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Preface to the Enlarged Edition

John King Fairbank devoted his life to writing and teaching on China, a
country whose history and society absorbed him throughout his adult
years. This book is a fitting conclusion to his career.

Fairbank, who was affectionately referred to as JKF by his colleagues
and students, began as a scholar of British history. But he was drawn to
the study of China by the publication of its diplomatic archives in 1932,
when he was in China doing research for his dissertation. That disserta-
tion emerged as the pioneering monograph Trade and Diplomacy on the
China Coast, which launched the study of Qing dynasty documents and
China’s interaction with the West. In 1936 Fairbank joined the Harvard
University History Department, where he introduced the history of mod-
ern China to its curriculum. His lectures, given with wry wit and humor-
ous slides, presented history as a story. For the next five decades he con-
tinued to teach at Harvard, to work for the United States government in
Washington, D.C., and in China during World War II, and to write, co-
author, and edit over three dozen books plus hundreds of articles, re-
views, commentaries, and congressional testimonies. Fairbank was the
dean of modern Chinese studies not only in the United States but in most
of the world—a teacher, mentor, administrator, public educator, and his-
torian.

I first met JKF in 1953 when I entered Harvard’s East Asian Regional
Studies master’s program. He subsequently became my Ph.D. thesis advi-
sor and invited me to become a Research Associate of Harvard’s East
Asian Research Center (later renamed the Fairbank Center for East Asian
Research), where T have been ever since. He was an inspiring and de-

XV



xvi Preface to the Enlarged Edition

manding graduate advisor. As with the scores of other future historians
of China whom he trained, he relentlessly guided, cajoled, and pushed
me through the Ph.D. process and then the publication of my first book.
Even after I began teaching at Boston University and had my own
students, he remained a constant, dominating presence. Sometimes he
would call before 7:00 in the morning, usually on weekends, to tell me
how much he liked a piece I had written and to suggest ways it could
have been “even better.”

At the time Fairbank completed this book, the post-Mao reform pe-
riod had been under way for little more than a decade and could not yet
be analyzed in historical context. My contribution, Chapter 21 and the
Epilogue, deals with the reform period in more detail, providing greater
perspective than the first edition could. My views also diverge somewhat
from those of Fairbank. Another of JKF’s notable qualities was his will-
ingness to take on and encourage students who were interested in topics
and approaches different from his own.

Whereas Fairbank emphasized demographic and institutional factors
and stressed China’s uniqueness, I tend to be more interested in intellec-
tual and political history and to see more overlap between Confucian
and Western views. Whereas he saw the post-Mao era as a continuation
of China’s repressive, backward recent history, I view it as more open to
change. His darker view was due in part to the fact that this book was
completed in the aftermath of the violent crackdown in Tiananmen
Square on June 4, 1989. In his preface, he notes that while in most as-
pects Chinese civilization before the nineteenth century was far more ad-
vanced than that in the West, in modern times, China had fallen far be-
hind. Even its revolution, he asserted elsewhere, has been the longest,
most difficult, and bloodiest in modern history. He often despaired
whether China would ever be able to catch up with the developed world.

This question remains unanswered today. Fairbank often pointed out
that China has the extraordinary problem of having to feed, house, and
provide a livelihood for the largest population in the world, 1.2 billion
and growing. But as my epilogue points out, despite many difficulties,
China in the post-Mao era appears to be finding its way to deal with its
problems and has acquired the potential to revive its greatness of old.
Whether or not China succeeds in becoming a great power, it will have a
major impact on the rest of the world in the years to come.

Merle Goldman
December 1997



Preface to the Original Edition

Since the 1970s, as part of the modernization defining the current phase
of the great Chinese revolution, China has been emerging as a more di-
verse and dynamic place. “One China, One Culture” may still be the pa-
triotic slogan of 1,250,000,000 people in China, echoing the old Confu-
cian governing elite’s persistent ideal of political unity. But the Chinese
experience of invasion, rebellion, civil war, and reform since the 1930s
has shattered the ancient sanction for central autocracy and local acqui-
escence. Education and economic modernization among the great mass
of the Chinese people are creating new opportunities, new careers and
lifestyles. Fresh ideas and political institutions cannot lag far behind.

