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Introduction


 


No other system of government on earth ruled for so long over so many people as the empire of China. Even taking the last possible date for its foundation – 221 BC – it remained in place for over two millennia, during which 157 emperors sat on the Dragon Throne.


From various capitals, the empire governed a domain the size of a continent, which grew to 3.7 million square miles at its peak and contained hundreds of millions of inhabitants. Imperial dynasties saw their realm as the centre of the world (the Middle Kingdom), enjoying superiority over all others, whatever the vicissitudes of the ruling house. Some emperors lived up to the claim, but many fell short. However, doubt about the system was not on the agenda. China’s rulers drew on a national self-confidence, based on the early evolution of Chinese civilization. The nation had progressed from the prehistoric peoples of the Lower Yellow River Valley through the Bronze Age to create a culture producing a wealth of technological inventions and brilliant achievements in painting and literature, porcelain and bronze work, silk, sculpture and carving.


Monuments spoke of the majesty of empire, epitomized by the Forbidden City in Beijing, with the Tiananmen Gate from which edicts were lowered before being taken to all corners of the realm. Across the empire the homes of gentry and officials, with their carefully organized gardens and precisely disposed interiors, epitomized order and serenity – however tempestuous conditions outside their walls. Social customs constituted an art form in themselves, while Chinese writing, as well as being the earliest, was also – through calligraphy – the most artistic of scripts.


The mythical Chinese dragon, standing for power, became a symbol of empire, depicted in imperial yellow with five claws on each foot. The throne was known as the Dragon Throne, and dragon motifs were carved into palaces, including in the Forbidden City in Beijing. Associated with yang (male) properties, the dragon was described under the Han dynasty as having the trunk of a snake, the tail of a whale, the face of a camel, the claws of an eagle, the feet of a tiger, the scales of a carp, the antlers of a stag and the ears of a bull. A dragon ruled over each of the seas around China. Like their inland counterparts, when roused to anger, these creatures were held to unleash great storms and floods.


Unlike European empires, the dynasties of China ruled over a single landmass. Their fleets might roam the oceans and they might accept tribute from other Asian states, but their conquests led them only to territories adjoining the Middle Kingdom. Still, their domain was vast and diverse, taking in mountains and plains, forests, rice paddies and grain lands, great rivers and a coastline stretching from the frozen wastes of Manchuria in the north to the humid semi-tropical jungles of the southwest.


Over the course of two millennia the empire saw an enormous rise in its population. The number of its subjects doubled from 60 million in AD 200 to 120 million in 1000, and rose more or less steadily to 500 million by 1900. Although the expanding empire was dominated numerically by the Han people, it was populated by 100 or more minorities. Two dynasties, the Yuan and the Qing, came from beyond the Great Wall which marked – not always very effectively – the frontier between China proper and the great northern steppes, whose nomads were a constant threat to the Sons of Heaven. As well as the nomads, traders arrived from Central Asia, seafaring merchants landed in the south and Buddhism was imported from India. Thus, the empire was usually a good deal more open to the world than is suggested by the familiar image of rulers clinging to their traditions in the Forbidden City.


There were differences within the majority population. While sharing a common written script, which most could not read, they spoke many dialects, so that people from one region were unable to understand those from another. For over 1000 years of empire, the centre of power lay in northern China and the lands of the Yangzi and beyond were regarded as barbarian territory.


Physically, the Han ranged from the tall, sturdy people of Shandong in the northeast to the smaller, more slightly built inhabitants of the south. Habits and customs varied widely. People in the eastern coastal cities were traders; those in Beijing and the earlier capital of Xi’an in the north treasured their scholastic traditions. Southerners ate delicate seafood dishes and rice; the inhabitants of Sichuan in the west and Hunan in the centre doused their fare in fiery spices.


For long periods the empire was riven by fighting between regional warlords. Some rulers were chased from their capitals by rebels, and overthrown. Factions jostled for power at court, supporters of princes or dowager empresses jockeying with officials, generals, eunuchs and concubines. While the emperors in the capital enjoyed nominal sway, poor roads and forbidding terrain hampered communications; at times, the ruler commanded only a small part of the empire shown on the map. Although Confucianism was the bedrock of the imperial system, Buddhism and Taoism were widely adopted and other creeds and belief systems abounded.


