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      The Northern Song Dynasty: A History of China, PART THREE, takes you straight into the thick of one of China’s most turbulent eras, where big dreams met brutal politics. Wang Anshi’s sweeping reforms promised a stronger country—but what followed was tension, resistance, and court infighting that never let up. The emperor backed him, then doubted him. Ministers were pushed out, dragged back, and pushed out again. And when poets started getting punished just for writing the wrong lines (hello, Wutai Poetry Case), things got ugly fast.

      Behind the scenes, everyone wanted a piece of the throne. Cai Que wasn’t just playing politics—he was gunning for power. While the emperor sat in the shadows, others called the shots. Reforms were scrapped, then revived, and suddenly everyone had to choose a side. The Yuanyou Party Struggles weren’t just about policy—they were about survival. Meanwhile, the “avenger emperor” took the throne, tossing aside his own empress and rewriting the game.

      Then came Huizong. Young, gifted, and totally unprepared. With art on his mind and chaos at his feet, he walked into a court already on fire. The Cai family tightened its grip, and before long, real power lived outside the throne. Eunuchs stirred the pot. Ministers played king. And the emperor? He painted. As the empire cracked, nobody noticed—until it was too late.

      You’ll meet chancellors who pulled strings like puppet masters, and emperors who didn’t see the storm until it hit. Cai Jing rose like a rocket, surrounded by flatterers and backstabbers. The court turned into a battleground where loyalty got you nowhere and silence was safer than truth. These weren’t just bad decisions—they were disasters waiting to happen.

      It all builds to the Jingkang Incident—where everything crashes. You’ll feel it coming, but when it hits, it still shocks. This isn’t just history. It’s a slow-motion train wreck you can’t stop watching. Packed with drama, ambition, and betrayal, this book pulls you into the final chapters of the Northern Song—and doesn’t let go.
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      Wang Anshi and Emperor Shenzong of Song, as ruler and minister, implemented reforms that plunged the entire country into a state of turmoil and unrest. None of the old ministers in the court supported these reforms; their attitudes were highly unified, and they all strongly opposed the reforms. At that time, there were five chief ministers in the court. Among the common people, how were these five people described? They were referred to as “birth, old age, sickness, death, and suffering.” The “birth” referred to Wang Anshi. At that time, Wang Anshi was highly favored by the emperor and was at the height of his career, full of energy, as if he had an endless supply of vigor, exuding vitality in everything he did. “Old age” referred to Zeng Gongliang.

      Back then, Zeng Gongliang had gone to great lengths to recommend Wang Anshi to the emperor. He had his own ulterior motives, hoping to pull Wang Anshi to his side and form an alliance, thereby sidelining the then-chancellor Han Qi. Later, Han Qi voluntarily requested to step down as chancellor. After Wang Anshi entered the court, he quickly demonstrated great influence, far surpassing Zeng Gongliang. Zeng Gongliang was already old by then. Facing the vigorous reforms pushed by Wang Anshi, he lacked the ability and energy to stop the progress of the reforms, so he could only watch helplessly and do nothing. “Sickness” referred to Fu Bi. In his heart, Fu Bi actually opposed Wang Anshi’s reforms, but seeing Wang Anshi’s growing power and knowing he was no match for him, in order to protect his own reputation in court and avoid direct conflict with Wang Anshi, he could only feign illness to avoid the disputes brought about by the reforms.

      “Death” referred to Tang Jie, who became gravely ill from anger over Wang Anshi’s reforms and eventually passed away. “Suffering” referred to Zhao Bian, who was also a chief minister. He did not agree with the various measures implemented by Wang Anshi’s reforms. He wanted to stand up and oppose them but lacked the courage. Every day, he suffered in this state of inner conflict, clearly aware of the problems with the reforms but not daring to publicly express his opposition. He remained caught in this dilemma, living a very painful life.

      For this reason, people vividly used “birth, old age, sickness, death, and suffering” to describe these five chief ministers. So, what specific measures did Wang Anshi’s reforms introduce?

      In the face of so much opposition, let’s briefly introduce the main measures of Wang Anshi’s reforms. These measures can generally be divided into three main categories, with the core goal of enriching the country, strengthening the military, and reforming the imperial examination system. There is no doubt that Wang Anshi’s starting point in implementing these reforms was good—he hoped to change the current situation of the country and make it more prosperous and flourishing. The implementation of any policy ultimately depends on people to carry it out. In the actual process of execution, however, these policies gradually deviated from their original intentions. Take Wang Anshi’s financial management measures, for example, which included the Equitable Transport Law, the Green Sprouts Law, the Labor Recruitment Law, the Land Survey and Equalized Tax Law, the Agricultural Irrigation Law, and the Market Exchange Law, among others. At first glance, these measures all seemed quite reasonable, especially the Green Sprouts Law, which could be said to be at the core of Wang Anshi’s reforms. During the period each year when food supplies were running low, the government would provide loans or distribute grain to farmers to help them survive the famine. This was a valuable experience Wang Anshi had gradually accumulated through long-term practice during his years as a local official. After the farmers managed to survive the lean years, they only needed to pay 20% interest to the government. At first glance, this seemed like an excellent policy.

      The core of the Land Survey and Equalized Tax Law was to accurately measure the area of farmland and then determine the tax amount based on the quantity and fertility of the land. The bureaucrats and landlords, who owned large amounts of fertile land, were required to pay more taxes according to the regulations; whereas the farmers, who owned less and less fertile land, would naturally pay less tax. Before the Labor Recruitment Law was implemented, ordinary people were required to provide unpaid labor for the government. Now, if people were busy with farm work and didn’t want to serve, it was no longer a problem—they could just pay a certain amount of money to the government instead of serving. The government could then use this money to hire others to perform the labor. In theory, all these policies sounded quite good. However, once they were actually put into practice, the situation was not so optimistic.

      This was because local officials often took advantage of the opportunity presented by the reforms to exploit the common people. Take the Equitable Transport Law as an example: what exactly did it mean? For instance, Guangzhou was famous for its pearls and Sichuan for its silk. Merchants made a living by engaging in trade—they would transport pearls from Guangzhou to sell in Sichuan, and bring silk from Sichuan to sell in Guangzhou, earning profits from the price differences. Now, with Wang Anshi’s new policy, merchants were no longer allowed to conduct such business. Who would take over? The state would. In this way, the government would earn this money instead, and according to the original intention, it would not increase the burden on ordinary people, only harm the interests of those major merchants.

      However, the implementation of the Equitable Transport Law threw the entire country into chaos. Merchants abandoned their businesses one after another, and many even faced bankruptcy. Any business opportunity that offered a chance to make money was taken over by the reforms led by Wang Anshi. The emperor saw this and realized that it was clearly not viable. This was simply forcing merchants into a dead end, and after a period of trial, the actual results were also unsatisfactory. After all, who wouldn’t want to seize an opportunity to make money? If it’s something that everyone wants to do, why should only the government be allowed to do it? For example, if I have pearls in my hand, can’t I choose not to sell them? Why must I sell them to the government and let the government transport them to Sichuan for a profit? What if I simply refuse to sell? As a Sichuan native, if I possess Shu brocade and silk, can’t I choose not to sell them? Under such circumstances, the implementation of laws related to commerce and trade became increasingly difficult. However, the impact of the Green Sprouts Law was even more significant. Its influence spread throughout the entire country; it’s no exaggeration to say that every village was affected, involving millions of families. From wealthy landlords and gentry to ordinary people struggling for a single measure of rice, everyone deeply felt the effects of the Green Sprouts Law.

