, and even the annihilation of their entire families.

      The Qin legal system was already infamous for its brutality, and its punishments were merciless. The mildest might be tattooing the word “criminal” onto someone’s face. More severe penalties included cutting off noses, feet, or tongues. These gruesome punishments sowed fear not only among the Fang Shi but throughout the empire, striking terror into anyone who dared displease the emperor.

      The Fang Shi were terrified. They knew there was no way to produce the immortal elixir that Qin Shi Huang demanded, yet admitting this truth was out of the question. How could they possibly tell the emperor that the elixir simply didn’t exist?

      Caught in a grip of fear, the Fang Shi realized they had overpromised and utterly failed to deliver. Their nerves were constantly frayed, and behind closed doors, their frustrations toward Qin Shi Huang began to spill out.

      They whispered among themselves, “The emperor has lost his mind. He’s cruel and irrational, and we’re just waiting for the day he turns on us completely. Serving under such a ruler feels worse than death. But where could we even go? He’s swallowed up all the other kingdoms. He owns everything. We’re trapped. We just drew the short straw in history, serving under a master like this.”

      These complaints circulated within their circles, but as the saying goes, there are no walls without cracks. Not everyone among their ranks could be trusted, and some of those so-called confidants might have been eager to curry favor with the emperor.

      Word of these murmurs somehow reached Qin Shi Huang’s ears. Upon hearing them, he was furious. “Ungrateful fools! I feed you, clothe you, and grant you gold—and this is how you repay me? You have failed to bring me the elixir, and yet you dare to call me a tyrant behind my back?”

      At the same time, he also caught wind of murmurs among the Confucian scholars. They condemned his rejection of ancient traditions, saying things like, “He has abandoned the ways of the wise kings of old. No ruler who does so will end well.”

      Qin Shi Huang was seething. “Oh, so you think you’re so righteous, do you? Fine. You love to chatter, don’t you? Let me help you stay quiet—forever.”

      His solution was as brutal as it was swift: silence them permanently. And the method? A mass burial.

      The Qin state was no stranger to such ruthless acts. Back during the Battle of Changping, General Bai Qi had ordered the execution of 400,000 Zhao soldiers. These were strong, battle-hardened men, capable of fierce resistance, yet the Qin buried them alive without a second thought. Compared to that, what were a group of weak, unarmed scholars and Fang Shi?

      Outside Xian Yang, a colossal pit was dug. Qin Shi Huang rounded up 460 people—Confucian scholars, Fang Shi (alchemists and diviners), and anyone remotely connected to them, whether he knew them personally or not. Those who could be found were dragged out, marched to the pit, and buried alive.

      This ruthless act, together with the earlier burning of books, became known as Fen Shu Keng Ru—the Burning of Books and Burying of Scholars. It marked a merciless crackdown on intellectuals and culture, leaving a dark and lasting stain on Qin Shi Huang’s legacy.

      The consequences of these actions were profound. To many, this was not merely cruelty; it was an assault on the very foundations of Chinese culture. Dynasties and rulers may come and go, but Chinese tradition cherished the continuity of moral and cultural principles—what was called the dao tong, or orthodoxy. The teachings of legendary sages and rulers—Yao, Shun, Yu, Tang, Wen, Wu, the Zhou dynasty, and Confucius himself—were regarded as the eternal backbone of Chinese civilization, something far greater than any ruler’s fleeting authority.

      By obliterating ancient texts and silencing scholars, Qin Shi Huang was seen as a direct enemy of the ancient traditions. He was perceived as someone who not only abandoned but actively destroyed the time-honored ways of the sages, replacing wisdom with ignorance and misleading the people. For historians and scholars who later recorded his reign, these actions were unforgivable transgressions.

      For generations, Chinese historians wielded their pens like mighty weapons, crafting narratives that shaped legacies and defined reputations. The phrase 史笔如椽—meaning "brushstrokes as thick as beams"—captures the immense weight and power of a historian’s judgment. Those chronicling Qin Shi Huang’s rule made sure his image as a ruthless tyrant and despot was etched indelibly into history.

      From that moment onward, the label "暴君" (tyrant) became inseparable from Qin Shi Huang’s very name.
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