For all these reasons, the traditional picture of an unchanging realm moving in stately fashion through the centuries as emperors conducted timeless rituals and peasants laboured in the same way in fields across China was fractured time and again by reality. The First Emperor sought to order everything by legislation, imposing a draconian system of control to mobilize the population in the service of the state. The model he set remained a template; it was continually tested by the movement of history, the personal vagaries of rulers and the sheer task of holding together such a huge and varied empire.


Still, the system that evolved from the earliest days of empire proved remarkably resilient. The theory of the Mandate of Heaven handed down by the gods to the ruler meant that the underlying imperial tradition could be maintained as dynasties came and went, taking power when the divinities smiled on them and being toppled when their behaviour angered the gods. The theory promised that the benevolent father of the people who looked after the masses in proper fashion could be sure of a long reign but, when self-interest prevailed, he and his dynasty were on the downward slope. If a ruler led armies into disastrous wars, murdered his siblings or wasted the treasury on extravagances, the Mandate would be withdrawn, and the gods’ displeasure manifested by disasters and cosmic signals. Once that judgement had been delivered, a fresh ruler would take over at the head of a new ruling house, and the empire would continue.


A class of mandarin officials – many of them chosen by examination to select the best and brightest – served the throne, overseeing the administration of the realm both at the centre and in the provinces. They excelled in the classical texts which formed the parameters of their reasoning. However, this meant that, brilliant though they might be as individuals and as a class, they were creatures of the system, their book learning having little relationship with practical matters. They were major cogs in a top-down flow of authority, which began with the emperor at the summit and then involved minutely calibrated layers of rank in which, it was said, every man regarded those above him as tigers to be feared and those below him as dogs to be kicked.


Imperial China produced a vast array of inventions. The development of silk weaving has been traced back to 2000 BC, while the first historical dynasty, the Shang, was associated with the growth of bronze working in the second millennium BC.


Chinese inventions, a few of which were paralleled elsewhere, included paper made from plant pulp (initially used for clothing), and thus paper money, writing, woodblock printing and movable type. Steel and the blast furnace were also invented in China, as were the compass, the crossbow, the horse collar and stirrups, scissors, the abacus, chopsticks, gunpowder, fireworks and porcelain. Wheelbarrows were invented to facilitate the moving of loads; playing cards were made to pass the time; matches were developed to provide fire, and waxed umbrellas to keep off rain and the sun’s rays. Europe received its first substantial imports of tea from China, and Chinese cuisine followed.


Chinese physicians pioneered surgery and nutritional care, and the pulse was taken in making a diagnosis. This was followed by the first book on pharmacology and the application of anaesthetic powder in surgery in the second century AD.


Though China was not known as a great maritime nation, its huge treasure ships of the Middle Ages outdid anything seen in Europe at the time. Less spectacularly, the Chinese invented the paddle boat. Some would claim that their invention and use of kites was a precursor to flight.


One of the great questions of history is why the Chinese fell behind the West in manufacturing in late imperial times. The answer seems to be that most inventions were not developed or linked to the broader economy as they were in Europe and North America. Inventors did not become entrepreneurs. Despite advances in mathematics and astronomy, practical science was not much valued in the Confucian system; for some, invention presented a threat to the harmony that man should seek.


The self-sufficient imperial system adopted the new techniques through the centuries, but there was no drive to pursue research, no national marketing or capitalist backing. Some discoveries were only belatedly turned to practical use, for example the compass, which was originally used for feng shui divination. As the emperor told a British emissary at the end of the 18th century, China had everything it needed. Given the array of innovations dating back thousands of years, his attitude was understandable. But, before the next century was out, the empire would learn that it could not live on its past.


To its end, imperial China remained a predominantly agricultural and rural society, male-dominated and focused on the paternally led family and its lineage. Trade and industry were ranked at the bottom of the Confucian scale. Though there were rich business families, the middle class was tiny, and depended largely on official favour. The way China operated militated against the emergence of a bourgeoisie.


Despite all the upheavals during the two millennia of imperial history, there was no dynamic to alter the system. As land clearance increased and the acreage of agricultural land and new crop strains were introduced, China generally grew just enough food to feed its people, even if most still did not have much to eat. This broad state of self-sufficiency further enhanced conservatism.