      Wang Anshi’s original intention in carrying out these reforms was to enrich the country and strengthen the military. But in the process of actual implementation, the officials responsible for enforcing the new laws took the opportunity to exploit the common people. As a result, the implementation of the new laws turned into ruthless oppression of the populace. Undoubtedly, this was a very important reason for the failure of Wang Anshi’s reforms.

      Especially the implementation of the Green Sprouts Law, which brought tremendous disaster to the entire country and the vast majority of its people.

      The Green Sprouts Law had three main objectives. First, it aimed to reduce the prevalence of usury, so that local gentry could no longer ruthlessly exploit the common people through high-interest loans. Second, it sought to provide timely assistance to farmers during the difficult periods when food was scarce, alleviating the hardships they might face due to food shortages and preventing them from resorting to rebellion out of hunger. Third, it was intended to increase government revenue. This third point meant that the measure could benefit both the farmers and the state, though it was disadvantageous to moneylenders, officials, and large landowners. These three objectives were supposed to complement and reinforce each other. However, when the Green Sprouts Law was implemented, local officials focused solely on the third point—increasing government revenue. In their eyes, the more revenue generated in their jurisdiction and handed over to the central government, the faster they could advance in their official careers. As for the other aspects, they ignored them completely, never considering whether the measure actually benefited the farmers, thinking it had nothing to do with them.

      As a result, the officials Wang Anshi sent to the localities, in order to curry favor with the chancellor and to increase local revenue, actually forced farmers to borrow money from the government. They didn’t care whether the farmers needed the loans or not; they simply insisted on lending the money. Officials would go directly to farmers’ homes and forcibly press the money into their hands, requiring the farmers to accept it. Moreover, after borrowing, the farmers were also required to find guarantors. If they failed to repay the loans when due, the government would send people to their homes to tear down their houses or seize their cattle, and officials seemed to take pleasure in collecting these debts in person.

      But normally, borrowing money requires collateral. Some farmers might say, “Our family is dirt poor, we have nothing at all—not even a decent possession, no house, no cattle. If you tear down our house, we’ll have nowhere to live; if you take our cattle, we don’t even have cattle—our fields are tilled entirely by our own hands.” So what could be done with such farmers? Actually, there was a solution. Since they had no money, the wealthier members of their family would be required to act as guarantors. Everyone knows that in ancient Chinese villages, especially those that formed naturally, most were developed by members of the same family sharing the same surname, all living together in the same place.

      Just like today in Beijing, there are still many place names that bear family surnames, such as Panggezhuang, Yuegezhuang, and so on. Most of the residents in these places share the same surname. Therefore, when poor members of a family borrowed money and were unable to repay it, the wealthier households were required to take on the responsibility as guarantors. In the end, not only did the farmers have to flee their hometowns because they could not bear the burden of debt, but even the landlords who acted as guarantors were also forced to escape. As a result, everyone in the entire village ran away, and the village became deserted.

      Under such circumstances, the Green Sprouts Law had completely deviated from its original intentions. It was meant to curb land annexation and protect the interests of farmers, but now it had become an evil law that brought disaster to the people, plunging them into deep misery and suffering, and causing widespread resentment. At that time, Han Qi, the Pacification Commissioner of Hebei, witnessed this situation and immediately submitted a memorial to Emperor Shenzong. In his memorial, he emphasized that the original intention of the Green Sprouts Law was good, meant to bring benefits to the people. However, some government officials were acting recklessly and lawlessly, and their misconduct had betrayed the people’s trust in the court and strayed from the court’s original intention of curbing land annexation and supporting the people. The result, as Han Qi stated to the emperor, was that not only did large numbers of people have to leave their homes to make a living, with farmers fleeing their land and even some landlords leaving as well, but the entire region was left desolate, with nine out of ten households empty.

      In light of this, Han Qi urgently advised the emperor to abolish the Green Sprouts Law as soon as possible. He earnestly stated that if the law was not abolished, these treacherous officials would continue to run amok, and in the end, they would inevitably plunge society into chaos and unrest, leaving the people without peace.

      Han Qi, as a senior official who had served under three emperors, was held in extremely high regard at court, and his words carried significant weight. The emperor might be skeptical of others, but he could not afford to doubt Han Qi. So, when the emperor received Han Qi’s memorial, he was suddenly awakened, sighing, “So this is how things really are!”

      Originally, the emperor believed that the Green Sprouts Law was a beneficial policy for the country and the people, but now he realized that most people opposed it. He quickly summoned Wang Anshi to the palace. When Wang Anshi arrived, the emperor handed him Han Qi’s memorial. After reading it, Wang Anshi was very angry and began to criticize it. He believed Han Qi’s memorial was a completely baseless and irresponsible report, and that it was precisely because the old laws had so many drawbacks and were so difficult to implement that the court had decided to introduce new laws.

      Moreover, Wang Anshi righteously declared that the implementation of the new laws was meant to curb land annexation, support the weak, and restrain the strong for the long-term interests of the country and the welfare of the people. It was not to satisfy His Majesty’s personal desires, nor was it for extravagant palace construction or other undertakings that would exhaust the people and waste resources. Therefore, he believed there was nothing inappropriate about the Green Sprouts Law. In his view, Han Qi’s actions were clearly a deliberate attack on the new laws, and even amounted to slandering the emperor.

      This time, however, the emperor did not blindly side with Wang Anshi as he had in the past, but instead ordered that several other high-ranking ministers also be summoned to discuss the matter.

      Soon, the other chief ministers arrived at the court. Chancellor Zeng Gongliang keenly perceived that the emperor was not taking a clear stand in support of Wang Anshi this time. Taking the opportunity, Zeng Gongliang expressed his own opinion, advocating that the Green Sprouts Law should be abolished. At this point, the emperor’s resolve began to waver. In the court, many ministers spoke up, expressing their dissatisfaction and opposition to the Green Sprouts Law promoted by Wang Anshi. It is important to note that if only one person points out a problem, it might be due to personal bias; if two say so, it could be a misunderstanding. But when almost all the civil and military officials in court believe there are drawbacks to the Green Sprouts Law, it forces a serious reconsideration of the policy. Seeing so many officials rise up in opposition to the Green Sprouts Law, the emperor could not help but wonder: was there truly something wrong with it? Thus, the emperor decided he could not rely solely on the words of the ministers, and stated that he would send people to conduct an in-depth investigation to understand the real situation of the Green Sprouts Law’s implementation.

      Amid the rising chorus of opposition from the ministers, Emperor Shenzong gradually developed deep doubts about the Green Sprouts Law advocated by Wang Anshi. Within the overall framework of Wang Anshi’s reforms, the Green Sprouts Law was like the cornerstone of a great edifice, occupying an extremely important position. If it were abolished, then the other new laws that complemented it would likely fall one after another, like dominoes. In that case, the grand political ideal that Wang Anshi had planned and strived for over many years would be reduced to nothing and come to naught.

      Faced with such a grave situation, what strategy would Wang Anshi adopt in response?

      Wang Anshi noticed that the emperor was no longer firmly supporting him, and he couldn’t help but feel resentful and disappointed. In a fit of anger, he used illness as an excuse to request sick leave from the emperor and stopped attending court to handle state affairs. Naturally, the emperor understood that Wang Anshi was not truly ill, but was merely sulking and shirking his responsibilities, which left the emperor somewhat displeased. In the past, the relationship between the ruler and his minister had been harmonious, almost like a honeymoon, as they worked hand in hand for the reform and development of the country. Now, with Wang Anshi behaving in this way, the emperor felt somewhat bitter. Still, recalling their former camaraderie, the emperor sent people to Wang Anshi’s residence to extend his regards.

