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CHRONOLOGY OF CHINA’S DYNASTIES



Shang 1554–1045 BC


China’s first dynasty confirmed by archeological evidence, the Shang played a critical role in the early development of Chinese civilization, including its famous and highly influential writing system.


Zhou 1045–256 BC


The long-lasting Zhou era laid the basis for Chinese culture, especially its philosophy, literary traditions, and governing ideology. The dynasty is broken by historians into two periods: the Western Zhou, 1045–771 BC, and the Eastern Zhou, 770–256 BC. During the latter period, the power of the Zhou royal court declined and became mainly ceremonial, while the country descended into an extended period of conflict between competing states.


Qin 221–206 BC


Though short-lived, the Qin forged the first unified Chinese empire that became the model for all future dynasties. It also built the original Great Wall of China.


Han 206 BC–220 AD


The Han designed the basic institutions and ideology of the Chinese imperial system, which would survive into the twentieth century. The dynasty also transformed China into a major world power by extending its influence throughout East and Central Asia and forging many of the core principles of Chinese foreign policy. The dynasty is divided into two periods: the Western or Former Han, 206 BC–8 AD, with its capital at Chang’an (modern Xi’an) and the Eastern or Later Han, 25–220 AD, based at Luoyang.


Period of Disunion 220–589


Also known as the Northern and Southern Dynasties period, China had no united central political authority during this long stretch. Instead, numerous rival kingdoms competed for influence. The northern half of the country was ruled by various steppe peoples for the first time. However, even though China was politically divided, its cultural influence spread throughout the region, leading to the formation of a Chinese world in East Asia.


Sui 581–618


Though it had only two emperors, the Sui reunified China and left posterity two major achievements: building the Grand Canal, tying together north and south China more than ever before, and introducing civil service examinations, which became one of the pillars of Chinese society in later dynasties.


Tang 618–907


The Tang ushered in one of the most glorious eras in all of China’s history. Culturally, economically, and politically, China reached a level of influence in the world not even the Han could match. Under the Tang, East Asia became a clearly defined cultural zone based upon Chinese civilization. The dynasty was also the most welcoming to foreign influences.


Song 960–1279


Another epoch of tremendous philosophical and artistic brilliance, the Song also witnessed a stage of economic advancement considered something close to an industrial revolution that entrenched China as a major engine of the global economy. Militarily inept, however, the Song failed to defend China from invading steppe armies, first losing control of northern China to the Jurchens in the 1120s and then the entire empire to the Mongols in the 1270s. The dynasty has two periods: the Northern Song, 960–1127, which controlled nearly all of China from its capital of Kaifeng, and the Southern Song, 1127–1279, which ruled over only the south from Hangzhou.


Yuan 1279–1368


Founded by Genghis Khan’s grandson Kublai, the Mongol Yuan was the first non-Chinese dynasty to control all of China. Looked upon by Chinese as a period of foreign domination and discrimination, it was also the first time China became integrated into a larger political entity—the pan-Asian Mongol Empire—leading to important cross-cultural exchanges and vibrant trade.


Ming 1368–1644


The Ming reconquered China from the Mongols and claimed to reestablish authentic Chinese rule in China. The two most famous achievements of the Ming were the building of the Great Wall of China as we know it today, and the dispatch of “treasure fleets” led by Admiral Zheng He, one of the most adventurous escapades to promote Chinese global influence in all of China’s history.


Qing 1644–1912


China’s final imperial dynasty, the Qing was formed by another group of invaders from the north, the Manchus. Voracious conquerors, the Qing expanded the Chinese empire to its greatest geographic extent. But the Qing also fell badly behind the rising West and became prey to European imperialism, leading to the end of the imperial system with the abdication of the last emperor in 1912.















GUIDE TO MAJOR CHINESE HISTORICAL FIGURES



Ban Gu, Historian. His history of the first two centuries of the Han Dynasty, which he compiled in the first century AD, includes some of the earliest formulations of a foreign policy strategy for China.


Chiang Kai-shek, Politician. He took over the Nationalist Party after Sun Yat-sen’s death and tried to unify China, but lost a civil war to Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communists and fled to Taiwan in 1949.


Cixi, Empress Dowager of the Qing Dynasty. Lording over the Qing court in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries AD, the conservative policies and misrule of this onetime concubine are often blamed for contributing to the downfall of the dynasty.


Confucius, Philosopher. Born in the mid-sixth century BC, he is considered China’s greatest thinker, whose ideas came to shape everything from China’s imperial governing system to education to family life.


Daoguang, Emperor of the Qing Dynasty. Reigning from 1821 to 1850 AD, he lost the Opium War with the British in the early 1840s and was forced to agree to the “unequal” Treaty of Nanjing.


Deng Xiaoping, Politician. A luminary of the Chinese Communist Party, he led the economic reform movement in the 1980s that rebuilt Chinese global power, but he also ordered the infamous crackdown on pro-democracy protesters on Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in 1989.


Faxian, Buddhist Monk. His travels between China and India around the turn of the fifth century AD left us an early account of pan-Asian trading routes.


Gaozong, Emperor of the Song Dynasty. He rallied Song Dynasty loyalists after its defeat by the Jurchens and became the first emperor of the Southern Song in 1127 AD.


Guangxu, Emperor of the Qing Dynasty. Briefly allied with radical reformers in the late nineteenth century to resurrect the sagging fortunes of the Qing in its conflicts with the West. His plans were dashed by the Empress Dowager Cixi, who sidelined him and took control of the royal court in 1898.


Huizong, Emperor of the Song Dynasty. Ruling from 1100 to 1125 AD, his disastrous policies led to the Song Dynasty’s defeat by the invading Jurchens and the loss of north China.


Jia Yi, Statesman. A Confucian scholar of the second century BC, his thought was highly influential in forging imperial Chinese foreign relations.


Kang Youwei, Scholar. He led a radical reform movement in 1898 that aimed to strengthen the Qing Dynasty against European imperialism.


Kangxi, Emperor of the Qing Dynasty. The long reign of this famously open-minded but militaristic Manchu royal—officially from 1662 to 1722 AD—was one of the most glorious in all of Chinese history.


Li Yuan / Emperor Gaozu of the Tang Dynasty. A military officer, he established the Tang Dynasty in the early seventh century AD.


Liang Qichao, Scholar. As an activist, journalist, and thinker, he had tremendous influence over political reformers in China in the early twentieth century.


Lin Zexu, Official. Appointed a special commissioner to deal with European traders in Guangzhou, his belligerent attempts to stop the import of opium inadvertently led to the First Opium War in the early 1840s. He is now considered a nationalist hero for standing up to the West.


Liu Bang / Emperor Gaozu of the Han Dynasty. He led a rebellion against the Qin Dynasty and founded the Han Dynasty in the late third century BC.


Mao Zedong, Politician. He was the Communist leader who founded the People’s Republic of China in 1949.


Mencius, Philosopher. Espousing his ideas in the fourth century BC, he is the most influential scholar in the Confucian school (after Confucius himself).


Qianlong, Emperor of the Qing Dynasty. Ruling from 1736 to 1795 AD, this colorful emperor was one of China’s most aggressive expansionists. He is also known for writing a famously condescending letter to King George III of England after receiving a British embassy in 1793.


Qin Shi Huangdi, First Emperor of China. Also known as King Ying Zheng, the ruler of the Qin Dynasty created the first unified Chinese empire in 221 BC.


Shang Yang, Philosopher. He espoused a doctrine of authoritarian rule in the fourth century BC that held great sway over government in early China.


Sima Qian, Historian. His epic history, written around the end of the second century BC, is one of the main sources of information about early China as well as the foreign peoples around it.


Sun Yat-sen, Politician. A revolutionary and advocate of democracy in China, he formed the Kuomintang, or Nationalist Party, and became the first president of the Republic of China in the early twentieth century.


Taizong, Emperor of the Tang Dynasty. Ruling from 626 to 649 AD, the second emperor of the Tang Dynasty launched a series of successful military campaigns that greatly expanded the power of the Chinese empire.


Wang Fuzhi, Philosopher. Though he lived and wrote in the seventeenth century AD, his fiercely nationalistic ideas first gained widespread popularity among political reformers in the late 1800s.


Wen, Emperor of the Sui Dynasty. He founded the Sui Dynasty and reunified China in the late sixth century AD after a long period of disunion.


Wen Tianxiang, Statesman. A fierce loyalist to the Song Dynasty, he resisted the Mongol conquest in the late thirteenth century AD and was executed by Kublai Khan.


Wu, King of the Zhou Dynasty. He defeated the Shang Dynasty and established Zhou rule and is considered by Chinese as one of the greatest rulers in China’s history.


Wu, Emperor of the Han Dynasty. Ruling from 141 to 87 BC, this sovereign was one of the most important in China’s history. He was instrumental in creating the imperial system and, through his foreign adventures, connecting China to the world.


Xi Jinping, Politician. He became general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party in 2012 and president of China in 2013.


Yongle, Emperor of the Ming Dynasty. Ruling from 1402 to 1424 AD, the third emperor of the Ming is most famous for dispatching the great “treasure fleets” of Admiral Zheng He.