Personalities surged out of history, from the commanding figure of the First Emperor to the formidable dowager empress Cixi, who dominated the court for most of the last half-century of empire. There were commanders who grabbed the throne and expansionists who sent armies deep into Central Asia. The seventh century saw the extraordinary Wu Zetian credited with abominable cruelties towards her rivals but also hailed as an early champion of the rights of women to rule. There was a string of inferior rulers, incompetent despots and wastrels, crazed murderers and dreamers. Centuries passed in which the country was torn between regional warlords and pretenders to the Mandate of Heaven, whose dynasties lasted for only a score of years. There were repeated invasions from the north and, at the end, incursions by the West and Japan. The strength of the empire founded in 221 BC was that it managed to continue until its own internal weaknesses caused it to implode in 1912.


That the imperial dynasties were able to survive from the dawn of history to the age of electricity and the railway makes the Chinese empire unique. Whatever their failings, the men – and one woman – who occupied the Dragon Throne were unique, too. Cast in the role of intermediaries between the divine and the mortal, they were held to personify the nation, its people and its civilization. The past was ever present, in the shape of the ancestors, and the future could only bring trouble given the accepted inevitability of the cycle of dynastic rise and fall. Even the most successful dynasties knew that the wheel of fate would bring eventual decline to rulers who were, after all, human. What mattered above all was that the mystical idea of an empire handed down from heaven, placed at the centre of the world, should live on.
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Chapter 1


The Birth of China


 


The discovery of prehistoric human remains near Beijing shows that a form of human lived in China from the earliest times – perhaps 500,000 years ago. The remains were those of Homo erectus (an ancestor of modern humans, Homo sapiens) and were given the name ‘Peking Man’. Other archaeological discoveries have placed later examples of early man across the country from the northeast to the south, from the great bend of the Yellow River to the far southwest. Neolithic cultures developed later – from about 6000 BC – in wooded river valleys in what are today Shandong, Henan and Shaanxi provinces, the historic heartland of the Chinese nation.


Farming spread slowly across China, reaching the south of the country by about 3000 BC. Farmers created a rural economy by burning down forests, tilling the soil, raising pigs and dogs, and gathering more sustenance by hunting and fishing. When they had exhausted the land, they moved on, clearing fresh ground for crops. As they evolved, they created more settled communities. They made pottery, progressing from simple techniques to the production of fine, delicate objects turned on the wheel. They fashioned tools from bones, and armed their axes and sickles with stones. They lived in mud huts or homes in holes in the ground. The major change came in the period just before 1700 BC, with the growth of a civilization that used bronze. It was led by the first of the Chinese dynasties of which there are reliable historical records, the Shang.


The Story of Creation


In Chinese mythology, heaven and earth were once inextricably mixed together in a universe created by Pan Ku (whose name may mean ‘Coiled-up Antiquity’). This universe was compared to the yolk and white of a chicken’s egg. After 18,000 years the mass divided into two parts. That which was bright and light made up heaven, the rest became earth. For another 18,000 years the two parts both grew, heaven becoming higher and earth heavier. Thus a distance of 30,000 miles grew between the two worlds.


On Pan Ku’s death the parts of his body provided the elements of the earth. His breath became the wind and the clouds, his voice thunder, his eyes the sun and moon, his four limbs the four quarters of the earth, his fingers its mountains, his blood its rivers, his flesh the soil, his teeth metal and stones, his skin and body hair plants and trees, and his sweat the rain. The parasites in his body turned into humans.


Three sets of supreme sovereigns appeared, corresponding to heaven, earth and mankind. The celestial domain had its own 12 sovereigns, the earth 11 and humans nine. These were followed by five model rulers, or sages, who founded Chinese civilization, among them Huangdi, the Yellow Emperor. The five rulers gave mankind agriculture, calendars, fishing, fire, house construction, hunting, medicine and writing.


Much later, the myths tell, China was threatened by huge floods. One written work which collected the early stories described them in these terms: ‘Everywhere the tremendous waters were wreaking destruction. Spreading afar, they embraced the mountains and rose above the hills. In a vast flow, they swelled up to heaven’. The job of fighting the flood was given by a god to a mythical figure, Kun, who tried for nine years to contain the waters, using a magical element he stole from heaven called ‘swelling mould’, which continually expanded. With this he built huge dams, but the floods continued to rage. The gods had Kun executed on the sunless slopes of Feather Mountain, where his body was left to lie for three years, during which time it did not decompose.