      During Wang Anshi’s period of “illness” at home, Chancellor Zeng Gongliang believed this was a good opportunity to resolve the issue of the Green Sprouts Law, and suggested to the emperor that an edict be issued to abolish it immediately. However, Vice Minister Zhao Bian held a different view; he seemed to have his own unique considerations regarding this matter.

      Zhao Bian believed that for such an important matter as abolishing the Green Sprouts Law, it would be best to wait until Wang Anshi returned before making a decision. The emperor also dispatched two eunuchs to the local prefectures and counties to conduct on-the-spot investigations into the implementation of the Green Sprouts Law. When Wang Anshi learned that the emperor had developed doubts about the Green Sprouts Law and had sent people to investigate, he realized the gravity of the situation. He was well aware of the central role the Green Sprouts Law played in the entire reform system, especially in terms of fiscal policy. If the Green Sprouts Law were abolished, the overall reform effort would be severely affected. As a result, his “illness” immediately vanished, and he no longer feigned sickness at home; instead, he hurried back to court and threw himself back into the work of reform. If the new laws were abandoned halfway, all previous efforts would be wasted. Therefore, Wang Anshi quickly returned to his post and resumed his governmental duties. In order to stabilize the situation, he also sought to win over the two eunuchs whom the emperor had sent out to investigate.

      After returning to the palace, the two eunuchs reported to the emperor, “The situation is very stable at present. The common people praise the court’s measures enthusiastically and commend the government’s effective administration. Society is harmonious and united, presenting a scene of peace and stability—these are circumstances that Your Majesty might not be fully aware of.”

      After hearing these words, the emperor thought to himself: It seems that, after all, Wang Anshi’s judgment was correct, and Han Qi’s statements were somewhat exaggerated. Wang Anshi also seized the opportunity to speak, emphasizing that this matter could not be left unsettled—Han Qi had openly slandered the new laws, and there must be a response. So, in the name of the government—but in reality under Wang Anshi’s direction—a rebuttal was issued specifically targeting Han Qi’s memorial. When Han Qi learned of this, he was furious. After all, he was a veteran statesman who had served under three emperors and had assisted two sovereigns in ascending the throne, achieving great merits. Now, to be treated in such a way by a rising star like Wang Anshi, how could he not feel aggrieved? Disheartened and discouraged, Han Qi submitted a request to the emperor: “Your Majesty, I truly no longer wish to serve as the Pacification Commissioner of Hebei. From now on, I will only be responsible for the affairs of the Daming Prefecture circuit.” This was exactly what Wang Anshi wanted, so he promptly relieved Han Qi of his position as Pacification Commissioner.

      At this point, Vice Minister Zhao Bian was filled with deep regret. He thought to himself, “Why didn’t I follow Chancellor Zeng’s suggestion and simply abolish the Green Sprouts Law while Wang Anshi was on sick leave?” As a result, Wang Anshi returned, and the Green Sprouts Law continued to be implemented as before—nothing had changed. Thus, he submitted a memorial to the emperor, in which he detailed his own views on the new laws. He wrote, “I have long been hesitant and dared not offend Wang Anshi lightly. Now, I have made up my mind to report the truth as it is.” In his memorial, he proceeded to criticize the shortcomings of the new laws without reservation. He knew very well that Wang Anshi would not let him off easily. So, as soon as he submitted his memorial, he immediately offered his resignation to the emperor, saying, “Your Majesty, I no longer wish to serve as Vice Minister; I would like to take up a post in the provinces.” In this way, most of the officials who opposed Wang Anshi’s reforms were sent out to serve as local officials. Seeing this, Wang Anshi realized that he must employ his own trusted followers in the court to ensure greater support for the implementation of the new laws. Therefore, Wang Anshi promoted his student Li Ding and his confidant Lü Huaiqing to key positions in charge of the Censorate and Remonstrance offices. This meant that the group of officials originally responsible for remonstration had been almost entirely brought under Wang Anshi’s camp. These people, in the court and before the emperor, spared no effort in praising Wang Anshi and extolling the various benefits of the new laws he was implementing. In such a situation, Chancellor Zeng Gongliang found himself in a very passive position. Zeng Gongliang, already advanced in age, felt increasingly powerless in the face of Wang Anshi’s growing influence and the complex changes at court. With no other option, he earnestly memorialized the emperor, saying, “Your Majesty, your old servant is now advanced in years and my energy is greatly diminished. I truly find it difficult to fulfill the heavy responsibilities of Chancellor and humbly ask Your Majesty to allow me to retire from this post.” Taking into account Zeng Gongliang’s actual performance at court and the current situation, the emperor approved his request, saying, “If that is the case, you need not force yourself any longer. Go home and enjoy your remaining years in peace.”

      In order to ensure the smooth implementation of the new laws throughout the country, Wang Anshi adopted a series of measures. On one hand, he sidelined and suppressed officials in the court who opposed the reforms, eliminating obstacles to the reform process; on the other hand, he vigorously promoted those officials who openly supported the reforms. However, this approach also brought about some problems. Some individuals of poor character and impure motives, seeing that the reforms could provide them with opportunities for advancement, flocked to Wang Anshi’s side. Their support for the reforms was not out of a sense of responsibility for the country and the people, but simply in pursuit of personal high rank and wealth.

      So, under the manipulation of these self-serving individuals, how did the new laws, carefully crafted by Wang Anshi, gradually deviate from their original direction and lose their original intent?

      Take the Green Sprouts Law as an example. After this policy was introduced, it sparked intense debate both in the court and among the populace, with various opinions clashing and the situation not yet fully stabilized. At this time, the Act of Commutation for Labor Service (Buyi Law) was launched in quick succession. The initial intention of the Buyi Law was very good. Take farmers as an example: according to regulations, they were required to perform labor service for the state. However, if this coincided with the busy farming season—such as when the state was constructing large-scale projects (similar to the modern-day National Grand Theater)—the farmers’ wheat at home would be ready for harvest, and they would simply be unable to spare the time for corvée labor. According to the Buyi Law, farmers could pay a certain fee to the government, which would then use the funds to hire unemployed people from the market to undertake the labor required for these projects. This way, the farmers could focus on harvesting their crops without missing the farming season. In theory, this was a very reasonable and humane policy. However, the key issue lay in who implemented the policy. Wang Anshi’s reform philosophy advocated “increasing state revenue without adding to the people’s burdens,” that is, to strengthen the state’s finances without increasing the burdens on the common people. Some officials, however, only focused on the latter part—“increasing state revenue”—and thought only about how to amass wealth for the state. As long as they could increase fiscal revenue, they disregarded everything else.

      As for the Act of Commutation for Labor Service, these officials paid no attention to its core principles and original intention; they focused solely on collecting the commutation fees. Under the previous system, certain groups—such as lower-class households, female-headed households, and single-son households—were not required to perform labor service. For example, lower-class households were already in poor economic condition, and forcing them to do labor service would only add to their burden; female-headed households had no male labor force and naturally could not undertake such service; single-son households had only one son, and if he went to perform labor service, there would be no one left to farm the land at home. Yet, under the manipulation of these profit-driven officials, even these groups who had previously been exempt from labor service were now forcibly required to pay the commutation fee. As a result, people who originally did not have to serve were now obliged to pay to avoid service, which undoubtedly added to their burden.