Yuan Shikai, Statesman. A senior official and military leader during the late Qing Dynasty, he tried and failed to reestablish the imperial system after its fall in the early twentieth century.


Yue Fei, General. His feisty defiance against the invading Jurchens in the mid-twelfth century AD made him a much-beloved nationalist hero in China.


Zhang Qian, Explorer. His travels in the second century BC connected China to Central Asia and formed the beginnings of the Silk Road.


Zhao Kuangyin / Emperor Taizu of the Song Dynasty. He was a respected general who founded the Song Dynasty in the late tenth century AD.


Zheng He, Admiral. One of China’s greatest explorers, he led seven expeditions of the great “treasure fleets” across Southeast Asia and into the Indian Ocean in the early fifteenth century AD.


Zhou, Duke of, Statesman. The duke was instrumental in forging the Zhou Dynasty in the eleventh century BC and in traditional Chinese thought is considered a model for government ministers due to his wisdom and selflessness.


Zhu Yuanzhang / Hongwu, Emperor of the Ming Dynasty. A rebel leader, he chased the Mongol rulers of the Yuan Dynasty out of China and formed the Ming Dynasty in 1368.
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One



WORLD HISTORY, CHINESE STYLE


The empire, long divided, must unite; long united, must divide.


—The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, a Chinese novel


There is no such thing as world history, at least not one that holds the same meaning for everyone. Which world history is important to you depends on who you are, where you live and where you come from. It shapes what you believe, how you eat, pray, and marry, the society around you, your view of the world, and your place in that world. The ideas in your head have been put there by the narrative of your world history—the myths, legends, stories, books, and poems that tell of heroes and villains (both real and imagined), critical moments, turning points, defining philosophies, conquests, discoveries, revelations, revolutions, battles won, battles lost, great men, great women—and the not so great.


You share this world history with many other people, but not everyone. The person sitting at the next table at a restaurant, or passing you by in an airport terminal, may have an entirely different batch of beliefs, forged by entirely different books, events, and people from his or her history of the world. The overlap between your world history and someone else’s depends, in part, on distance. If you’re sitting in New Jersey, for instance, the world history that has formed your views probably means a lot less to another person in Yokohama, or Kolkata, or Addis Ababa than it does to someone in Los Angeles, Toronto, or London.


The history of the world comes in strands, each weaving its own story. These strands occasionally bump into each other. Religions are spread, technology shared, goods exchanged. But to a great extent, for much of history, the strands continued along their own course. Before the age of instant digital communications, jumbo jets, and bullet trains, the strands would cross paths with much less regularity; those that were geographically distant from each other would hardly intersect at all. A philosophical notion, a talented king, a disastrous war that seemed earth-moving to people on one strand may barely register in another. Much of humanity had no clue that a strand of the Americas even existed until Christopher Columbus accidentally tripped over it in 1492.


When you grow up in “the West”—Europe and its offshoots, like the United States—your version of world history usually starts in ancient Greece, with its philosophers, playwrights, and poets. Homer, Aristotle, Socrates, Sophocles, and the gang. And the myths, of Zeus and the gods, Hercules, Perseus. Athens and the roots of democracy. The narrative moves rather effortlessly into Rome. Its law, its republic, Caesar and the empire, Constantine and the spread of Christianity. After that comes the ascent of the Church, Charlemagne and the Holy Roman Empire, the epoch of castles and knights. Next we enter the Age of Discovery, the Reformation, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution—the building blocks of the worldwide dominance of the West. The formation of nation-states and rights of man. Cervantes, Shakespeare, and Dickens, Rousseau, Adam Smith, and Locke. Newton, Darwin, and Freud. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and the birth of the American republic. Along the way, other strands make cameo appearances: Alexander’s conquests into Asia; the Crusades and the confrontation with Islam; the invasions of Huns, Mongols, and Ottomans; the slave trade with Africa. But for the most part, events following other strands of history were tangential to this core narrative, even inconsequential. The Maurya, Gupta, and Mughal empires reached great heights in India, the Incas and Aztecs in the Americas; the Vedas were written, the Buddha preached, the temples at Angkor built; the Polynesian peoples spread themselves across the Pacific—and someone sitting in France wouldn’t have noticed, or probably cared much if he did.


The reverse is true for those people living through other strands. We in the West know how Caesar died, that Napoleon met his Waterloo, and Columbus sailed the ocean blue. We learned this stuff in school, or at home, or on television. But much of the rest of the world did not. They learned another history in school from different textbooks; they read their own myths and epic poems; they prayed different prayers to different gods; they emulated different people, studied different philosophers, and talked of different wars. And because of that, they see the world from a different perspective.


Like the Chinese. To them, the narrative above, of Greeks and Romans, Jesus and Luther, the Iliad and Hamlet, might as well have taken place on another planet. The Chinese have been following their own strand of world history, populated with its own characters, founded on its own literature composed by its own philosophers and poets, with its own great battles, heroic moments, catastrophes, great men and not so great men. And just as we in the West are products of our world history, the Chinese are a creation of theirs.


This book tells the story of that Chinese history of the world. It is not an all-inclusive history of China. You won’t find lists of emperors and their comings and goings, or a comprehensive discussion of political or social change, or an in-depth exploration of Chinese culture. You can find that easily elsewhere. What unfolds in the coming pages is the story that has shaped the Chinese view of the world, and more importantly, their perception of their role within that world.


It is a story that few in the West really know. And that’s a problem, especially as China grows more powerful on the global stage. We tend to talk about China through the prism of our own world history. Diplomats, academics, politicians, and journalists in Washington or London or Paris muse on how to fit China into our world. But that’s not at all how the Chinese see things. They have their own notions about where they fit in the world and what the world should look like based on their history, a very long one at that. Only when we know this Chinese history of the world can we understand China today.
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The biggest question of the twenty-first century is, What does China want? China is without question the rising power of the age. What that means for the current global order, crafted and led by the United States since the end of World War II, is the topic of think-tank studies, Congressional hearings, vats of newsprint, and dinner conversations from Washington to Tokyo. What exactly will China do with its new power? Will China become a partner to the West and its allies, or will it wish to change the world, to promote new values, institutions, and patterns of trade and finance? Will it play by our rules, or write new ones?


The answer to these questions is, at its heart, quite simple: China wants what it always had. China was a superpower for almost all of its history, and it wants to be a superpower again.


Of course, the goals of China’s political leaders today are not the same as they were in 1000 AD, let alone 1000 BC. Still, there are some startling consistencies in China’s attitudes toward the world over the epic course of its history—more than three thousand years of it based on verifiable written records alone. This history has fostered in the Chinese a firm belief in what role they and their country should play in the world today, and for that matter, into the distant forever. In their view, the Chinese have a right to be a premier power in the world, and they want to return to their proper position at the apex of the global order.


This perception is, to a degree, based in actual history. China for most of its existence was the biggest, baddest, richest, most advanced civilization in East Asia. The Chinese were writing exquisite poetry before their neighbors were writing anything at all. (And when the Koreans, Japanese, and others started writing, they borrowed the Chinese script.) The Chinese were pioneers in state formation, technological innovation, philosophy, literature, and economic organization. These features of advanced Chinese civilization spread throughout the region, turning East Asia into a cultural zone distinct from the rest of the world, where people from Japan to Vietnam and beyond read Chinese books, copied Chinese legal codes and education methods, followed Chinese diplomatic norms, and, in elite circles, studied the Chinese language. To the Chinese, this Chinese world was the world. Though they knew of, and often respected, other great civilizations well beyond their borders—the Romans, the Persians, the Indians—these other societies were too far off to directly challenge China’s primacy on its East Asian turf or, just as importantly, the perception the Chinese held of their primacy.


Over the centuries, challengers did emerge. At times, China was a tremendous military superpower, able to project force deep into inhospitable deserts, steppe, and mountains, matching any exploits the Roman legions ever managed. They were also major innovators of arms and armaments—most famously, gunpowder. But the reality is China was not always militarily dominant, despite its advantages in manpower and wealth. Chinese armies got their butts kicked by Turks, Mongols, and all sorts of other nomadic tribesmen, the Vietnamese, Japanese, Tibetans, British—the list goes on.


Being a superpower, however, requires much more than a good army. Look, today, at the United States. Yes, America is the world’s top military power. But that doesn’t mean it wins every war; just ask the fine fighting men and women who served in Korea, Vietnam, or Afghanistan. Those defeats or stalemates may have dented American pride and prestige, but they did not significantly undercut America’s position as the world’s superpower. The sources of American power run wider and deeper than the force of arms. The United States remains the world’s largest economy and a leader in critical technologies. The dollar is the currency of choice for trade and finance throughout the world. The gyrations of the Dow Jones Industrial Average, or the decisions taken by the Federal Reserve, determine the movements of global stock markets and currency values. Most important of all, perhaps, is America’s unrivaled cultural clout. English is the global lingua franca of business, trade, diplomacy, and education worldwide. Everyone watches Hollywood movies and listens to American pop music. And American ideals—“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” free speech, democratic elections, equality of all—have become the standards for the world, copied by many other nations, and the envy of the unfortunate who live in countries that have not.