Kun’s son Yu emerged from the corpse and, aided by a dragon which flew over the land and traced places where channels should be dug, managed to divert the waters into the sea. He may also have used the ‘swelling mould’ to erect mountains. Kun, meanwhile, turned into a dragon, a three-legged turtle, a black fish or a yellow bear according to various versions of the story, and may have been restored to human life by a shaman.


Yu worked so hard at his labours that he wore the nails off his fingers and became lame. While digging a way through a mountain, he was turned into a bear; frightened, his pregnant wife ran away, but was turned to stone. ‘Give me my son’, Yu shouted. The stone split open and the baby emerged.


In the end, Yu succeeded in diverting the floods and made the land safe by getting rid of snakes and dragons. The divinities rewarded his efforts by naming him as the first king of China, at the head of the Xia dynasty. In that role he ordered his officials to mark out the world by pacing across it; they concluded that the planet was square with sides measuring 77,800 miles.


A great warrior, the king established supremacy over 10,000 states and made extensive travels to holy places and to visit the Winged People, the Black Feet People and the Naked People, taking off his clothes to accord with the custom of the last group. His position in mythology is secure both as the head of the first dynasty, which remains in the realms of legend, and as the man who made China inhabitable: as a noble was reported to have remarked in 541 BC, ‘Were it not for Yu, we would be fish!’


The Shang


The legendary Xia dynasty was reputed to have been entrusted with its mandate to rule by the gods after Yu had conquered the huge floods. But its last ruler’s decadence was said to have lost him divine favour, and the Shang took power early in the 17th century BC. This early dynasty moved China into the long trajectory that would lead to the crowning of the First Emperor in 221 BC and subsequently to the succession of imperial houses that would span the years until 1912. In all, the Shang counted 30 kings governing over seven centuries.


Their lands in the eastern valley of the Yellow River in the north of the country were the cradle of Chinese civilization. The river would become known as ‘China’s Sorrow’, for the recurrent flooding caused by the heavy deposits of loess soil that washed down from its upper reaches and raised the level of its bed. But from the earliest times it offered the great advantages of ecological diversity, access to the wide north China plain and a position at the crossroads between the different parts of the country.


Manufacture of bronze objects, which probably began before the Shang came to power, was developed to become a hallmark of their era. This came at a time when society began to be more settled, providing the conditions needed to mine the copper and tin that went into the metal as well as to smelt it and design objects made from bronze. The oldest bronze artefacts discovered so far date back to 1800 BC.


Bronze-working meant that the early Chinese had stronger weapons and farming tools than before; but bronze was also used extensively to make drinking cups and containers for the food that was an important element in ceremonies at which the ruler, his family and the nobility venerated and consulted their ancestors. Bronze vessels were often ornately decorated using ritualistic designs, including frequent depictions of animal faces and heads, with two figures shown in profile facing one another. Nine special vessels made up the Auspicious Bronzes of the State, which were captured by the Zhou when they succeeded the Shang. Another bronze vessel found in 1976 has an inscription stating that it was commissioned a week after the change of dynasties. Many of the bronzes found from the Shang era were for drinking wine, but the Zhou, who spread stories of the dissolute behaviour of their predecessors, made more bronze boxes to contain offerings of food. As time went on, rich members of the Zhou élite used bronze artefacts in their homes rather than for ancestor worship, ordering finely crafted objects inlaid with jewels and precious stones.


The burial of bronze treasures with their owners ensured their preservation, and many examples have been unearthed by modern archaeologists – for instance, the find of more than 200 pieces in the tomb of the wife of a Shang king. The museum of Chinese history and culture in Shanghai has a particularly fine collection, and the building which houses it is designed in the shape of a great bronze pot.


There were constant power struggles under the Shang, with different groups taking and losing control in recurring outbreaks of war. If succession was peaceful, the throne passed to the younger brother of the dead ruler in the early period of the dynasty, though father–son succession became common at its end. The capital moved many times. In Shang settlements, which were often walled, archaeologists have found the remains of workshops, bronze furnaces, royal tombs, tortoise shells and ‘oracle bones’ that were used for divination. At one site, a small citadel with walls of compacted earth was unearthed. Some funerary pits discovered in one capital contained the decapitated bodies of human sacrificial victims, together with dogs and five harnessed chariots complete with drivers.