      In this situation, the only remaining elder statesman in the court, Wen Yanbo, found it difficult to continue in office. He said to the emperor, “I really can’t stand Wang Anshi’s measures. Wouldn’t you agree this is the case?”

      Which of Wang Anshi’s measures did Wen Yanbo particularly object to? It was precisely the State Trading Law.

      So what is the State Trading Law? Simply put, it was a policy whereby the state implemented a monopoly on certain goods. The government established the State Trading Office to purchase unsellable goods. Take down jackets as an example: in the summer, the state would buy them at a price of 200 yuan each. Manufacturers of down jackets, in order to quickly turn their goods into cash and avoid inventory backlog and tied-up capital, would sell their down jackets to the state at a price of 200 yuan each.

      When winter arrived and people needed down jackets, the state would sell them at a price of 1,600 yuan each. In this way, didn’t the government profit from the difference? Therefore, Wen Yanbo found it truly incomprehensible that the State Trading Office was set up to buy goods at a low price and sell them at a high price. He could not bear to see the dignified Song court so obsessed with profit, especially for such paltry gains. As a result, he told the emperor, “This old minister can no longer keep up with the times or adapt to the changes in the current situation. I really cannot continue in this post.” The emperor tried to console Wen Yanbo, saying, “Beloved minister, please do not leave. Of the senior officials left behind by the late emperor, only you remain. Stay on. I know you do not like the new laws, but although most scholar-officials are displeased by legal reforms, what harm does this bring to the common people? Even if you feel unhappy, you should consider the people—their happiness is what matters.” Wen Yanbo replied, “Your Majesty, I govern the realm together with the scholar-officials, not together with the common people.” His meaning was clear: your rule relies on people like us, not on the ordinary people. Now that all of us no longer wish to serve, you are left alone—isn’t that so? Now you have become a solitary emperor; let’s see if you can manage the situation by yourself. At this, the emperor had no other choice, and Wen Yanbo also left the court. Less than a month after Wen Yanbo’s departure, a severe drought struck, turning the land barren and leaving the crops with no harvest. The drought directly triggered widespread famine, yet the exactions under the new laws did not pause for a moment.

      The Green Sprouts Law, the Act of Commutation for Labor Service, and other such tax measures continued relentlessly.

      In the sixth year of Xining in the Northern Song, a severe drought swept across the land. Amid the hardship of famine and the various harsh and extortionate new policies, the lives of the common people became extremely difficult. At this time, Wang Anshi introduced yet another new law, making the people’s days even more unbearable.

      To deal with the war against Western Xia, Wang Anshi enacted the “Horse Provision Law.” So what was the Horse Provision Law? In its wars against the Liao, Western Xia, and later the Jin and Yuan, the Song dynasty was often at a disadvantage, suffering far more losses than victories. One important reason was that the main force of the nomadic armies was cavalry, while the main force of the Song army was infantry. The reason the Song army relied on infantry was fundamentally the shortage of warhorses.

      How could the shortage of warhorses be solved? This is actually easy to understand, because at that time, China’s major pastures were not within the territory of the Song dynasty. Some of the main grazing lands that exist today were also not under Song control back then. Horses need to be raised on vast grasslands, but the Song dynasty did not have suitable land for raising horses. As a result, Wang Anshi implemented the “Horse Provision Law,” requiring every household to raise two military horses, precisely to solve the problem of not having state-run horse farms. Ordinary people would take the horses home to raise, with the rule that each household must keep two military horses. If you raised military horses, you didn’t have to pay taxes to the government or perform labor service. However, there was a condition: if the horse died, the people had to compensate the government. Think about it—is it really suitable for ordinary people to raise military horses at home? Military horses must be raised in large numbers and on a large scale. Once the horses were taken home, most of them were unlikely to survive for long. Even if the horses managed not to die, they would become little different from mules. They would only be fit for pulling mills or carts, and you couldn’t expect them to charge into battle. After all, how could ordinary people ride horses into battle every day, or constantly expose them to the environment of swords and spears on the battlefield? In this way, the horses essentially became beasts of burden. Therefore, in some households, the horses died, and in others, the horses lost their original good qualities; according to the rules, the people had to pay compensation to the government.

      It is clear that the original intention of the “Horse Provision Law” was quite good: by having ordinary people raise horses, the aim was both to reduce their tax and labor burdens and to ensure a steady supply of warhorses. In practice, however, the policy made the people bitterly complain. What’s more, raising horses was not a voluntary choice, but a compulsory requirement. As long as your family lived near the border area, you were required to keep two horses. People thought that by raising government horses they could avoid taxes, but if the horses died or became useless, they had to pay compensation out of their own pockets, making their lives a mess.

      These reforms introduced by Wang Anshi, which had seemed promising at first, ultimately provoked strong dissatisfaction among the people. Coupled with the severe drought and poor harvests at the time, the people’s lives became even harder. Seeing this, the emperor became uneasy. According to the popular belief of “correlation between Heaven and humanity” at the time, this was a warning from Heaven, indicating that there were problems in the emperor’s governance. Thus, the emperor issued a “self-criticism edict,” in which he deeply blamed himself, saying that it was all due to his own lack of virtue and wrongful actions that such a situation had arisen.

      After the emperor issued the “self-criticism edict,” he also called upon all the civil and military officials at court to offer their opinions and suggestions, in order to discuss why such a disastrous situation had arisen.

      At that time, most of the officials who opposed Wang Anshi’s reforms had already been driven out of the capital by Wang Anshi. It was difficult for the emperor to hear dissenting voices and different opinions. At this crucial moment, the appearance of a seemingly insignificant minor official, a palace gatekeeper, completely changed the situation in which Wang Anshi held power alone. So, who was this minor official, and by what means did he enable Emperor Shenzong of Song to learn the true situation after the reforms were implemented?

      At this critical juncture in history, the actions of a minor official named Zheng Xia largely determined the ultimate fate of Wang Anshi’s reforms. Zheng Xia’s duty was to guard the gates of the imperial palace, and during the years of famine, he witnessed the miserable condition of large numbers of refugees pouring into the capital. These refugees, young and old, wore ragged clothing and could not even guarantee their next meal, their faces showing the pallor of malnutrition. Especially when sandstorms struck, people seemed to be wrapped in dust, looking like terracotta warriors, their bodies covered in dirt, almost like clay figures. There were also those prisoners in shackles and chains, who had fallen into debt to the government and, out of desperation, were forced to sell off their property, even dismantling their own houses and removing roof tiles to pay off what they owed. Scenes like these caused Zheng Xia great anguish. He felt that the emperor, secluded deep within the palace, had no way of witnessing such misery, and that it was his own duty to inform the emperor about the suffering of the people.

      Zheng Xia was not just an ordinary gatekeeper, but also a talented painter. Using his artistic skills, he vividly depicted the tragic scenes of refugees he had witnessed. The painting he carefully created was titled Picture of the Refugees, and it brought to life the plight of the people, displaced and destitute. Afterwards, Zheng Xia wrote a memorial to the throne, intending to submit both the painting and the memorial to the emperor. Because his official rank was so low, however, it was not possible for every official in ancient China to submit a memorial directly to the emperor, nor was every official permitted to have an audience with him. Typically, only officials of the fifth rank or above had such opportunities, while local officials generally had to reach the third or fourth rank.