For nearly its entire history, China also possessed these other pillars of power, which allowed it to retain its superpower stature through the many ebbs and flows of events. The Chinese economy has been the largest in the world, or close to it, throughout much of human history. It has been the engine of long-distance trading networks going back more than two thousand years. We in the West tend to equate the emergence of a truly global economy with the rise of Europe. But China was the beating heart of a global economic system that existed centuries before the Portuguese, Dutch, and British took control of East-West exchange. And for centuries after the ascent of Europe as well, China maintained its position as the world’s premier economy and a driving force of global growth and trade. Recall that when Christopher Columbus sailed into the unknown he was not searching for Mexico, but China.


That was because China played a unique role in the world economy. Not only was it a gargantuan consumer—since it was always among the most populous places on the planet—it was also unrivaled in its capacity to produce stuff the world craved. We marvel today at the scale of Chinese manufacturing as if it is something new; it is really just a return to the norm. China was a manufacturing hub as far back as Roman times. And more importantly, Chinese wares were usually of the highest technology. Many of its customers in foreign lands simply had no idea how Chinese goods were made. Europeans were often not able to reproduce these manufactures for centuries after the Chinese were already churning them out on a mass scale. So desirable were Chinese exports that they were among the world’s first truly iconic, global consumer items—the Apple iPhones and Nike sneakers of their age.


Culturally, too, China remained on top. Even when China was broken in pieces or convulsed by political disorder, its neighbors looked to it as a model of law, governing institutions, literary prowess, and artistic styles. Invaders who overran parts, or even all, of China found the culture of the defeated Chinese so irresistible they adopted it. In that sense, the conquered were actually the conquerors. Chinese classical texts and literature formed the foundation of education in Korea until the nineteenth century. For much of history in East Asia, Chinese civilization was civilization.


Taken together, Chinese political, economic, and cultural clout was so great that it forged a Chinese world order in East Asia. Its economy sat at the core of a vast trading network; its government set the norms of diplomacy for the entire region; its books, language, philosophy, and art influenced the culture of all other peoples. China made the rules; everyone else followed.


Of equal importance to the tangible power of China was the mythic. The Chinese developed a complex national ideology in which they placed themselves as the lords of “all under Heaven”—the world they knew. Their emperor was not just another ruler, like the kings of other states; he was the Son of Heaven, the divine’s representative on earth, and thus had no equals. His power, in theory, faced no boundaries. He was universal. So was Chinese civilization itself. Chinese culture was so superior that it was culture. Only those who adopted Chinese ways could be truly civilized (and in some cases, not even then). Sometimes this view of their own superiority was backed up by reality, when the dynasties were strong and other peoples came from all over to bow before the Son of Heaven. At other times, when China was weakened, this worldview leaned more toward the theoretical. But it endured, through the many twists, turns, triumphs, and devastations of China’s imperial history. And it acted as a sort of glue, holding together a Chinese view of the world through the vicissitudes of the Chinese history of the world. Ideas can sometimes have more power than facts.


Then came an interruption, as in the title of this book. A sudden, crushing onslaught against all aspects of Chinese power erupted when the Chinese history of the world crashed into another strand of world history—the Western one. Chinese armies suffered ignominious defeats before the guns of the Western powers. But that alone did not interrupt China the superpower. The Chinese had endured military debacles with unfortunate frequency throughout their history. The interruption happened because China’s confrontation with the West knocked away all the pillars of its power. Its economic might—gone. Its technological advantage—gone. Its cultural clout—gone. Its long-cherished governing system—useless. The Chinese world crumbled as the West remade East Asia. Even the Chinese ideological conviction in their cultural superiority came under assault as they began to doubt the value of their own traditions. China, the superpower, was no more.


This period, when China was demoted from its superpower status, however, was a mere blip on the long Chinese time line, a few pages in historical volumes that fill a library shelf. It occurred only in the mid-1800s—by Chinese standards, practically yesterday. Ever since, Chinese leaders have sought to restore China’s power, to fix the broken narrative of the Chinese history of the world, and to set it back on the track it had always followed. The Chinese have managed this before—they have routinely rebuilt the pillars of their power. They are striving to do that again, now, in the twenty-first century. Will they succeed? In a truly globalized world, where one person can influence another on the far side of the globe with the tap of a smartphone screen, the answer will determine the course of everybody’s strand of world history.
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Empires come and empires go. The Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Spanish, British, Ottoman, Abbasid, Persian, Mongol, Mughal, and so on are all gone. Their vestiges remain in borders, law, architecture, and language, but as political entities, they have vanished. In China, you might think the same has happened. China no longer has dynasties and emperors; the old royal palace in Beijing, the Forbidden City, is now a tourist attraction.


But China is different from the other empires. To a great degree, it still exists. China, as a nation-state, is a version of previous, independent Chinese political entities that formed in the same general geographic location. The Chinese political system, at its core, has proven remarkably resilient. The age of imperial dynasties in China lasted an amazing 2,100 years. We in the West tend to see Chinese history as a series of dynasties, one after the next, as if they were tenants in the Forbidden City. When one dynastic lease ran out, another royal couple moved in. The names of the assorted imperia may change, from Tang to Song to Ming, but they are more or less interchangeable. That’s not exactly how things happened. At some periods, often long ones, China was broken into competing states or ruled by invading foreigners. Though the diverse dynasties shared similarities—they were all top-down monarchies—they were far from identical. Each had its own special characteristics, adapted to its age; later incarnations built upon the institutions and ideologies created by their predecessors.


Yet the most incredible aspect of China’s political history is how often the empire was reassembled. China could easily have gone the way of Europe—where a region with a common cultural and historical background eventually splintered into competing countries with their own languages, governments, and goals. But in China, the pieces were always put back together again. The idea of one “China,” forged before the time of Christ, held firm. If China wasn’t unified, its political elite, again and again and again, wished it to be. The revered, fourteenth-century Chinese novel The Romance of the Three Kingdoms opens with this sentence: “The empire, long divided, must unite; long united, must divide.”1


The China of today might seem to abrogate that maxim. The last emperor was chased from his throne in 1912. The government in Beijing considers itself Communist, its core ideology based on Marxism-Leninism (an import from another strand of world history). Modern China is not an empire, or a dynasty, but a nation-state, formed along Western lines. It is a member of the community of nations as conceived by European norms of international relations.


Yet the Chinese realm of the twenty-first century bears much more resemblance to its imperial predecessors than meets the eye. The structure of government today is not all that removed from that of the dynasties, first forged two millennia ago: a centralized state, with power emanating from the capital, that controlled the country through a sprawling bureaucracy. The provinces, then as now, often had a fair degree of informal autonomy, leaving top officials in the capital, then as now, routinely frustrated by their far-flung and independent-minded functionaries. One Chinese proverb—“Heaven is high and the emperor is far away”—is as true today as it ever was.


Ultimately, though, the Chinese imperial order was an autocracy. There were no formal constraints on the authority of the emperor. His behavior and decisions were kept in check only by moral injunction, court precedent, and sometimes strong-willed councilors. But technically, the emperor’s word was law. Kangxi, emperor of the Qing Dynasty, wrote that “giving life to people, and killing people—those are the powers that the emperor has.”2 And he was by no means exaggerating.


Today, no one person in China commands the power over life and death. The People’s Republic, formed in 1949, has a constitution, a legislative process, and a judicial system. That division of authority exists on paper, however. In practice, Kangxi’s characterization still rings true. Top leaders can do as they please, and party cadres, court justices, and civil servants will do as they are so ordered. Those who challenge the state are treated roughly. If anything, the Chinese political system in the twenty-first century is bordering on the totalitarian. The current president, Xi Jinping, had term limits on his office removed from the country’s constitution in 2018, meaning that if he so chooses, he can reign for life like an emperor. And the often paranoid imperial mandarins would have loved to have gotten their hands on the modern technology Xi now has at his fingertips to monitor the Chinese people’s phone calls, text messages, emails, movements, shopping habits, and financial transactions.


And the current regime is becoming more like the dynasties in ways that directly influence its view of the world and actions on the global stage. The Chinese Communist Party was born a century ago as a reaction to China’s confrontation with the Western powers. Its founders, like many other intellectuals at the time, believed that traditional Chinese statecraft and the institutions formed from it were ill suited to the modern world. If China did not discard its ancient ways, the Chinese people were doomed to colonial slavery under the boot of the more muscular European states. For much of its existence, the Communist Party was committed to eradicating all aspects of traditional China—its religions, philosophies, family values, education, economic system, and so on and so on. Communism’s mission, after all, is to destroy an existing, corrupt society and replace it with a utopia free of exploitation. “From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs,” as the mantra goes. Modern China, with its Wild West capitalism, Tesla-crammed parking lots, and luxurious shopping malls, resembles nothing of the sort. So the leadership is busily resurrecting the traditional culture it spent so much effort trying to uproot. President Xi personally promotes the old ethical codes, literature, and governing ideology of imperial times. Increasingly, the Communist regime is morphing into a new kind of dynasty.