The Shang reigned over a society that was both urban and rural, its main preoccupations being farming, hunting and warfare. Power lay in the hands of an élite class of aristocratic warriors. Dominating this social pyramid was the king in his palace at the centre of the capital. Ten lineages were associated with the royal family, as were 200 élite clans. The authority the monarchs exerted over their domain was never absolute; smaller states existed within the kingdom. The Shang have been described by the historian Jacques Gernet as living in ‘a world of luxury and violence’ as chiefs of politics, war, religion and administration. They and their people worshipped ‘the Lord on High’, who presided over the gods of the sun, moon, wind, rain and other elements, as well as over humans and their world. There were lavish ritual ceremonies for the gods and for ancestors, with sacrifices followed by banquets that might on occasion turn into orgies.


Ancestral Spirits


The spirits of the ancestors were held to have great powers and were consulted by means of questions written by scribes on animal bones or tortoise shells. A priest applied a hot poker to these until they cracked. The form of the cracks was interpreted to draw the message from the spirit world. ‘Will the king win a victory?’, the written question might read. ‘Yes’, would come the reply. So the king could go to war. The work of these scribes constituted the earliest forms of writing.


The oracle bones were preserved as a type of archive for the dynasty. Other court scholars developed astronomy, noting the existence of Mars and comets. So, from the earliest days, the Chinese dynastic system combined warfare, ancestor worship, the claim to be in touch with other-worldly powers, the compilation of written records and the nurturing of scholarship among an élite gathered at court.


‘Out of the river crept the half-divine tortoise with mysterious writing on its back’. This was the legendary account of the origin of Chinese writing. How writing really originated is not known but, by the Shang, the characters that would become Chinese script had developed on the oracle bones with which priests consulted the gods. Inscriptions on bronze objects from the same era show the evolution of the characters. Bamboo, wood and silk were also used.


By the 11th century BC, Chinese characters had become stylized, containing abstract figures and combinations of characters, and the script can thus be counted as a written language. Some 4500 Shang signs have been distinguished; they were often based on pictograms but other elements went into their formation. Since they were not composed of letters with distinct sounds, a link was made between these characters and the spoken words they depicted, marrying semantic and phonetic aspects. Characters were generally arranged in vertical columns running from right to left.


Under the Zhou dynasty, which followed the Shang, writing evolved into what was known as the Great Seal style which is found on bronze vessels and objects. The decline in the authority of the Zhou and the ensuing disunion meant that writing developed in different ways in different regions. It was the First Emperor who imposed the Small Seal script which formed the basis for written Chinese until the introduction of simplified characters under the Communist Republic.


As the empire grew, so did the written language by which it functioned and in which its central texts were handed down. By the early part of the first millennium AD, there were 10,000 characters. By 1200, this had more than doubled and, in the 18th century, Chinese had almost 50,000 characters. Over the centuries, some characters changed their appearance; others became redundant or were neglected. But the line back to the oracle bones – or even earlier – was clear, giving the Chinese a permanent link with the distant past.


As their main attacking force, Shang armies used chariots bearing archers wielding powerful bows, and soldiers armed with bronze weapons. Many wars of the Shang era were waged against nomadic raiders from the northern steppes – these disputes would become a constant theme throughout imperial history. Other conflicts involved Chinese groups to the south and east of their domain, particularly the people of the Huai River Valley which marks the frontier between north and south of the country.


Despite the recurrent warfare, the Shang kingdom became the centre of a network of growing links between the steppes, the vast expanse of Central Asia to the west and the Yangzi Valley to the south. Imperial China is often seen as a closed realm, largely as a result of the rejection of the West by the Qing dynasty in the late 18th and 19th centuries. But from the earliest days the dynasties were open to influences from far away, and spread their own influence as widely. Relics found in the Yellow River Valley suggest that the Shang people traded with Mesopotamia and possibly with Greece, as well as with Southeast Asia. Pottery from China of this time has been found in northern India.