      Zheng Xia was merely a minor official guarding the gates of the imperial palace, much like an ordinary security guard, and meeting the emperor was as difficult as reaching the sky. He could not even enter the gate of the Central Secretariat. Under such circumstances, Zheng Xia had no choice but to rely on his connections with friends and use the channel of the Yintai Office to finally deliver his memorial and the Picture of the Refugees into the emperor’s hands. When the emperor read the urgent memorial submitted by the Yintai Office, at first he thought it was another minister offering advice. But when he unfolded the memorial, he discovered it was written by a minor official named Zheng Xia.

      Zheng Xia respectfully reported to the emperor that since last year, severe drought had swept the land, followed by a terrible locust plague. The crops in the fields had failed completely, and the people lost their food supply, forced to leave their homes and wander, falling into extreme hardship. He earnestly hoped His Majesty could immediately open the granaries and distribute grain to relieve the disaster-stricken people. At the same time, he suggested that the relevant departments carefully study and implement policies to reduce or exempt taxes, in order to lighten the people’s burdens.

      Zheng Xia spoke with deep anguish, saying that some officials in the court were now greedy by nature, pursuing only short-term gain and flattering their superiors, paying no heed to the life and death of the common people. For the sake of survival, the people had no choice but to sell their own children and dismantle their houses to sell the bricks and tiles. Such tragic scenes could be seen everywhere, shocking to behold.

      Zheng Xia went on, “I, your humble servant, have painted these tragic scenes I witnessed with my own eyes and respectfully present the picture to Your Majesty. What I have depicted is only part of what I have seen; in reality, the suffering Your Majesty has not seen with your own eyes is ten times more tragic than what appears in my painting. I earnestly beg Your Majesty to quickly find a way to change this dire situation.”

      Zheng Xia even swore an oath: “If Your Majesty takes measures to change the situation and there is still no rain within ten days, then please have my head cut off to punish me for deceiving the emperor.”

      When Emperor Shenzong heard this, he hurriedly picked up the refugee painting Zheng Xia had created and examined it closely. The miserable expressions of the refugees in the picture moved the emperor to tears. He carefully tucked the painting into his sleeve and returned to his chambers. Even before going to bed, he would often take it out again and again to look at it. Staring at the painting of the refugees, the emperor tossed and turned all night, unable to sleep.

      It should be known that the emperors of the Song dynasty were always benevolent and cared deeply for the people. Emperor Shenzong sincerely hoped to achieve the goals of enriching the country and strengthening the military through reform, so that the people could live peaceful and stable lives. However, the reality before him was something he had never anticipated—the reforms had unexpectedly turned into a human tragedy.

      Thus, on the following day, Emperor Shenzong issued an edict: the Green Sprouts Law and the Recruitment Law were to be suspended temporarily, and the other eighteen reform laws were to be abolished entirely. As soon as the news of the abolition of the reform laws spread, the whole country was filled with jubilation. Three days later, a gentle, continuous rain began to fall from the sky. Was this merely a coincidence, or was there something more to it? In any case, the rain truly did come. Ministers presented memorials to the emperor one after another, exclaiming, “Long live the emperor! His Majesty is wise and virtuous!”

      Looking at the ministers before him, the emperor suddenly asked, “Do you know why the rain has fallen from the sky?” The ministers, hearing this, hurried to flatter the emperor with all their rhetorical skill. At this point, the emperor ordered the refugee painting to be brought out and displayed it to the ministers, saying grimly, “Not one of you is willing to tell the truth; you are all deceiving me! Fortunately, young Zheng Xia informed me of the real situation.” With that, he sternly rebuked the ministers.

      When Wang Anshi heard about what Zheng Xia had done, he was greatly angered. He said furiously, “To file a report beyond one’s rank—what else is that but petitioning above one’s level? This is nothing but going over one’s superiors!” He rushed to see the emperor and anxiously said, “Your Majesty, the situation is not at all as serious as Zheng Xia has described. There are no such refugees. Zheng Xia must have ulterior motives; such a person should be put to death!”

      This time, the emperor did not listen to Wang Anshi. Instead, the emperor smiled gently and said, “My dear minister, you should first go and conduct a thorough investigation. Once the facts are clear, then we can discuss it further. There’s no need to speak so decisively at this point.”

      Realizing the emperor’s attitude, Wang Anshi understood that things could no longer proceed according to his wishes. Disheartened, he expressed that he no longer wanted to continue in office. Subsequently, he once again submitted his resignation to the emperor, deciding not to hold any official post any longer.
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      In the sixth year of Emperor Shenzong’s Xining reign during the Northern Song Dynasty, which corresponds to 1073 AD, Emperor Shenzong became emotionally stirred after viewing a depiction of refugees presented by the minor official Zheng Xia. Without consulting Wang Anshi or other members of the reformist faction, he hastily issued an edict to abolish the New Policies. Upon learning of this, Wang Anshi instantly felt disheartened. Like a wronged child throwing a tantrum, he resolutely submitted his resignation to the emperor.

      Seeing this, the other members of the reformist faction became deeply worried. They felt that, just as monkeys scatter when a great tree falls, if Wang Anshi left, they would lose their footing in the court and might even struggle to make a living. Thus, led by Lü Huijing, the reformists went to the palace in groups to petition the emperor. They earnestly said, “Your Majesty rises before dawn every day and eats only after nightfall, dedicating yourself wholeheartedly to the nation. You strive to strengthen the country and revitalize our Great Song Dynasty through reform. How can the reform measures be so easily abolished because of a few words from an arrogant person?” After listening, the emperor thought carefully and agreed that their words made sense. He also realized that his earlier decision was made impulsively after seeing the refugee illustration presented by Zheng Xia, and that the actual situation might not be that dire. Thus, the emperor issued another edict to reinstate the New Policies.

      However, during the restoration of the New Policies, the “Fangtian Jun Tax Law” within them was not continued. Although the New Policies were reinstated, Wang Anshi’s position had become extremely awkward. He seemed to have become the “rat crossing the street” in everyone’s eyes, condemned by the entire court.

      What was Wang Anshi to do? Except for a few members of the reformist faction, almost all civil and military officials jointly submitted petitions, unanimously requesting the emperor to remove Wang Anshi from office.

      Since Emperor Shenzong had reinstated the New Policies, he naturally hoped that Wang Anshi would continue to lead the reforms. Wang Anshi had always adhered to the principle that “public opinion is not worth worrying about,” so even the collective petitions of the officials opposing the reforms could not shake his determination, nor could they threaten his position as chancellor. So, what exactly made Wang Anshi so resolute in his decision to resign as chancellor?

      Grand Empress Dowager Cao, who was Emperor Renzong’s empress, as well as Empress Dowager Gao, both believed that the New Policies promoted by Wang Anshi had disrupted the order of the realm and were highly dissatisfied with him. One day, Emperor Shenzong went to the palace to pay his respects to the Grand Empress Dowager. The Grand Empress Dowager then said to Emperor Shenzong, “If the late emperor ever heard anyone speak of the hardships among the people, he would always inquire in detail as to what was really happening. For example, if he learned that some region had suffered from famine or some other calamity, Emperor Renzong would certainly issue an edict granting amnesty across the land. Now, I earnestly hope that you can be like your grandfather, and keep the people close to your heart.”

      Upon hearing this, Emperor Shenzong hurriedly replied to the Empress Dowager, “At present, the realm is at peace, all four quarters are united, society is harmonious and stable, and there will be no problems. You may set your mind at ease—the current situation is excellent.”