To many of us in the West, this turn toward the totalitarian is distressing. There has been a longing for greater democratic rights in China, dating back about a century and a quarter, that has continually gone unrealized. Authoritarianism, however, is more in line with the Chinese history of the world. Unlike those of us in the West, the Chinese cannot look back fondly on ancient republics. The political ideal throughout the millennia-long course of Chinese political development has been authoritarian monarchy. That’s not to say that Chinese deserve or want to live under oppressive regimes. But it does mean that Chinese leaders would have to look to the European or American models to create a representative government along Western lines, rather than to their own past.


That is true more broadly, too. What we in the West consider normal, even crucial, to a modern society is relatively new to the Chinese. The concept of humanity’s inalienable rights, the equality of states in international diplomacy, constitutional government, independent courts, gender parity—these are all fresh concepts to China and are not part of its long history. (To be fair, they are pretty recent in the West as well.) We tend to forget when looking at the world that other peoples do not share our political, social, and economic development and therefore may not share our ideals and priorities. That statement is not meant to justify the repression under which the Chinese people now suffer. It is just meant to note that the Chinese history of the world has produced different outcomes than the history of the West. And as China rises on the world stage, it is bringing with it the baggage it has carried along its long historical journey—both the honorable and the dishonorable.
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History is what you make of it. Though we can often all agree on basic facts—a war started in year X, or Mr. Y won an election—interpreting events and what they mean is an ever-morphing, often contentious process. How we characterize a historical figure or explain a chain of events is determined by the age in which we live, how we are educated, and what strand of world history has shaped our worldview. I learned this lesson during my freshman year in college at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. After attending a rather standard public high school in suburban New Jersey, I had decided upon arriving on campus to register for classes on subjects about which I knew little or nothing. That landed me in a course on the modern history of India, taught by an endearing, energetic, and somewhat enigmatic professor, David Ludden. The class focused mainly on the nationalist period—Gandhi, Nehru, and the quest for independence. Ludden assigned three books on the period, written by scholars of diverse backgrounds at different times. The stories they told diverged so thoroughly that it was as if the three books were not about the same subject. That was Ludden’s point: history cannot be separated from the human mind and its current surroundings.


It is especially so over the course of the three thousand years this book covers. The way scholars today write about Chinese history is not necessarily the same as what was penned a century ago, or five centuries ago, or at the time of the events themselves. The farther back we go, the more confusing matters become. The understanding of Chinese antiquity is altered every time an archeologist has a fortunate turn of a shovel. The problem is especially acute at the moment since the current regime has a special fascination with the rewriting of history to serve its own ideological purposes.


What to do? There are no easy answers. What I have tried, to the best extent possible, is to examine what Chinese officials, historians, poets, and other scholars said about the events through which they lived, or at least use sources as close to the contemporary as available. In this way, we get a Chinese view in something like real time. Even this, though, is only a partial solution. Chinese historians, for instance, have a tendency to color circumstances with an ideological brush. Rather than allowing the proceedings to shape their analysis, they squeeze them into preconceived notions of how the world should work. For example, Chinese philosophy taught that virtue determines the ups and downs of history. That means dynasties always had to fall because bad people were running them; dynasties rose because good people were founding them. What really happened, obviously, was far more complex.


I’ve taken certain liberties in this history as well. One of the great complications of writing about the history of China and the Chinese is that, for most of the time, there was no such thing as “China” or the “Chinese,” at least not in the modern conception of those terms. There were only dynasties, or people of a shared civilization. For the sake of sanity, I still simply refer to “China” and the “Chinese” throughout the book. The entire notion that the Chinese worldview today is a product, at least in part, of what happened two thousand years ago may irk some, as will other interpretations of the story I’m about to tell. Obviously, no society, no matter how proud of itself, persists unchanged over countless centuries. The Chinese of today are, needless to say, not the Chinese of one hundred years ago, let alone one thousand years ago.


Yet in my research I was surprised to discover how many core ideas and beliefs have endured through all the political and social transformations China has experienced. All of us are, to a certain extent, the creatures of our own histories of the world. We in the West still judge right and wrong by the millennia-old Ten Commandments, or the fables of Aesop. Our thinking about society is influenced by the musings of Plato, the theories of St. Augustine, or the principles enshrined in the Magna Carta, formulated eight centuries ago. Why should the Chinese be any different?


There is then only one place to start. In the beginning…















Two



BORN SUPER


I have heard of men using the doctrines of our great land to change barbarians, but I have never yet heard of any being changed by barbarians.


—Mencius, philosopher


The earth was square, molded from the primordial vapor that was the origin of all things by the opposing forces of light and dark. Empress Nuwa kneaded yellow clay into the first human beings. She labored ceaselessly, crafting more and more black-haired people, until her toil became too burdensome even for a goddess. So she dragged a cord through the mud to produce yet more men and women. Even then her work was not complete. Disaster struck the world when the poles holding up the sky collapsed. Fires and floods ravaged the earth. Ravenous beasts devoured the people. Nuwa cut the legs off a sea turtle to support the crumbling pillars and piled the ashes of burnt reeds to stem the raging waters. The world was safe, and the black-haired people flourished.


Then the heroes arrived to help the men and women. Ju Ling, the Divine Colossus, split the mountain into two with his hand, allowing the Yellow River to flow, and leaving the imprint of his fingers and palm on the cliffs. Suiren, the Fire Driller—not quite god, not yet man, who could traverse the cosmos—came upon a tree that spewed clouds and fog. A bird that looked like an owl pecked at the tree, and flame shot out of it. The Fire Driller understood the importance of this discovery and, taking a twig from the magical tree, taught mankind to make fire. Shennong, the Farmer God, formed a plow from wood and taught the black-haired people how to cultivate crops. He collected herbs to cure the sick, tasting all of the plants to separate the palatable from the toxic—at great personal sacrifice. He once poisoned himself seventy times in a single day.


Or so the old myths tell us. The true origins of China’s civilization are shrouded in the usual mist and mystery common to deep antiquity everywhere. All we know about the earliest settlers of what later became China is what we can piece together—literally—from the shards of pottery, fragments of stone tools, and the ruins of buildings they left behind for posterity. They tell us that thousands of years ago, these first villagers created a vibrant, complex, technically advanced society long, long before just about anyone else on the planet.


There was, of course, no “China” so far back in time, nor could the people who lived there have considered themselves “Chinese.” That came much, much later. Early society in China was composed of a myriad of diverse, regional cultures liberally splattered along the Yellow and Yangzi Rivers and their assorted tributaries. Settled farming communities had emerged by 6500 BC on the north-central China plain. These were hardscrabble places, where people sheltered in semi-subterranean square dwellings, tended their fields with stone hoes and sickles, made simple but distinctive three-legged pottery jars, and ate millet. Further south, in the warmer, wetter valleys of the Yangzi River, early urbanites preferred rice—in fact, the early Chinese were almost certainly the first people to cultivate the crop. These settlements did not share the same cultural practices. We know that by tracking their pottery. Some painted their clay wares with red stripes or decorated them with comb or cord patterns; others molded giant cauldrons and enlivened their ceramics with images of pigs, shrimp, and fish. Life was not all mundane tilling and cooking, though. They played bird-bone flutes and egg-shaped wind instruments and adorned themselves in jade jewelry—open windows to the beginnings of China’s rich artistic tradition.


Over the next four thousand years or so—time frames are hardly precise—these settlements inched toward something like a civilization. Villages became towns; towns became bigger and more permanent; their populations swelled. So thin, so fine were potters’ clay creations that archeologists compare them to eggshells. Then these early Chinese figured out how to smelt, hammer, and cast copper, a major advancement—stronger metal tools produced heftier harvests, and greater affluence. One of the world’s oldest solar observatories, dating to the mid-third millennium BC, was devised in what is today’s Shanxi province. Rows of scribbles on pottery, some shaped like animals (a snake, a bird, and a buffalo) could be an early form of writing. Religious ceremonies became more elaborate, shamans more influential. The spiritual in northeastern China more than five thousand years ago could pray for wealth or health before the many female figurines in an especially ornate sacrificial temple, including a life-sized goddess with painted lips and piercing jade eyes. Rich were divided from poor, both within cities and between them. Larger towns turned into regional business hubs, surrounded by smaller, less prosperous villages. These budding metropolises were often protected by packed-earth defensive walls, an indication the Chinese had begun killing each other. Walls, too, enclosed posh districts in city centers, playgrounds for the rich and famous. Within these gated compounds lived the chiefs in large houses with courtyards for ceremonies and offices for administration.


Were these nascent kingdoms? The beginnings of regional governments? Scholarly debate rages. But when true states did arise, around 2000 BC, they did so only on the Chinese northern plain—in today’s Henan and Shanxi provinces. It is a puzzle. Diverse cultures still dotted the river valleys, yet it was in that one region that these varied societies coalesced into what became Chinese civilization. This development had consequences that would rumble down the millennia. Ever after, north-central China, the domain of the Yellow River, would be the heartland, the font of Chinese culture. The zhongguo, or Middle Kingdom or Central States, the core of the Chinese world, glimmering like the sun on the grand river that flowed through it. The Chinese emotional attachment to that patch of land, sometimes taken to the hysterical, would become one of the defining themes of their history of the world.