The Shang grew steadily weaker, however, as they lost control of smaller states within their realm and had to fight difficult wars against tribes from the north. A vassal people, the Zhou, who lived in the valley of the Wei River to the west, grew steadily in power; such was the king’s wariness of them that, at one point, he held the visiting Zhou chief prisoner for three years. When the Shang were distracted by a campaign in the east in around 1040–1030 BC, the Zhou launched a major attack.


The offensive took the Shang capital of Anyang, where the heir to the throne was captured. But the Zhou then fell out among themselves, and the Shang fought back, enlisting the support of people to the south and east. The Zhou king sorted out the internal squabbles by executing his quarrelling brothers and murdering the heir-prisoner. He then resumed the attack, defeating the Shang. Their last king was said to have committed suicide by leaping into a fire. His head was cut off and impaled on a pole. Revolts continued into the new millennium, but the Zhou were established as the new rulers of the Lower Yellow River region, starting the process of China’s universalist tradition that would underpin the empires to come.


To justify their seizure of the throne, the Zhou evolved the doctrine of the Mandate of Heaven, by which a ruler held power until his conduct alienated the gods. The Mandate of Heaven provided a means of underpinning the imperial system through changing dynasties over more than two millennia. It held that heaven sanctioned the temporal authority of rulers so long as they looked after the welfare of their people and governed in a wise, benevolent and caring manner.


If they failed to do this, the Mandate would be withdrawn. Heaven showed its displeasure by bringing about natural disasters, eclipses, comets and other celestial signs; its dissatisfaction could also be manifested in the failure of the ruler to produce an heir, and in discord, strife and, eventually, military defeat. Another dynasty would then ascend the throne, declaring that it would carry out heaven’s wishes.


The doctrine had two great advantages. It explained why things on earth could go wrong despite the omniscient divine power; this was the fault of rulers who fell short of the Mandate. It also provided for changes of regime without any questioning of the fundamental basis of belief. The ultimate power of the divine was thus not brought into jeopardy, as men were blamed for their own failings.


In the case of the last Shang ruler, the Zhou declared him guilty of ‘vicious acts’, including roasting dissenters on a rack or having their bodies cut into strips of dried meat. He was also alleged to have drunk too much, held orgies, enjoyed songs with erotic lyrics and generally to have neglected his duties. At the same time, he was infatuated with his consort and allowed her to dictate government policy – the influence of queens and empresses on their husbands was held by early historians to be extremely important.


The Han-era historian, Sima Qian, recounted that the Zhou king initially declined to attack the Shang because he did not have the Mandate. But he later learned that the Shang king had ordered that a critic’s chest should be cut open so that he could examine the man’s heart while it was still beating. The Zhou took the episode as proof that the Shang had lost the Mandate, so they launched their victorious offensive. Not only did this give China its longest-lasting (though pre-imperial) ruling house, but it also bequeathed the doctrine which would endure to the very end; at the start of the 20th century, opponents claimed that the last dynasty, the Qing, had forfeited the Mandate.


Despite the violent means by which the change of dynasty took place, the new Zhou rulers represented continuity in many ways as they governed from their capital close to present-day Xi’an. Their reign was known as the Western Zhou period, which lasted from 1040 BC to around 770 BC. They adopted the Shang way of life and administrative methods, as well as their writing. Like the Shang, they ruled over an array of less powerful kingdoms rather than a single, unified realm. They also developed something like a feudal system.


All land belonged initially to the throne, but it was then handed out to royal relatives and successful generals. Those who received such gifts became vassals of the monarch – they might further distribute land to their subordinates, who were their vassals in turn. Land was handed down from father to son. Officials were also given land instead of wages. Over time, this created a system in which the great lords in their fiefdoms enjoyed virtual autonomy, and the Zhou kings came to depend on personal relationships for their authority.


Kinship lay at the heart of the system. Marriages between the rulers and the children of powerful vassals were used to knit the realm together. A strict hierarchy extended from the king through princes and great lords, who lived at court, to provincial barons and the local gentry and then to the peasants, who provided food and the manpower for war.


Agriculture grew in importance during the Zhou period, which saw the start of China’s great hydraulic engineering projects with the construction of a huge reservoir in what is today Anhui province. But power also lay in the towns, where the élite lived and where bronze was worked. These towns were small in size: those that have been excavated had perimeters of 800 metres girded by thick, high ramparts. The soldiers kept by the élite in the towns provided protection for the surrounding countryside.