Along with this transformation in Chinese life has come a dynamic
growth in China studies the world over. During the last twenty years an
outpouring of skilled monographs has begun to modernize our view of
China’s history and institutions. This new view has rendered obsolete the
old sinologue’s all-about-China approach to the country as a single en-
tity inhabited by “the Chinese.” Archaeologists excavating thousands of
sites, historians researching in the great new archives, social scientists in-
vestigating localities have all begun to break up the unitary One-China
monolith.

China: A New History takes account of much of this recent work.
Yet the perpetual seesaw between fresh evidence and interpretation gives
any new history a fuzzy outline, bounded by many unresolved ques-
tions. The path of historical wisdom is to find out what issues are still in
dispute, to identify major current questions, rather than to try to resolve
them all here and now. Our libraries are littered with the pronounce-
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xvili  Preface to the Original Edition

ments of writers who knew all about China but could not see how much
they did not know. The expansion of our knowledge has expanded the
circumference of our ignorance.

The plan of this book is as follows: After noting several lines of ap-
proach to the Chinese scene, we look first at the newest chapter in the
story, China’s prehistory. Since 1920 archaeology has broken through
the ancient crust of Chinese myth and legend, confirming much of it.
Scientific excavation has found Peking Man, traced the growth of Neo-
lithic China, and exhumed the Bronze Age capitals of the once-legend-
ary Shang and Xia dynasties. We start with a firm picture of the extraor-
dinary continuity of a largely self-contained civilization.

Next, we trace the growth of the imperial autocracy, of the elite, and
of the state and society they governed. New studies of the major peri-
ods—Han, Tang, Song, Ming, and Qing—allow us to appreciate the so-
phistication of China’s achievements. Never have so few ruled for so
long over so many. Yet this success in autocracy and elitism left a prob-
lem. The imperial mixture—the ruler’s ritual leadership, the elite’s self-
indoctrination in moral principles, the bureaucracy’s clever self-regulat-
ing mechanisms among the people, and the violent punishments held in
reserve—all created a self-sufficient and self-perpetuating civilization.
But it did not form a nation-state with a government motivated to lead
the way in modernization.

China’s history when surveyed over the last two thousand years con-
tains a great paradox that bothers all Chinese patriots today. In compar-
ison with Europe, the China of the eleventh and twelfth centuries was a
forerunner, far ahead in most aspects of civilization, whereas in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries China lagged far behind. When Francis
Bacon remarked around 1620 that the world was being made over by
printing, gunpowder, and the magnet, he did not refer to the fact that
they all three had appeared first in China. Nowadays, however, it is
generally conceded that the China of AD 1200 was on the whole more
advanced than Europe. So why and how did China fall behind? Among
the world’s major peoples, why have the Chinese become latecomers on
the way to modernity? If living conditions and the amenities of life in
China and Europe were generally comparable as recently as the eigh-
teenth century, how did China so spectacularly fail to follow the Euro-
pean lead in industrialization? To so large a question there is no single,
monocausal answer. In Part Two we pursue this intriguing question
from several angles.

In Part Three, we look at the rise to power of the Chinese Commu-
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nist Party under Mao Zedong and, in Part Four, at its amazing vicissi-
tudes since 1949. Once the modern revolution in Chinese thought got
under way in the 1890s, it became evident that no foreign model could
fit the Chinese situation, that many models would be used but none
would be adequate, and that the creative Chinese people would have to
work out their salvation in their own way. Having had a unique past,
they would have their own unique future.

This conclusion, unsettling to many, has now coincided with a fur-
ther worldwide realization that the species Homo sapiens sapiens (as it
has reassuringly designated itself) is itself endangered. The twentieth
century has already seen more man-made suffering, death, and assault
on the environment than all previous centuries combined. Perhaps the
Chinese have finally joined the great outside world just in time to partici-
pate in its collapse. A few observers, less pessimistic, believe that in the
end only a survival capacity like that exhibited by the Chinese for
three millennia can save us.