The first China state is known as Erlitou. Based near the modern city of Luoyang in Henan province, this monarchy, backed by a strong government and military, was easily the political, economic, and cultural powerhouse of its age, likely lording over smaller towns and villages. The capital—far larger than anything built before it—may have been home to thirty thousand residents. A rectangular, walled compound, studded with wooden pavilions and covered hallways amid stately courtyards, could have been China’s first traditional royal palace—not all that different in its basic form from the intimidating Forbidden City in Beijing. Surrounding the palace was a road system for wagons. Archeologists even uncovered the ruts worn by their wheels. Workshops churned out bronzes, jades, turquoise jewelry, and other luxuries. The influence of Erlitou spread far and wide. We know that, again, by following the pottery shards: Erlitou’s distinctive styles of gray-colored ceramics could be found in towns across Shanxi and Henan. Did political control extend with the clay cups and vases? No one can say for sure. But we do know that there was nothing like Erlitou anywhere else in China—possibly in all of East Asia.
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Who were these early Chinese kings? We don’t know. They didn’t tell us. But later historians may have. The old written records talk of China’s first dynasty, the Xia. The story has long been dismissed as a myth. But there are tantalizing clues that the Erlitou state is the Xia Dynasty. Nothing conclusive, of course—archeologists will have to do more digging before we can be absolutely certain. The rough time frame—around 1900 to 1600 BC—and general location fit neatly, though. And even if mere legend, the founding of the Xia is one of the defining tales of Chinese civilization.


The story will sound surprisingly familiar to any Bible reader: A great flood inundated the realm, so severe it consumed mountains. The black-haired people were forced from their homes and fields to live in caves above the cascading waters, harassed by voracious beasts, birds, and dragons. The man who saved the day was Yu the Great. Described by one ancient historian as “quick, earnest, and diligent, not deviating from virtue, kind, and lovable,”1 Yu threw himself into his daunting task with inexhaustible energy. He dug canals and channeled the waters so that they drained into rivers that led to the sea, and used a soil with the power to regenerate itself to protect and rebuild the land. For ten years Yu did not rest. Three times he passed by the door of his own home but would not spare even a moment to visit his family.


Yu ended the great flood and rescued China. The people returned to their fields and homes, and the vicious dragons and animals were chased away. The achievement convinced the emperor, another mythical figure named Shun, that Yu could be trusted with the throne. Yu, as is considered decorous, protested that the job should go to someone more worthy, but Shun would have none of that. “Go and attend to your duties,” Shun directed.2


That he did, with unparalleled flair. He surveyed the land, banked up marshes, and improved the roads, and farmers flourished. Governing with virtue, he justly distributed the resources of the realm to aid the poorest provinces, thus ensuring widespread prosperity.


Yu’s family, however, broke with political precedent. His two esteemed predecessors—Emperors Yao and Shun—had designated their successors based on merit, not blood. Yu tried the same, naming a loyal minister as his chosen heir, but after the great savior died on an inspection tour of his kingdom, his subjects switched their allegiance to Yu’s capable and honorable son, Qi. Thus began the first Chinese hereditary dynasty, the Xia, or so China’s ancient historians recorded.


Yu the Great can be considered the founder of China, as Moses was to the Israelites—the visionary who led his people through trials to the promised land. His dynasty would come to hold such importance to the Chinese that they would often refer to themselves as the people of Xia. Fact or fiction, Yu’s story was already embedded in Chinese memory three thousand years ago. The Yu legend is recounted in some detail in an inscription on a bronze can dating all the way back to around 900 BC. “Heaven commanded Yu to spread out the soil, and to cross the mountains and dredge the streams,” it reads. “Thus he cut off the trees to open land for plantation, taxed the subjugated people, and oversaw virtues.”3


Yu was also held up by future historians and political thinkers in China as a model ruler—honest, benevolent, selfless, and just. He defines how the Chinese came to see good government. In the West, world history is traced back to Greece, Rome, and their early republics—the roots of modern democracy, what we believe is the ideal form of governance. In the Chinese history of the world, perfect government was defined by Yu. China’s desired state had at its apex not an elected assembly of the people but an enlightened sage-king on a throne, to guide the people with virtue and wisdom. This notion of proper government would be elaborated upon and expanded over the coming centuries into a complex political ideology that would remain entrenched in Chinese world history, for a long, long, long time.
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Good men earn thrones; bad men lose them. That’s the lesson of Chinese history, or at least how the Chinese write their history. It was inevitable, then, that when a dishonorable descendant took Xia’s helm, the dynasty was doomed. Emperor Jie, in the words of one ancient historian, “was oppressive, and his rule dissipated.”4 The moment was ripe for a new hero, and the man who seized the opportunity was named Tang, probably the ruler of a rival kingdom to the Xia. Tang was as humane as Jie was not. One day, we’re told, he was out and about and ran into some rustic fellow who was hanging nets in every direction, vowing to catch every bird he could. That didn’t seem like fair play to the upright Tang, who took down most of these nets to give the birds a flying chance.


No less distressed by the malignant Jie, Tang sent a trusted envoy to the Xia cities to learn more about the state of the dynasty. When he returned from his three-year spying mission and reported that the Xia ruler was widely despised, Tang resolved there and then to act. In a rousing speech to rally the people, Tang charged that the Xia’s Jie “exhausts the strength of his people, and exercises oppression in the cities.” Brushing aside their fears and doubts, Tang presented his mission as divinely sanctioned. “It is not I, the little child, who dare to undertake a rebellious enterprise; but for the many crimes of the sovereign of Xia, Heaven has given the charge to destroy him,” Tang said.5


That he did, with ease. When Tang marched at the head of his army, carrying a halberd, the Xia’s soldiers refused to defend their hated king, whom Tang banished from the empire. The victorious Tang returned to his home city of Bo and was proclaimed the ruler of the realm—the new Shang Dynasty. Apparently overwhelmed with the weight of responsibility placed upon his shoulders, Tang composed a heartfelt message to his subjects. “I am fearful and trembling, as if I were in danger of falling into a deep abyss,” he wrote.6


These tales could all be fables, too. They sure sound like it. And the Shang Dynasty was thought to be mythical as well. There was no corroborating evidence dug up anywhere in north China that confirmed the Shang ever existed.


That was until the early twentieth century, when sleuthing archeologists tracked the source of animal bones with scribbles on them, originally discovered being ground up as a malaria treatment in a Beijing pharmacy, to a site in northern Henan province called Anyang. There they uncovered a massive city and, more importantly still, a treasure trove of cattle bones and tortoise shells. These were oracle bones—tens of thousands of them—used in divination ceremonies by the very Shang rulers who were not supposed to have existed. The Shang were real!


We know that because they told us. Unlike the still-doubted Xia, the Shang learned to write. And better yet, they wrote in Chinese characters—not exactly the ones used today, but clearly their predecessors. The invention of Chinese script was one of the most pivotal contributions to the Chinese history of the world. Chinese characters would eventually travel throughout East Asia, and with them Chinese literature, philosophy, and learning. Simply, Chinese script was the transmitter of Chinese culture, the Internet of ancient days. The characters were indispensable to the creation of a Chinese world, binding other peoples to China and separating East Asia as a distinct cultural zone from the rest of the world. The writing first appeared around 1200 BC, but it was already quite complex, so it might have been in use for some time earlier, scratched onto perishable material that has not survived. That makes the Shang’s characters the basis of the world’s oldest writing system, now in use for more than three thousand years.


Back to those old bones: they were, it turned out, something like government documents. It was common in Shang culture to seek guidance from the spirits on critical matters of state. Should we attack the enemy? Will a royal birth be a good one? (In other words, a boy.)7 The advice from beyond came in the form of cracks that appeared on bones and shells when seared with a heated brand or poker, which were then translated by divination experts. The question thus asked, the identity of the enquirer, the date, and the result were often engraved onto the cracked bone, and then—thankfully, for us today—saved as a formal record. Scholars were able to match the names of Shang rulers etched onto the bones with those mentioned in later historical texts. Voilà! Myth became history.


Still, the oracle bones only provide the bare bones of Shang history. Sometime in the mid-sixteenth century BC, Erlitou collapsed and the Shang rose, with the dynasty’s founding dated at 1554 BC. Anyang was probably the last of several capital cities. It was a gargantuan urban sprawl for its age: perched majestically on the Huan River, the royal compound had fifty-three large buildings, one possibly as long as a football field. The economic might and technical skill of the Shang loomed just as large. A bone factory is estimated to have churned out four million tools in the 150 years it operated. A 1,900-pound cauldron, the largest bronze ever made, must have required one thousand artisans working in unison to cast. The Shang elite amassed so much wealth that a royal consort named Lady Hao was entombed with enough stuff for multiple eternities: 468 bronze vessels and weapons and 755 jade items.