Much of the northern plains country was still covered with woods and swamps that were home to many wild animals and fruit trees. Farmers worked the soil with stone hoes and wooden spades, growing sorghum millet and hemp with edible seeds. Women were occupied with weaving, raising silk worms, cooking and making wine, while men tilled the fields, and hunted and fished. This traditional division of labour set up a dichotomy between indoor and outdoor activity – life in the light and in the shade – which led to the distinction between the feminine yin and the masculine yang life forces.


Like their predecessors, the Zhou worshipped ancestors and had elaborate rituals. But they did not practise human sacrifice and they introduced the universalist cult of the supremacy of heaven, in which the sun and stars were venerated. Perfecting the bronze culture, their workmen crafted some of the finest objects in Chinese history, including bells, altar tables and ornaments. The production of lacquer work and manuscripts made of silk was also encouraged. Successful warriors were rewarded with gifts of large quantities of bronze. Among treasures found in the capital of a leading noble, the ‘Double Ears’ Duke Wen of Jin, was a celebrated buffalo-shaped bronze vessel made by a single stamp pressed two dozen times on the moulding to show the face of the animal, with two dragons above it and ribbons on the side.


The population grew and land was cleared for agriculture. The Zhou encouraged the development of courtly warfare consisting of tournaments to decide the outcome rather than full-scale battles. They employed Shang people to work on their towns, including the capital, but divided their communities into segregated sections for their own people and for the Shang. Our knowledge of the period has been enhanced by several books that have survived, including the remarkable collection known as The Book of Songs, which chronicles the lives of ordinary people as well as the lordly élite.


After 800 BC the Zhou came under increasing pressure from autonomy-minded nobles in western China and from incursions by nomadic tribes. This led to the capital being moved eastwards to the ancient city of Luoyang in present-day Henan province. From about that time, the dynasty became known as the Eastern Zhou.


The territory over which it claimed sovereignty blessed by heaven expanded. Outposts were established to the south, including one in Nanjing. New cities were founded, controlling the surrounding countryside but also forming a counterbalance to Luoyang that could not have been welcome to the rulers politically, but which they were powerless to prevent. The Eastern Zhou survived for more than 500 years, and the leaders of the great fiefdoms signed solemn covenants to help the royal house and not fight among themselves. Despite this, the move from the western capital saw the authority of the throne wane as the rise of feudal states and their jockeying for power became a feature of the last centuries of pre-imperial China.


Each of these states was self-governing, with its own administrative system, culture and legal apparatus. The diversity encouraged internal changes, including greater social mobility, the buying and selling of land and the growth of cities. Their armies had no time for courtly warfare or tournaments. The Zhou became figurehead sovereigns, their authority confined to the area around their capital at Luoyang, their supposed religious pre-eminence counting for less and less. In what was known as the Spring and Autumn Annals period of the dynasty, they were obliged to ally themselves with the powerful state of Jin and recognize its duke as Lord Protector (or Hegemon). The rulers of the rising states asserted their power by calling themselves kings.


Warring States


The resulting division developed into the Period of the Warring States, which began around 480 BC and which would see the major regional lords, who proclaimed themselves kings, struggling for supremacy. By the third century BC, seven major entities had emerged in northern China round the Yellow River. Collectively, they were known as the ‘central states’, and the singular form of this term was later used as the name for China as a whole: the Middle Kingdom. In 403 BC, the Jin state was partitioned into three, the Han, Zhao and Wei, which then took control of the dynasty’s territory – the Zhou king remained on the throne, but powerless. In the old Zhou heartland of Shanxi, the ambitious Qin kings ruled from their capital Chang’an (near modern Xi’an). To the south, the kingdom of Chu emerged as a major force.


Despite the divisions and warfare, the era saw the further development of agriculture and irrigation as well as the spread of ironworking. Tax revenue rose. Weapons became more lethal and included crossbows and dagger-axes up to 5.5 metres long. Philosophers and scholars established themselves at court or travelled from kingdom to kingdom expounding ideas on how society should be organized – among them was Confucius, who had little success at the time but whose ideas would later form the foundation for China’s main belief system for millennia to come along with the creed of Taoism. The unsettled times also gave rise to strategists led by Sun Tzu, whose work, The Art of War, would influence military thinking up to the present day.