      Madam Cao then said, “If you truly believe that, then you are just trying to fool your grandmother. You’re clearly deceiving me—do you think I don’t know what is happening outside? I’ve heard that the Green Sprouts Law, the Service Exemption Law, and other such measures have led to widespread complaints among the people. Your Majesty, you should issue an edict to abolish these New Policies.”

      Emperor Shenzong hurried to defend himself: “All the laws established by the state are good laws; their purpose is to bring benefit to the people and let them prosper. This is true of all our statutes. It’s just that there are some corrupt and morally deficient officials. Those who attack the New Policies are clearly opposing the court. If we were to change this system, that would be even more of an affront to the court.”

      The Empress Dowager continued, “I am not concerned with how your New Policies actually are. Wang Anshi may indeed have some talent, but he is truly not suited to the office of chancellor. If you sincerely care for Wang Anshi, you should let him temporarily avoid this storm. Now that the whole country is criticizing him, how can your way of handling things be considered caring for him? Moreover, whenever people criticize Wang Anshi, they always mention that it was you who appointed him—why should you take on all this blame for his sake?”

      Emperor Shenzong said, “Among all the civil and military officials of the court, only Wang Anshi now shares my views—he is wholeheartedly committed to reform, striving for progress, and is full of innovative spirit. Most of the other officials simply occupy their posts without contributing anything, muddling along aimlessly. Therefore, I will absolutely not remove Wang Anshi from the court.” At this moment… at this moment, wasn’t his younger brother, Prince Qi, also present by the Grand Empress Dowager’s side? Hearing his elder brother speak in this way, Prince Qi could not help but interject. He respectfully said, “Every word the Grand Empress Dowager has spoken is filled with profound wisdom and truth. As the saying goes, ‘If you ignore the advice of the elders, you’ll soon suffer the consequences.’ The Grand Empress Dowager is now the most respected and venerable elder in our country. Therefore, elder brother, you should carefully consider and ponder the Grand Empress Dowager’s words. In those days, even Emperor Shenzong dared not go against the Grand Empress Dowager’s will. As your younger brother, I believe I too should follow her teachings.”

      No sooner had Prince Qi spoken these words than Emperor Shenzong vented all his frustration on him. Glaring angrily, Emperor Shenzong rebuked, “Silence! Is this a place for you to speak? Or do you mean to be the emperor yourself?” This scolding frightened Prince Qi terribly. He hurriedly fell to his knees, kowtowing repeatedly, tears streaming down his face in fear. One recalls how, in the past, a similar remark from Emperor Taizong led Zhao Defang to take his own life after returning home. This shows just how frequent fratricidal conflict was within the imperial family. As he kowtowed, Prince Qi wept and pleaded, “I deserve ten thousand deaths for my crime, I deserve ten thousand deaths! I absolutely did not mean that, Your Majesty, please do not say such things.” Thus, the conversation among the three ended on a sour note.

      Later, news of the tragedies among the people brought about by the reforms reached Madam Cao. Her heart ached for them, and with tears in her eyes, she summoned Emperor Shenzong to the palace. With hope in her voice, Madam Cao said to Shenzong, “Good grandson, your grandmother is begging you. Wang Anshi will surely use his New Policies to throw the realm into chaos. You must listen to your grandmother, and you must also heed your mother, Empress Dowager Gao. What do you intend to do about this matter?”

      At this point, having seen the illustration of the refugees drawn by Zheng Xia, Emperor Shenzong no longer trusted or supported Wang Anshi as he once did. His resolve began to waver, and he could not help but wonder: Had he really chosen the wrong man? Was the idol he once so deeply admired nothing but an empty name?

      As chancellor, Wang Anshi was naturally well informed. He, too, heard that the Grand Empress Dowager and the Empress Dowager were dissatisfied with him. Although the emperor’s power in this world was supreme and unmatched, even the emperor had a mother and a grandmother. Throughout the ages, emperors had ruled the realm with benevolence and filial piety, with “filial piety” always given primacy. Therefore, since even the emperor’s grandmother harbored resentment toward him, Wang Anshi felt it was no longer appropriate to remain in the capital. After all, the capital was a place rife with intrigue and disputes—not a place to linger for long. Thus, Wang Anshi repeatedly submitted memorials, requesting to leave the capital. The emperor sent envoys, earnestly trying to persuade and retain him time and again. But Wang Anshi’s mind was made up, he was absolutely determined to leave.

      Seeing Wang Anshi’s resolve, the emperor had no choice but to grant his request. Subsequently, the emperor appointed Wang Anshi as Minister of Personnel and Grand Academician of the Guanwen Hall, assigning him to take office in Nanjing, which was then known as Jiangning Prefecture.

      Although Wang Anshi resolutely resigned from his post and departed the capital, he still hoped to continue promoting the reforms in his heart. So, what methods would he use to push forward the implementation of the reforms? And could these methods truly achieve the desired results?

      Wang Anshi recommended two people to Emperor Shenzong as his ideal successors. One was Han Jiang, whom he hoped would assume the role of chancellor. Han Jiang was hailed by many as the “Transmitting Monk of Reform” among the reformist faction, possessing unique insights and abilities regarding the reform measures. The other was Lü Huijing, who was appointed as Vice Minister, or Vice chancellor. Lü Huijing was praised as the “Protector Deity of the Law,” renowned for his steadfast stance and outstanding skill in upholding the implementation of the reforms. By leaving these two behind—one to inherit the reformist ideals and the other to safeguard the achievements of reform—Wang Anshi hoped they would join forces to carry on his reformist path. Emperor Shenzong accepted both of Wang Anshi’s recommended candidates.

      After Wang Anshi’s departure, Han Jiang and Lü Huijing were indeed, at first, deeply grateful for Wang Anshi’s support and strictly adhered to the reformist line he had established. Just as Cao Shen of the early Western Han dynasty adhered to Xiao He’s old policies, they dared not deviate in the slightest from Wang Anshi’s established course, resolutely implementing his policies and principles.

      One important reason why Wang Anshi’s reforms were ultimately abolished was his improper use of personnel. It should be noted that renowned virtuous scholars such as Sima Guang, Ouyang Xiu, and Su Shi—all famous throughout the land—did not support his reforms. Left with no choice, Wang Anshi had to select supporters of reform from among the lower and middle ranks of the court, promoting them to assist him in carrying out the changes. In this wave of reform, a portion of these people were not truly committed to advancing the reforms; their main goal was to obtain official positions. Following the conventional path of promotion, advancing step by step, it would have been very difficult for them to rise to high office. So what did they do? They came up with a plan: they pretended to be extremely enthusiastic about the reforms. Since at that time Minister Wang (Wang Anshi) was vigorously pushing his reforms, whenever he saw someone displaying support, he would promote them. Once promoted, they could ascend to powerful positions and become high-ranking officials. Thus, among the reformist faction, quite a number of individuals were seeking fame and fortune rather than being true believers.

      These people did not necessarily agree with the reformist agenda. Take Lü Huijing, who was reputed to be the deputy leader of the reformers—he was in fact a petty, power-hungry opportunist.