How powerful the Shang were remains an open question, however. The domain under their direct control may not have been particularly large—perhaps just sections of Henan and Shanxi provinces. What was critical about the Shang, though, was its cultural clout. Tracking pottery styles and bronze technology, archeologists have shown Shang influence spread across the region—to the area of Hebei in the north, down toward the Yangzi River in the south, off to Shandong in the east, and in the west into Shaanxi (which is a different province from Shanxi). The great diversity of cultures that had existed in earlier times was being replaced by a more homogenous one across the northern plain, with the Shang as the source. A “Chinese” civilization was being forged, centuries before the rise of Greece and Rome.
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The Shang were also not alone. Other centers of power emerged over the roughly five centuries it flourished in north China. As Shang influence waned toward the eleventh century BC, its royal house was toppled by a rival kingdom called Zhou, located on the western fringe of the Shang heartland, in what is today Shaanxi province. The stories left to us in later written histories sound all too familiar. Like the Xia, the Shang were brought to an inglorious end through immoral leadership, this time by a king named Xin who reveled in debauchery and depravity—boozing, womanizing, roasting his enemies over bonfires, and doing other things good Chinese rulers are not supposed to do. As one historian lamented, King Xin “made a pond of wine, hung the trees with meat, made men and women chase each other about quite naked, and had drinking bouts the whole night long.”8 To pay for all his gluttony, he heavily taxed the masses and filled his treasuries with money, grain, and livestock. As resentment boiled over, King Xin refused to heed warnings from his ministers, and even his son, that he would lose his crown if he did not mend his wayward ways.


Clearly, the Shang’s days were numbered; it was just a matter of who would perform the coup de grâce. That man was King Wu, ruler of Zhou. His father, King Wen, had already started the assault on the Shang, and his forces may have gotten within striking distance of its capital. But the campaign was cut short when he suddenly passed away. The job fell to King Wu. At a gathering of allied nobles and officials, King Wu listed the crimes of the Shang ruler and, much like the founder of that dynasty centuries earlier, proclaimed that he had divine permission to rid China of this evil tyrant. “The iniquity of Shang is full,” he told the assembled dignitaries. “Heaven gives command to destroy it. If I did not obey Heaven, my iniquity would be as great.”9


Four years after his father’s death, King Wu brought his allied forces—a huge host of forty-five thousand soldiers—to a place called Muye. There, at dawn, he rode to the front of his army wielding a golden battle axe and exhorted his men to “be like tigers and panthers, like bears.”10 The scene that unfolded is immortalized in one of China’s most revered poems.




The wilderness of Mu spread out extensive;


Bright shone the chariots of sandal;


The teams of bays, black-maned and white-bellied, galloped along.11





A battle royal it was not. The vast army of Shang, “collected like a forest” in the words of the poet, had no will to fight. At the first charge of King Wu’s men, the Shang soldiers rebelled and turned their swords onto their own leaders. His army in tatters, the Shang tyrant King Xin fled into a tower he used as a treasury, dressed himself in luxuriant robes and jewels, and set himself on fire. Finding the charred corpse after entering the defeated capital, King Wu dismounted from his horse, lopped off King Xin’s head with his golden axe, and hung it on a white banner. The people of the city wisely submitted to their conqueror. Another new dynasty was born, called the Zhou. It was 1045 BC.
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King Wu is one of the most important figures in Chinese history, a sage-king ranking right up there with Yu the Great. The Zhou Dynasty he forged lasted for an amazing eight centuries, a record unmatched by any other royal house in China’s long history (and possibly anywhere else). At the time, though, the Zhou’s success did not appear so certain. King Wu had won a resounding victory, but still he was troubled. One night, not long after the battle at Muye, his brother visited him and asked why the king couldn’t sleep. King Wu responded that he was consumed with the challenges ahead. The Shang had left him a realm in decay and disorder. Insects infested the fields that should have been producing grain; deer grazed on lands that should have been feeding livestock. The corrupt officials of the Shang had to be replaced by the righteous. That was the only way to rule. “I shall exalt my works until my good deeds are clear to all,” he said.12


King Wu led a reformation of government. He sent away his battle-hardened horses to faraway fields as a signal to the people that war was at an end. Opening the state’s granaries, he ensured the masses had enough to eat. Within the royal court, he restored the proper frugality and rituals. These were all deeds to make Chinese philosophers swoon. King Wu’s methods became hallmarks of sagely leadership: elevating civil over military rule, providing for the well-being of society’s most vulnerable, and keeping the royal purse strings tight. “He showed the reality of his truthfulness, and proved clearly his righteousness,” one ancient history records. “He honored virtue, and rewarded merit. Then he had only to let his robes fall down, and fold his hands, and the kingdom was orderly ruled.”13


Yet the Zhou were almost snuffed out as quickly as they rose. King Wu died a mere two years after beheading the Shang, and Wu’s son, King Cheng, was too young to assume the complicated affairs of state. So a regency was formed, with the child-heir and two of King Wu’s brothers governing the new kingdom together. One of those brothers was the Duke of Zhou, another towering figure of Chinese history, credited with tremendous contributions to statesmanship. It was the Duke’s expert management and clarity of purpose that probably saved the Zhou from early extinction.


Trouble began when disgruntled princes who had been excluded from the ruling triumvirate conspired with a scion of the Shang royal clan and rebelled against the duke and the heir. This left them in a tough spot. Do they go to war to assert royal authority? To answer that question, King Cheng sought the wisdom of the divine. The verdict, via a cracked tortoise shell, was auspicious: he would win the war. Still, some of King Cheng’s advisors warned him against taking military action, but he insisted on defending his authority. He would put his trust in the word of Heaven, revealed by the cracks on the shell. “Heaven’s mandate is not to be presumed upon,” he pronounced.14


This was a very early expression of a core tenet of Chinese political thought: the “Mandate of Heaven.” It was the all-powerful yet intangible force called Heaven that conferred upon a man the right to rule. That right, that “mandate,” was conditional: if a ruler was immoral, cruel, or inept, the mandate could just as easily be withdrawn and bestowed upon someone more worthy. Heaven only selected the most virtuous to rule. The greatest legacy of the early Zhou rulers was their promotion of this idea, to claim the Zhou court had the moral right to rule and divine sanction for its actions. It was a stroke of political genius.


This concept of the Mandate of Heaven became the defining justification for imperial rule through much of Chinese history. Chinese dynasties would assert they possessed the Mandate of Heaven to legitimize their rise to power. What’s more, the concept sat at the heart of a greater worldview—a universal order, ordained by Heaven, that encompassed the entire world and all the peoples in it. The emperor, in this philosophical construction, was no run-of-the-mill ruler—if he possessed the Mandate of Heaven, that made him the Son of Heaven, the representative of the divine on earth. With that special status, the authority of the Son of Heaven had no boundaries—he had the right to govern “all under Heaven,” the entire world the Chinese knew, or at least the civilized parts of it. Thus the Chinese ruler possessed a universal quality. And if the Son of Heaven held such boundless sovereignty and was anointed by the grandest of deities, then how, exactly, could other rulers be his equal? Impossible! This political philosophy, as it developed, shaped Chinese relations with the rest of the world for thousands of years.


Armed with their heavenly mandate, King Cheng and the Duke of Zhou marched against the rebels. It took three years, but not only did the Zhou smash their clan rivals, they in the process significantly expanded the territory under their control. The newly constituted Zhou Dynasty now ruled farther in every direction than any previous north China state—deep into Shandong and Hebei, and possibly south almost to the Huai River.


To govern their new empire, the Zhou court revolutionized state administration in China, creating executive officials and secretariats with scribes and civil servants. In other words, the Zhou may have invented Chinese bureaucracy (for good and bad). But the new regime was hardly a centralized state—such an innovation would wait a further eight hundred years. The Duke of Zhou stabilized the Zhou through a sort of feudal confederacy. He divvied up the conquered lands into fiefs and handed them out to loyal royals and trusted allies, who governed them with a great degree of independence in the name of the Zhou house. That may have seemed wise and efficient from an administrative standpoint. Managing such an expanse from the capital in an age when roads were few and transport glacial was a challenge, to say the least. Later Chinese scholars would regard this form of government as the ideal. But it would prove a disaster for the cohesion of the Zhou Dynasty.


What really endeared the Duke of Zhou to future emperors, ministers, and scholars is something he didn’t do. He commanded such respect that he could probably have grasped the throne for himself, but chose not to. When the young King Cheng came of age, the Duke of Zhou dissolved his regency and remained no more than a devoted advisor. Ever since, Chinese philosophers have held him up as the model of integrity in government. A millennium later, when another dying emperor wished another regent to show the same decency to a young heir, he gave the man a painting of the Duke of Zhou.
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The ancient Chinese had developed an advanced society, with a complex political system, productive economy, and vibrant cultural life. But they were hardly unique. Other peoples around the world were crafting early but brilliant civilizations, which in some respects surpassed the one rising on the Yellow River. The Chinese were actually late to the state-building game; by the time Erlitou rose, Hammurabi was already proclaiming his famous code in Babylon. The pyramids at Giza were some 1,500 years old by the time of the Duke of Zhou. And the great Harappan civilization of the Indus River valley, with its oddly standardized urban planning and undeciphered script, had already come and gone. But the residents of China, comfortably ensconced on the far eastern end of Asia, had no way of knowing any of that.