By taking a fresh, newly informed look at China’s long history, at its
multichanneled reforms, rebellions, and revolutions and its record of ad-
mirable successes and grievous failures in the modern century, we may
find the long-term trends and contemporary conditions that will shape
China’s future and affect our own.

JKE
September 12, 1991






Introduction: Approaches to
Understanding China’s History

The Variety of Historical Perspectives

The fact that Chinese history is best known in China, just as Western
history is best known in America and Europe, creates discordant per-
spectives between China and the outside world. For example, Chinese
know that Manchu tribal leaders christened their new state Qing
(“Pure”) in 1636, the year that Americans (at least those around Boston)
remember as the founding of Harvard, the New World’s first college.
After 2 million or so Manchus took power over 120 million or so Chi-
nese, the Qing dynasty governed the Chinese people for 267 years while
their numbers rose to about 400 million. At its midpoint in the 1770s,
the Qing dynasty, governing the Chinese empire from Beijing, completed
its conquest of Mongolia, Central Asia, and Tibet, while a few million
American rebels in their thirteen colonies declared their independence of
Britain.

Now that the United States is top nation in succession to eighteenth-
century France and nineteenth-century Britain, historical perspective is
more necessary than ever. In China the United States’ democratic market
economy faces the last communist dictatorship, yet behind Chinese com-
munism lies the world’s longest tradition of successful autocracy. It is
now trying to achieve economic modernization without the representa-
tive political democracy that Americans view as their special gift to the
world’s salvation. U.S. citizens who feel inclined to bash China’s dicta-
torship may usefully recall their nation’s own difficulties in the exercise
of freedom and power, which call into question the appropriateness of
the American model for China’s modern transformation. The United




2 INTRODUCTION

States has, for example, had trouble recently with its national leadership.
One president was assassinated for reasons not yet known which we pre-
fer not to ask about. Another president resigned to avoid impeachment
for lying. A more recent president from Hollywood lived a fantasy life,
lying to himself and the public to make us feel good, while creating an
underclass beneath our democracy and ending the Cold War with the So-
viet Union. Meanwhile, in far-off China, Chairman Mao Zedong killed
millions and millions of Chinese while calling it a class struggle for revo-
lution. His successor in 1989 was so stuck in China’s autocratic tradition
that, when confronted with unarmed petitioners for democracy, he made
the mistake of sending in tanks to shoot down hundreds of them on
primetime television.

Today the old men in Beijing do not want China flooded with the
commercial world’s pop culture. Academic Americans welcome 40,000
bright students from China and want them free to think about modern
problems. In America these include the drug and gun industries and
shooting in the streets. The Chinese have to reduce their birthrate to
avoid drowning in a population of more than a billion. Female infanti-
cide is one way, birth control and abortion are others. Many Americans
meanwhile want to save every fetus as a sacred human being, never mind
its mother or its future.

Among all these bizarre and poignant ironies, one unanswered ques-
tion haunts all Chinese patriots today. The Chinese Han empire had
been contemporary with and bigger than the Roman Empire. Indeed,
China was once the superior civilization of the world, not only the equal
of Rome but far ahead of medieval Europe. Albert Feuerwerker, an eco-
nomic historian disciplined against hyperbole, tells us that from rooo to
1500 AD “no comparison of agricultural productivity, industrial skill,
commercial complexity, urban wealth, or standard of living (not to men-
tion bureaucratic sophistication and cultural achievement) would place
Europe on a par with the Chinese empire” (in Ropp 1990). So why did
China fall behind in modern times? How could it be ignominiously con-
temned by Western and even Japanese imperialists in the late nineteenth
century?