      At first, Wang Anshi appreciated and promoted Lü Huijing. Under Wang Anshi’s protection, Lü Huijing outwardly gave his full support to Wang Anshi’s reform measures. But after Wang Anshi left the capital, Lü Huijing revealed his true colors. As the saying goes, "Tiger-hunting requires brothers; going to war requires fathers and sons." Now that he had assumed the important position of Vice Minister (Can Zhizheng Shi), Lü Huijing began to promote his own cronies on a large scale, starting with his own family and relatives. Truly, “when one rises to power, even the chickens and dogs ascend to heaven.” His brothers Lü Shengqing and Lü Heqing were both given official posts through his arrangements. Perhaps the most ridiculous case was his brother Lü Shengqing. This man had little learning or talent, and cared for nothing but money—his mind was utterly consumed by thoughts of wealth. Yet Lü Huijing arranged for this brother, whose mouth was full of nothing but talk of money, to hold a position that required cultural refinement—the post of Collator at the Imperial Library. This position, like the heads of the Imperial College or National Academy, entailed explaining books to the emperor. When Lü Shengqing’s turn came to instruct the emperor in literature, everything went awry.

      For example, when the emperor asked him about the meaning of a particular phrase from the Four Books or the Five Classics, Lü Shengqing, after only a few words, would begin steering the conversation toward the topic of money. To give an illustration: Emperor Shenzong of Song once asked why Confucius said, “Only women and petty men are hard to deal with.” Lü Shengqing started making things up, claiming that women liked to buy all kinds of cosmetics, resulting in huge expenses, and so on, rambling off topic. Yet such a person was still promoted to the post of Collator at the Imperial Library. This clearly shows just how unreliable Lü Huijing was in his appointments. Lü Huijing himself felt quite pleased about the situation; look—even his brother, who talked only of money, was still able to serve in office, as if the work of collating and explaining texts was child’s play.

      It was well known that Emperor Shenzong relied heavily on Wang Anshi to implement reforms, which many officials strongly opposed. Thus, the court was divided into two major camps: the reformists and the conservatives.

      In reality, Lü Huijing was not a true supporter of the reforms; he was simply someone who leveraged his power for personal gain. What consequences would Wang Anshi’s trust and reliance on such a man bring? And how did Lü Huijing manipulate every opportunity to eliminate dissenters and monopolize power?

      Under the banner of reform, Lü Huijing acted with utter recklessness. As long as someone disagreed with him—regardless of their original faction, even if they had once belonged to the reformist camp—he would not hesitate to drive them out of the court, or even try to destroy them completely.

      For example, when Wang Anshi was implementing the Market Exchange Law, there was an official in charge named Lü Jiawen. In the course of enforcing the law, in order to highlight his own achievements, Lü Jiawen often increased the burdens on the common people, repeatedly collecting extra taxes. As a result, those under his administration reported the matter to Emperor Shenzong. Upon hearing this, Emperor Shenzong summoned Wang Anshi for questioning, asking, “What’s going on with Lü Jiawen? Is he abusing public funds? So many people have complained about him—how should this be handled? Is there something wrong with the Market Exchange Law itself?” The emperor’s questions were perfectly reasonable, yet Wang Anshi became agitated. At that time, Wang Anshi had not yet resigned as chancellor; he was so worked up that he nearly sprayed saliva onto the emperor’s face—his agitation was evident. In the end, he actually advised the emperor, saying, “Your Majesty, you are bogged down in trivial administrative matters and do not truly understand what it means to possess the grand talents and strategies of an emperor.” If someone had dared to tell an emperor in the Ming or Qing dynasties—especially the Ming—that he did not understand the grand strategies of statecraft, they would have been torn to pieces on the spot. Fortunately, this was the Song dynasty, and the emperor was Shenzong, who did not take these words to heart; he merely wiped the spittle from the corner of his mouth and asked, “Then in your opinion, what should we do? We need to resolve this matter. Since we’ve received letters from the people, we must respond. What should be done?”

      Wang Anshi then offered a suggestion, asking who had reported the issue. Upon learning that Lü Jiawen had been accused—and that Lü Jiawen was also a member of the reformist faction—he found out that the person who reported Lü Jiawen was Zeng Bu, the Director of the Three Departments. Zeng Bu despised Lü Jiawen’s sycophantic, self-serving ways and the fact that he would even frame his colleagues, so Zeng Bu exposed Lü Jiawen’s misdeeds.

      Lü Huijing and Zeng Bu had always been at odds. After Wang Anshi was dismissed as chancellor, Lü Huijing was promoted to the position of Vice Minister (Can Zhizheng Shi). Upon taking office, his first thought was to drive Zeng Bu out of the court. Thus, he instructed officials from the Central Secretariat to gather evidence, attempting to prove that Zeng Bu had falsely accused Lü Jiawen. Zeng Bu, however, brought detailed account books and precise statistical data, clearly exposing Lü Jiawen’s corruption and malpractices, and also pointed out that the Market Exchange Law had not increased the state's revenue, while highlighting its inherent flaws. Lü Huijing, working behind the scenes, tampered with the figures that Zeng Bu submitted. As a result, the emperor’s trust in Zeng Bu was completely destroyed; he lost all confidence in him. Lü Huijing then advised the emperor that, while it was true Lü Jiawen had over-collected taxes, the problem was not as previously claimed, but rather lay in other economic issues. Consequently, the emperor issued an edict, ordering both Zeng Bu and members of the Lü family to be removed from the capital and demoted to local posts. It must be said that Lü Huijing’s maneuver was a classic case of killing two birds with one stone: he eliminated Wang Anshi’s protégé Lü Jiawen and also rid himself of his political adversary Zeng Bu, allowing him to monopolize power. Such conduct drew the attention of other high officials in the court.

      At this time, there was a minor official skilled in painting named Zheng Xia, who once again presented two paintings to the emperor. This time, he depicted several famous figures from the Tang dynasty, including the virtuous ministers Wei Zheng, Yao Chong, and Song Jing, as well as the treacherous officials Li Linfu and Lu Qi. The first three were renowned for their loyalty to the ruler and their tireless service to the state, while the latter two were infamous for bringing disaster to the country and disrupting the government. The two paintings were entitled Portraits of Upright and Loyal Ministers of the State and Portraits of Treacherous and Mediocre Ministers. The implication was obvious: Lü Huijing was being compared to Li Linfu and Lu Qi, and in contrast to the virtuous ministers Wei Zheng, Yao Chong, and Song Jing, the difference was as great as between heaven and earth.

      Upon learning of this, Lü Huijing flew into a rage, feeling that Zheng Xia had become addicted to painting and was blatantly alluding to him. As a result of his scheming and manipulation, Zheng Xia was exiled to the distant island of Hainan on the charge of slandering court officials. In the Song dynasty, there was an unwritten rule that the harshest punishment for civil officials was to exile them to remote islands such as Hainan. Now, Lü Huijing, by forming factions for personal gain and excluding dissenters while holding great authority in the court, wielded power even more absolutely than Wang Anshi had in his prime.

      Although Lü Huijing enjoyed immense power and prestige in the court, he always had a nagging worry deep in his heart—namely, Wang Anshi, who was far away in Jiangnan. He was constantly anxious that Wang Anshi might one day return to the court, for Wang Anshi had deep roots and great prestige among the officials. If Wang Anshi were to come back, everything Lü Huijing had painstakingly built would be lost, and his own position would become precarious. Because of this, Lü Huijing went to great lengths to suppress and frame Wang Anshi, using every means at his disposal. When a relative of Wang Anshi became involved in a treason case, Lü Huijing seized the opportunity to make a fuss, trying to implicate Wang Anshi and utterly destroy his reputation.