The distances were too great, and the available technology too feeble to bridge them. Though the Chinese might have had some scant contact with Central and South Asia during the Zhou period, they remained pretty thoroughly isolated from other major civilizations until the late second century BC. A long way off at this point in our story. Closer to home in these early centuries, the Chinese did not confront any other society with the same degree of political and economic organization or level of literacy. Beyond its own borders were no more than tribes, many pastoral and not yet engaged in agriculture, and, as far as we know, mostly illiterate. So as far as the people of the Zhou could tell, their civilization was superior to any other. They were the super elite, their kingdom a superpower. Ignorance is bliss, after all.


Still, we shouldn’t sniff at the achievements of the ancient Chinese, either. The long Zhou period witnessed an incredible flourishing of artistic and literary expression and innovation—one of the most influential in all human history. What happened under the Zhou was nothing short of the forging of classical Chinese civilization. The writings and ideas that flowed from this period of intellectual ferment and flowering would form the foundation of Chinese culture through the centuries, and down to the present day. The Zhou civilization, based on certain texts and philosophical tenets, then spread to other parts of what became China, as well as much of East Asia, creating a Chinese cultural domain that stretched from Japan across the continent into Southeast Asia.


Simply, the West has its Athens, East Asia its Zhou.


Many of the works composed during the Zhou age became classics, the literature at the very foundation of society. One of these texts, the Classic of Poetry, is probably the oldest collection of verse in the world. Some of the odes may have been composed around 1000 BC. The Book of Changes, a work on divination, has traditionally been credited to the Duke of Zhou and King Wu’s father. But even if that is apocryphal, which is probably the case, scholars believe parts of it were written in the first centuries of Zhou rule. Entries in a compendium of historical records, called the Classic of History, are possibly even older, and may date from the first decades of the Zhou. Zuo’s Commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals, completed in the fourth century BC, offers a wealth of information on the events of the later Zhou centuries and is possibly the first historical narrative produced anywhere in the world. The outpouring of all of this literature shows how important reading and writing had become to Zhou society. Literacy was essential to anyone claiming membership in the Zhou elite.


More important than the texts themselves were the ideas within them. The latter period of the Zhou Dynasty was the age of the greatest Chinese philosophers, who gave birth to a distinctly Chinese body of thought. While Socrates taught in Athens, the Buddha achieved enlightenment in northern India, and the Hebrew prophets were infusing their monotheism with a new universality, a group of Chinese thinkers were espousing doctrines that would have just as much influence over global civilization, if not more.


The most influential of these philosophers was Confucius. Born in 551 BC in eastern China and raised in poverty by a single mother, this scholar and statesman came to be called the “Supreme Sage,” whose school of thought became the defining ideology of China’s imperial dynasties. The texts known as the “Confucian classics”—since he has traditionally been credited (probably incorrectly) with writing, editing, or embellishing them—formed the basis of education in China (and parts of East Asia) until the twentieth century. His ideas came to shape relations between father and son, husband and wife, and ruler and subject; the principles of good government; the position of women in society; attitudes toward authority; and the role of the individual. Confucius taught the Chinese how to gauge right from wrong and how to see the world around them. For centuries, the government was managed by scholars infused with his teachings. It is difficult to separate Confucius’s doctrine from Chinese civilization itself. Anywhere you went in China—from the emperor’s audience chamber to the farmer’s bedchamber—you’d find Confucius at work.
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Confucius, China’s most important philosopher. His doctrine became the core ideology of the imperial dynasties.
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Confucius the man could never have predicted his future fame. Though he strove tirelessly to convince the dukes and princes of his day to adopt his theories on good government—based on virtue and benevolence instead of coercion—he had little success. In his old age, he retired to teaching, and he died in 479 BC surrounded by only a handful of loyal disciples. Yet his ideas survived, passed down from teacher to student through the centuries and preserved in the Analects, a collection of his famously pithy sayings compiled by his followers sometime after his death. More than two millennia later, this collection remains the most important single text in Chinese history, and one of the most influential philosophical works ever produced anywhere.


Confucius’s doctrine was centered on the dao, or “the Way,” of the sages. If people acted with propriety and moral uprightness, the world would enjoy harmony, peace, and prosperity. This was especially true of the ruler, who had a special responsibility to behave virtuously—leading by example, his good deeds would have an infectious effect by encouraging similarly moral behavior among the masses. For a model, Confucius looked back to an even earlier age in Chinese history, to sages like Yu the Great and the Duke of Zhou, who set the standard for righteous leadership. Yet everyone has his or her proper role to play to ensure society is in order. Cultivating oneself to be more virtuous and honorable should be a lifelong task. But Confucius’s idea of self-improvement wasn’t meditating under a Bodhi tree, Buddha-style. He was very much a man of the world, and he wanted to change that world. Only through a commitment to incessant learning could a man foster his goodness and become a gentleman (a tradition that drives the Chinese mania for education to this day). The learned then had a responsibility to serve the people; only the most virtuous should command authority. Here we find the radical nature of Confucian thought. Though later condemned as an arch-conservative, during his own age—of nobles and commoners—Confucius was a champion of merit over birthright, who believed men should be judged by their morality and wisdom, not by wealth, clan, or status. It was a notion that eventually became embedded in the imperial system of education and government.


Confucius, though, must share the philosophical spotlight with other thinkers of equivalent brilliance. The foundation of another consequential Chinese doctrine—Daoism—also dates to the Zhou era. Though Daoism has some common traits with Confucianism—such as a focus on this world rather than the next—it differs sharply in others, most of all in its view of the world of man. While the Confucians are fixated on social norms and rituals, the Daoists believe the constructs of human society inhibit the natural force of the dao, in their view the intangible “Way” of the universe. The goal of the sage is to empty himself of the discriminations and distractions created by humankind and clear out the artifices of everyday life, in order to accord oneself with the Way. The best-known Daoist text, the Daodejing, was compiled no later than the fourth century BC, and is credited to Laozi, which just translates to “Old Master.” Legend has it he wrote the whole thing in two seconds. If he existed—and historians doubt it—he might have been a near contemporary of Confucius. (One ancient scribe claims the two titans actually met, with an elder Laozi giving the younger Confucius a good tongue lashing.) Daoists have had tremendous influence over art, literature, medicine, and religious practice in China. Taken together, Confucianism, Daoism, and other strands of Chinese philosophy form a corpus every bit as important to global civilization as the works of the Greek philosophers or the South Asian Vedas.


What coalesced in central China during the Zhou period was a distinctly “Chinese” culture of shared rituals, social practices, foundational texts, political and mythic heroes, moral values, and philosophical principles that defined what being “Chinese” actually meant. The Chinese began to think of themselves as Chinese, with a common “Chineseness,” a bond that set them apart from others. The concept of “China” was being born.


This “culture of ours,” as the Chinese came to call it, proved to be the glue that bound China’s society together as it dissolved politically. Beginning in the eighth century and lasting for five hundred years, the Zhou court steadily lost real power and eventually ruled in name only. The nobles managed their regional realms—the decentralized system implemented by the Duke of Zhou—and officially remained loyal to the Zhou kings, but in practice, they acted more and more as independent rulers governing separate states. And these principalities—at one point, dozens of them—began incessantly squabbling with each other over territory and treasure. The battles were bloody. Over the centuries, cultural practices deviated between these different states. (In one, the state of Yan, “in exchanges of guests, they had their wives attend them overnight,” an ancient scribe enticingly recorded.)15 Yet through it all, a sense of commonality remained—the shared values, traditions, and social norms—that made civilized people civilized. The zhongguo, the heartland, may have decomposed into competing polities, but the idea of a “Chinese” central cultural zone did not.






[image: image]








When the Chinese looked at the other peoples living around them, they weren’t all that impressed by what they found. These foreigners did strange things, dressed in odd clothing, and spoke incomprehensible tongues. They didn’t follow the correct rules of polite society or abide by the established niceties of diplomatic etiquette. They just weren’t like us at all, and clearly our ways were far better—far more “civilized.” Since Chinese civilization defined civilization, only those who were part of it were civilized. Everyone else, almost by definition, wasn’t. They were no more than barbarians, and that’s exactly how the ancient Chinese described them.


The early Chinese perceived the world as a series of concentric zones (at first five, then nine). At the center was the seat of the emperor and the territory under his direct control. That also represented the beating heart of Chinese culture. With each band that stretched out from this core, the more barbarous the people living there became. One ancient text called the most remote area the “Wild Domain.”16 This unsavory locale was home to those most ignorant of Chinese civilization, and therefore, the most savage. Obviously, this was a simplistic and idealized construct, but it had a strong influence on Chinese relations with the outside world.


Since these “others” were not literate, everything we know about them we’ve learned from the Chinese. And that isn’t much. Chinese scribes at this period showed scant interest in the customs, politics, or lifestyles of their neighbors. After all, what could these “barbarians” possibly have to offer? The Chinese often didn’t distinguish very carefully between the different types of “barbarians.” They were usually referred to by generic labels: the Di in the west, the Rong in the north, the Man in the south, and the Yi in the east.