The answer lies partly in China and partly in the West. From the
time of the Industrial Revolution that began about 1750 in England,
science and technology have been radically transforming the modern
world. Since 1978 “modernization” has been China’s national goal. The
high drama of a great people making a modern comeback is particularly
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moving in this case because of the Chinese people’s residual conviction
of their innate superiority. The twentieth century has generally acknowl-
edged the superlative quality of Shang bronzes, Song paintings, and
other aspects of China’s heritage. And since 1950 Joseph Needham and
his collaborators in the fourteen and more volumes of Science and Civili-
sation in China have described the impressive array of early Chinese dis-
coveries and inventions, far more than the well-known paper, printing,
gunpowder, and compass. Nathan Sivin suggests that premodern science
in China and Europe superficially resembled each other more than either
one resembled modern science. Although Europe had inherited ways of
thought that made it more ready for scientific thinking when the time
came, in neither case was there much linkage between science and tech-
nology, between the theoretical scholar and the practical artisan. The dy-
namic combination of S&T is a modern creation.

Sivin also points out how, for example, the remarkable efficiency of
the Chinese abacus as a calculator was limited to a dozen or so digits in a
linear array and so was useless for advanced algebra. He suggests that
the relative lack of Chinese mathematical innovations from the mid-
13008 to the 1600s may have been the price paid for the convenience of
the abacus. Here we have an example of how China’s early precocity in
invention could later hold her back. Indeed, I shall argue that the very
superiority achieved by Song China would become by 1800 a source of
her backwardness, as though all great achievements carry the seeds of
their ossification.

China’s precocity, it is now recognized, was not limited to the arts
and technology. By almost any definition, an autocratic state appeared in
ancient China, with institutions of bureaucratic administration, record-
keeping, selection of officials by merit on the basis of examinations, and
central control over the economy, society, literature, and thought. This
Chinese autocracy presaged the rise of the modern absolutist state in sev-
enteenth-century Europe. Our repertoire of social science concepts de-
rived from the pluralistic Western experience seems still inadequate to
encompass this early Chinese achievement.

If we wish to understand the social and human factors in China’s fall-
ing behind the West in the modern period, we must look more closely at
her prehistory, her rice economy, family system, Inner Asian invaders,
classical thought, and many other features of her high civilization to see
how they all may have played a part. Let us therefore identify certain
major approaches to understanding China.



4 INTRODUCTION

Geography: The Contrast of North and South

One’s approach to China’s diversity is first of all visual. To the traveler
who flies through the vast gray cloud banks, mists, and sunshine of con-
tinental China, two pictures will stand out as typical, one of North
China and one of the South (see Map 1). On the dry North China plain
to the south of Beijing, where Chinese civilization had its first flowering,
one sees in summer an endless expanse of green fields over which are
scattered clusters of darker green, the trees of earth-walled villages. It is
very like the view of the Middle West in the United States a few decades
ago, where farmsteads and their clumps of trees were dispersed at
roughly half-mile intervals. But where the American corn belt had a
farm, on the North China plain there is an entire village. Where one
American farmer’s family lived with its barns and sheds among its fields
in ITowa or Illinois at a half-mile distance from its neighbors roundabout,
in China an entire community of several hundred persons lives in its tree-
studded village, at a half-mile distance from neighbor villages. The
American people, in spite of their farming background, have no appreci-
ation of the population density that subtly conditions every act and
thought of a Chinese farmer.

In South China the typical picture is quite different, and like nothing
to which Americans are accustomed. There during much of the year the
rice fields are flooded and present a water surface to the airborne ob-
server. The green terrain is hilly, and the flat crescent-shaped rice terraces
march up each hill almost to the top and on the other side descend again
from near the crest, terrace upon terrace in endless succession, each em-
bankment conforming to the lay of the land like the contour lines of a ge-
ographer’s chart. Indeed, the curving pattern of the rice terraces seen
from above is a visual index to the slope of the valleys in which they are
built—narrow concave strips of paddy field touch the hilltops, the lower
terraces grow broader and longer and bulge out as they descend to the
valley floor. Gray stone footpaths are built on many of the embank-
ments, forming intricate patterns. When the sun is out, one sees it from
the air reflected brilliantly in the water of the rice fields. The sun seems to
be shining up through the fields from below, so that the whole ornate
network of the embankments and paths and hilltops appears to rush be-
neath one as though on a great rolling screen, a black lacework moving
across the bright silver of shining water.