      In order to gain complete control over the court, Lü Huijing did not hesitate to employ all kinds of despicable tactics. He blatantly promoted his own supporters and cronies, while suppressing political enemies whose views differed from his own—his actions reached outrageous extremes. What was even more intolerable was that he did not even spare his former mentor, Wang Anshi, ruthlessly persecuting him as well.

      What Lü Huijing never expected was that his actions not only failed to further secure his power, but instead paved the way for Wang Anshi’s return to the court. So, what exactly happened?

      Lü Huijing’s behavior provoked widespread dissatisfaction, and among those who most disapproved was the chancellor Han Zhang. However, Han Zhang was rather indecisive by nature, always hesitant when faced with difficult situations. Although he frequently argued with Lü Huijing at court, trying to put a stop to his misdeeds, he always came out on the losing side in their confrontations and was unable to effectively check Lü Huijing’s power. As a result, Han Zhang deeply missed Wang Anshi, who was far away in Nanjing, and longed for him to return to the court to take charge and curb Lü Huijing’s rampant arrogance. So Han Zhang secretly submitted a memorial to Emperor Shenzong, asking whether it might be possible to recall Wang Anshi to the court.

      When Lü Huijing learned of this, he was filled with fear. He hurried to speak ill of Wang Anshi in front of Emperor Shenzong, racking his brains to slander Wang Anshi and undermine his image in the emperor’s eyes.

      However, Lü Huijing failed to consider that his own relationship with the emperor was far less deep than that between Wang Anshi and the emperor. The emperor was a staunch supporter of Wang Anshi; as the saying goes, “outsiders cannot come between those who are close,” but Lü Huijing never understood this.

      In the end, the emperor issued an edict reinstating Wang Anshi. Not only was the edict delivered to Wang Anshi himself, but even the memorial in which Lü Huijing opposed the emperor’s appointment of Wang Anshi was sent to Wang Anshi as well. As a result, Wang Anshi was extremely angered when he saw the situation. At first, upon reading the edict, he was inclined to decline the appointment. But when he caught sight of Lü Huijing’s memorial, he was instantly furious, cursing in his heart, “You treacherous and deceitful scoundrel! How dare you repay kindness with enmity—truly shameless!” He made up his mind: “I must return and teach you a lesson!”

      Thus, Wang Anshi had no further intention of refusing; he immediately packed his belongings and set off. It took him only seven days to arrive in the capital, Tokyo Bianliang—present-day Kaifeng. It should be noted that in those days, travel was entirely by horseback or sedan chair, unlike the fast and convenient trains of today. For him to travel from Nanjing to the capital in just seven days was truly remarkable.

      Upon his arrival in the capital, Wang Anshi was restored to his former position and once again became chancellor. At this time, Lü Huijing was serving as vice chancellor. Seeing Wang Anshi’s return, Lü Huijing secretly thought, “My nemesis has arrived!” He knew full well that Wang Anshi would not let him off easily for all the disgraceful things he had done, and that he would surely be held to account.

      To deal with the situation, Lü Huijing entered the palace to see the emperor, feigning sincerity and expressing his desire to resign. He even said to the emperor, “Your Majesty, between Wang Anshi and myself, only one of us can remain.” What the emperor wanted was for the reformist faction to unite and work together, since they were all committed to the common goal of implementing reforms. Therefore, the emperor tried to reassure Lü Huijing, saying, “You should stay.”

      Seeing that the emperor was intent on supporting him, Lü Huijing thought to himself, “With the emperor backing me, my act of pretending to resign has served its purpose.” And so, he decided to remain in office.

      Although Lü Huijing ultimately remained in office, during the period when Wang Anshi was away from the capital, he had promoted and appointed many of his own followers and cronies. Now, with the situation having changed, these people began to switch allegiance one after another. Just like the flags atop the city walls that constantly change to reflect the reigning lord, the political landscape was ever-shifting. Why was this the case? The reason was simple: in the eyes of these individuals, Wang Anshi was a much sturdier and more reliable tree to lean on than Lü Huijing. As a result, many people turned to support Wang Anshi. Among them was Deng Wan, the Vice Minister of the Censorate, who had previously aligned himself with Lü Huijing. As the chief of the remonstrance officials and the leader of the admonitory ministers, he now chose to side with Wang Anshi. Of course, if one wished to join Wang Anshi, it was only proper to present a token of goodwill as a gesture of sincerity. Deng Wan knew that Wang Anshi’s son, Wang Pang, abhorred Lü Huijing to the utmost degree. Thus, Deng Wan took great pains to gather evidence of Lü Huijing’s illegal acts, such as accepting bribes, extorting money, and using his power to forcibly purchase farmland from the common people. After collecting ample evidence, Deng Wan handed it over to Wang Pang, who then passed it on to Wang Anshi. Upon receiving the evidence, Wang Anshi immediately submitted a memorial to the court regarding these matters. Since there was both testimonial and physical evidence, Emperor Shenzong, after careful deliberation, ultimately decided to dismiss Lü Huijing from his important post as Vice Minister, reassigning him as Prefect of Chenzhou.

      During that period, the Song dynasty’s civil officialdom had a unique bureaucratic culture. Except for the most serious crimes such as treason, other offenses were often treated rather leniently. For example, in cases of corruption and bribery, officials would not face the kind of strict investigations and harsh punishments seen in later eras; at worst, they would simply be removed from their current position and assigned to another locality to continue their official career.

      The year after Wang Anshi returned to the court, the empire encountered some unusual circumstances. First, there was a famine, and then a comet appeared in the sky. In fact, from a scientific perspective, the appearance of a comet is not inherently a disastrous event. However, in the mindset of ancient people, a comet was akin to an ominous “broom star” and regarded as a sign of misfortune. Ancient people, adhering to the principle of the correspondence between heaven and humanity, believed that the appearance of a comet was heaven’s warning to the ruler, suggesting that certain policies or actions of the sovereign might be improper.

      Emperor Shenzong was deeply troubled by this and summoned Wang Anshi to the palace to ask him about the cause of the comet’s appearance. The emperor also expressed his concern, asking whether the common people might have some objections to the newly implemented laws. Wang Anshi had always held the view that “changes in heaven are not to be feared.” When he heard the emperor mention that the people might have opinions about the new laws, he was quite displeased. In a firm tone, he stated that there was no need to pay too much attention to what the common people thought. In his view, even if the people experienced extremely cold or hot weather, they would inevitably complain, and such complaints were nothing to worry about.

      Wang Anshi’s original intention in promoting the reforms was to enable the common people to live better lives. Yet at this moment, when he sensed that Emperor Shenzong seemed to have reservations about the new laws, he would say such things. What Wang Anshi did not expect, however, was that Emperor Shenzong did not take his side. The emperor retorted, asking whether the people were not even allowed to complain about severe cold or heat. In the past, those accustomed to the old laws could still voice their grievances—was it now the case that even this right to complain was being taken away from them? Wang Anshi noticed that Emperor Shenzong was no longer as supportive as before, and so he began to sulk, citing illness as a reason not to attend court and handle state affairs. When Emperor Shenzong heard about this, he promptly sent people to comfort Wang Anshi. At this point, one of Wang Anshi’s subordinates offered him a suggestion: “Now that His Majesty is once again sending people to retain you, why not propose that all the new laws be fully reinstated and see if he agrees? If he does, you can return to office and continue governing; if not, you can keep feigning illness and stay away.” As it turned out, the emperor truly could not do without Wang Anshi, and issued an edict stating that all the new laws could be completely restored.
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