In the eyes of the Chinese, these barbarians were no better than animals, with no order in their societies, no proper relations between people. It was chaos out there! “Their people live like elks and deer, birds and beasts,” scholars wrote of the surrounding tribes in the third century BC. Everything they did was the opposite of what was acceptable among the Chinese. “The young give orders to the old, the old are afraid of the adults, the strong are considered the worthy and the haughty and violent are revered. Day and night they abuse each other having no time to rest, exterminating thereby their kind.”17


What made these barbarians so abhorrent was that they didn’t follow the same rituals, cherish the same virtues, or have the same civilized tastes as the Chinese. “Ears that do not hear the harmony of the five sounds are deaf,” a Zhou dignitary is quoted as saying of one group of Di tribesmen in the seventh century BC. “Eyes that do not distinguish the displays of the five colors are blind; hearts that are not patterned after the basics of virtue and propriety are obstinate; mouths that do not pronounce loyal and trustworthy words are raucous. The Di pattern all these, their four perversities are complete.”18


Deaf and blind to China’s civilization, the barbarian tribes lacked the patience, tolerance, and moderation of the Chinese. One Zhou king, sickened by the crude behavior of tribute-bearing ambassadors, described them with derision. “Rong and Di enter hastily and despise order, they are greedy and unwilling to yield, their blood and breath is unmanageable, just like that of birds and beasts. When they arrive to submit tribute, they cannot wait for fragrance and fine taste; therefore we make them sit outside the gate and send the translator to give them” the meat of a sacrificed animal.19


Confronted with these outsiders as they migrated closer to and even into the zhongguo, the residents of the Zhou world began to demarcate themselves from these other groups. They were the Huaxia—the “hua” representing a mountain centrally located in the Zhou domain, and the “xia” a reference to the mythical Xia Dynasty. This is a sign of how the people of Zhou culture started to see themselves as possessing a common identity, distinct from other peoples. Simply, the Chinese began defining who they were by comparing themselves to others.


Faced with barbarous outsiders, the Chinese had to stand together, whatever their political divisions. It was just a matter of “us” and “them.” The great civilization of China had to be protected. In 661 BC, a canny minister in the state of Qi named Guan Zhong employed just such rhetoric to convince his ruler to come to the aid of another Chinese state that had been invaded by Di tribesmen. The Di “are wolves and jackals who cannot be satiated,” he said. The Chinese “are kin who cannot be abandoned.”20


Yet the ancient Chinese didn’t believe the barbarians were hopelessly irredeemable. The common thinking at the time was more enlightened than it might appear—all people were more or less the same, and inherently good in their inner nature. Just because they were unrefined didn’t make them inherently bad folk. One commentary from the third century BC made clear that the barbarian tribes “differ in all: in their clothing, caps and belts; in their palaces, living houses and places of dwellings; in their boats, chariots and utensils; in their sounds, colors, and tastes. Yet their desires are the same.”21


The barbarians would cease to be barbarians, then, if they became more like the Chinese. Being Chinese, from this viewpoint, was a matter of culture, not genetics. Anyone could become “Chinese” by adopting “Chinese” learning, moral values, and rituals. Once exposed to Chinese life, the barbarians would doubtlessly perceive its merits and quickly adopt it. No less a figure than Confucius believed it so. In one passage in the Analects, Confucius remarked that he’d like to live among the “Nine Barbarian Tribes” of the east. A listener, apparently startled, asked, “But could you put up with their uncouth ways?” No problem, Confucius responded. “Once a gentleman settles amongst them, what uncouthness will there be?”22 Chinese culture thus was transformative: it could convert the barbaric into the civilized.


However, the reverse—barbarians teaching the Chinese—was unthinkable. There was only one culture worth anything, and that was China’s. Mencius, the most revered Confucian philosopher after the original sage himself, who probably lived in the fourth century BC, summed it up neatly: “I have heard of men using the doctrines of our great land to change barbarians, but I have never yet heard of any being changed by barbarians.”23


This isn’t to say the Chinese never borrowed from others. They did. But adopting foreign influences was controversial—because they weren’t Chinese. How could anything devised outside of the civilized world be of any value? That very question caused trouble for the king of the state of Zhao in 307 BC. He had taken up barbarian dress—probably trousers—as part of his plan to introduce cavalry into his armed forces (another innovation imported from foreign, nomadic tribes). The court was appalled with this breach of decorum. His younger brother pleaded with him to change his mind. “I heard: Central States [the zhongguo] are the place where cleverness and wisdom dwell,” he told the king. “Here sages and worthies are teaching, and benevolence and propriety are implemented.” The barbarians should be copying Chinese practices, not the other way around. “It is the place to be visited by those from afar, and this way is what the Man and the Yi must implement.” Accepting foreign practices, even something as seemingly innocuous as a pair of pants, was akin to turning against his own people. “Now the king discards this and adopts the clothing of the distant regions, changes old teachings, modifies old ways, goes against the people’s heart, turns his back to the knowledgeable, abandons the Central States.”


The king responded that tradition and sagely principles were all well and good, but even the Chinese should learn from outsiders if it benefited them. “Different localities require change in the use; different undertakings require modification of rites,” he said.24 It was a debate that would rage down through the centuries.
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Relations between the states of the Zhou and their barbarian neighbors were often frigid. Battles, raids, and invasions, launched by one side or the other, were all too frequent and stretched all the way back to the Shang Dynasty. Historical texts and bronze inscriptions have left to posterity an alarming record of recurring communal violence. The Zhou’s King Cheng “chastised” a tribe called the Huai-Yi that lived in what is today Anhui province, and then inflicted the same on the eastern Yi. King Kang in 981 BC appointed a military supervisor named Yu, who, two years later, scored a great victory over a people called the Guifang, who probably lived in northern Shaanxi and Shanxi provinces. And so on and so on.


As the hold of the Zhou royals over their dukes and barons deteriorated, relations between the Chinese and the barbarians became more complex and began to play a bigger role in the history of China. The Di, Rong, and other frontier peoples got embroiled in the endless scheming of the rival Chinese states. One minute, the barbarians could be enemies, the next allies, in a confusing and shifting swirl of partnerships and betrayals. An especially ornery group of foreigners, called the Xianyun, even played a part in destroying the political power of the Zhou Dynasty. By the early eighth century BC, these barbarians had been threatening the Zhou capital, near modern-day Xi’an, for some time, but the royal forces had been able to hold them at bay. As would prove true again and again through China’s long history, however, weakness at the center gave outsiders the opportunity they needed to wreak havoc, and invariably, that weakness was caused by a ruler with more vanity than virtue, in this case, King You. The story goes that King You became infatuated with a consort, divorced his wife, and replaced the original heir with the son of his new favorite. Bad move. The discarded queen just happened to be the daughter of the ruler of a state called Shen. Bent on revenge, the lord of Shen forged an alliance with the Xianyun and encouraged them to attack the Zhou again. The foolish King You sealed his fate by repeatedly calling out his allies to defend the capital for no reason except to extract a rare smile from his otherwise ill-tempered consort. So when the Xianyun did attack, in 771 BC, the king, like the boy who cried wolf, found no one rode to his rescue. The Zhou capital was destroyed and the hapless King You killed.


The real story is probably much less entertaining—King You seems to have lost out in a factional struggle for power. But it is true that the Xianyun were allies of the king’s opponents, and after his defeat, the Zhou court had to reconstitute itself under his son at a new capital in the east, at Luoyang. This is the start of what’s called the Eastern Zhou Dynasty, to distinguish it from the earlier, and more impressive, Western Zhou period. Officially, the Zhou limped on for another five centuries. But the court never recovered its former glory.


Though the barbarian peoples got drawn into the interminable contests between the warring Chinese states, they were not treated as equals. A sort of code of chivalry was honored between the Chinese states in their battles; for the barbarians, however, any trickery or atrocity was fair game. Barbarians were, after all, like beasts, and could only understand the stick. “It is virtue by which the people of the Middle Kingdom are cherished; it is by severity that the wild tribes around are awed,” one ancient commentary recommended.25 Sometimes the Rong, Di, and assorted others were the victims of aggressive Chinese rulers greedy for land and resources, as the states pushed their boundaries farther north toward inner Asia. All the while the barbarian tribes were getting absorbed into China—in other words, adopting the cultural practices of the Zhou world. A perfect example of this process is the state of Zhongshan, which reached its apogee during the fourth century BC. Though modeled on the other Chinese states, it was founded by Di tribesmen, and as archeological finds attest, its elite had been highly influenced by the thought of Confucius—more so, at the time, than the authentic “Chinese” societies around them. Confucius’s confidence in the irresistibility of Chinese civilization was not misplaced. In fact, by the end of the third century BC, the Rong, Di, Yi, and Man evaporate from Chinese historical records. They had become indistinguishable from the “real” Zhou Chinese.


But as that Chinese world continued to expand, the Chinese butted into other civilizations that weren’t so easily assimilated or conquered. That would change the Chinese history of the world forever.
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