A general from the sixth century BC, Sun Wu, who was given the accolade of Sun Tzu (Master Sun), stressed the importance of moral and intellectual qualities when waging war. ‘Weapons’, he wrote, ‘are ominous tools to be used only when there is no alternative’.


Sun was a Confucian disciple who, like the sage, venerated reason. A supposed conversation between the two had him asking the Master what kind of man he would take with him into battle. ‘The man who was ready to beard a tiger or rush a river without caring whether he lived or died – that sort of man I should not take’, Confucius replied. ‘I should certainly take someone who approached difficulties with due caution and who preferred to succeed by strategy’.


In keeping with such an approach, Sun advocated the use of political manoeuvres to weaken the enemy in advance, while spies collected information and fifth-column agents sowed discord in the opposing ranks. The enemy’s weakness should be noted and acted upon. Deception was important, as was an understanding of the opponent’s thinking. In such ways the enemy might be defeated without soldiers having to come to blows. Only when that proved impossible should the army be mobilized.


When it did move, its aims should be to win quickly and with as few casualties and as little material damage as possible. Enemy casualties should also be minimized, to help in the restoration of peace. A good general would have created the conditions for a speedy outcome by the way in which he weakened the foe in advance. Indeed, one of his prime responsibilities was to have ensured victory before committing his troops. He should be adaptable, perhaps yielding up a position in order to gain a stronger one, and always taking account of the terrain and the weather.


Like other figures of his time who have achieved legendary status, we know little of Sun. Tradition has it that, like Confucius, he was a member of the shi class of landless aristocrats and was recruited as a commander by the king of the state of Wu. After helping Wu to defeat the kingdom of Chu, Sun gave up warfare and retired to write his classic text.


He taught that ‘There are no fixed forms or inflexible rules in military tactics. Only those who are able to vary their tactics according to the changing manoeuvre of the enemy and win victories have really miraculous skills’. And that ‘Skilful military leaders conquer the enemy without fighting battles, capture cities without attacking them and overcome states without protracted warfare’. Though doubts have been raised about whether The Art of War was really his work or, like the Analects of Confucius, was put together subsequently and attributed to him, archaeological discoveries suggest the existence of ancient texts, and a writer of around 300 BC told of Sun’s ideas being incorporated into martial techniques. There is no doubting his influence on Chinese strategists down the years. In the 20th century, he found a dedicated adept in the person of Mao Zedong (Mao Tse-tung), whose combination of politics, subversion and feints in winning power came straight out of Sun’s teachings. More recently, he has been held up as a guru for business people and a man whose ideas have been applied by the People’s Republic in its economic policies.


Confucius and Confucianism


‘Master Kung’, an official and wandering scholar of the Spring and Autumn Period of the Zhou dynasty, is thought to have lived from 551 to 479 BC. He was born in the state of Lu in northeastern China (today’s Shandong province) to a former soldier and a much younger mother. They were members of the class known as the shi, consisting of members of noble families who had lost their lands during the warfare of the period. Tradition has it that Confucius’s father died when he was three and that he was brought up in relative poverty. During his youth he worked as a shepherd, clerk and book-keeper before becoming a teacher and entering state service, in which he rose to a senior post in the administration of justice. But he disapproved of his ruler’s behaviour, so resigned and set out to travel across the kingdoms and states that operated in near autonomy under the nominal oversight of the Zhou, expounding his ideas of good government as he went.


‘If some ruler would employ me, in a month I should have my system working’, he declared. ‘In three years, everything would be running smoothly’. But his confidence was not shared by others, and he faced competing philosophies such as that of an eccentric teacher, Mo Tzu, who also moved about from court to court attacking Confucianism and preaching the equality of human beings. Neither of the thinkers made much impact on kings and dukes, who were more concerned with temporal power; Confucius eventually returned home to teach a group of local students, and died at the age of 72.


The works attributed to the sage from Shandong, notably the compilation of sayings in the Analects, were not the direct work of Confucius, but were put together long after his death by disciples of disciples. In other cases, writing said to be by him is a version of earlier works. Accounts of his life in the Analects exaggerate his importance at the time and the number of followers he attracted. Naturally enough, he is presented as the embodiment of reason, a man who was simple and unassuming when in his native village but who, when advising the ruler ‘speaks readily, though always choosing his words with due caution’.
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