No one can fly over the rugged green hills of the South without won-
dering where the billion and more people of China live and what they
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eat—such vast reaches of mountain and valley seem largely uncultivable
and sparsely settled. One’s picture of a big empty landscape is mirrored
statistically in the estimate that six sevenths of the population have to
live on the one third of the land that is cultivable (see Map 2). The
inhabited part of China is roughly half as large as the inhabited part of
the United States, yet it supports five times as many people. This is made
possible only by crowding some 2,000 human beings onto each square
mile of cultivated earth in the valleys and floodplains. The United States
has some 570,000 square miles under cultivation and could greatly in-
crease this area; China has perhaps 450,000 square miles of cultivated
land (less than one half acre of food-producing soil per person), with
little prospect of increasing this area by more than a small fraction, even
if it is used more intensively. In short, China must feed about 23 percent
of the world’s population from about 7 percent of the world’s arable
land.

The dry wheat-millet area of North China and the moist rice-grow-
ing areas of the South divide along a line roughly halfway between the
Yellow (Huang) River and the Yangzi River on the thirty-third parallel
(see Map 3). Rainfall, soil, temperature, and human usage create striking
contrasts between these two economic regions.

China’s rainfall patterns are created by the terrain. The Asian land
mass changes temperature more readily than does the Western Pacific
Ocean and its currents, and the cold dry air that is chilled over the conti-
nent in the wintertime tends to flow southeastward to the sea, with mini-
mum precipitation. Conversely, the summer monsoon of moisture-laden
air from the South China Sea is drawn inward and northward over the
land mass by the rising of the heated air above it, and precipitation oc-
curs mainly during the summer. The southerly wind of summer crosses
the hills of South China first, and they receive a heavy, relatively depend-
able rainfall. North China, being farther from the South China Sea, re-
ceives less rainfall overall, and the amount of precipitation over the dec-
ades has varied as much as 30 percent from one year to the next. The
average annual rainfall of the North China plain is about 20 to 25
inches, like that of the great American dustbowl, barely sufficient to
maintain cultivation at the best of times. This high variability of rainfall
from year to year constantly threatens to produce drought and famine.

North China’s severe continental winters, not unlike those of the
American Middle West, limit the growing season to about half the year.
In southernmost China, crops are grown the year around, and rice is
double-cropped and even triple-cropped. This explains why most of the
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Chinese people live in the more fecund rice country of the South. Rice
culture, with its greater inputs of water and labor, until recent times
yielded more than twice as much food as wheat-growing.

In both the North and South, natural resources are supplemented by
unremitting human endeavor, of which the night-soil (human-excre-
ment) industry is but one of the more spectacular forms. Without return-
ing human waste to the land, or using equivalent chemical fertilizers, no
region of China could produce enough food crops to sustain its present
population. Each urban center sustains its surrounding truck gardens in
this way; from the air Chinese cities can be seen surrounded by a belt of
dense green crops that fade at the periphery.

Early travelers compared China with Europe in the variety of its lan-
guages and the size of its different provinces (see Map 4). For example,
three regions along the course of the Yangzi River—Sichuan province to
the west, the twin provinces of Hubei to the north and Hunan to the
south, and the lower Yangzi delta—are each of them comparable to Ger-
many in area and each bigger in population. Major provinces of China
have distinctive dialects, cuisines, and sociocultural traditions that can
trigger endless dinner conversations. But provinces are essentially politi-
cal subdivisions of government. One new approach has been to divide
China for analytic purposes by regions of economic geography.

In the last quarter-century, G. William Skinner’s work on marketing
and urbanization has led him to divide China into macroregions, each
centering around a river drainage basin (see Map 5). Each region has a
populous and productive core area on a waterway and a less populous
and less productive periphery area in mountainous or arid terrain. A
core area is naturally more powerful in human affairs, while a periphery
becomes adjusted to its subordinate or marginal role. For example, de-
forestation, cultivation, and soil erosion in a periphery will tend to send
useful alluvium down into a core, heightening their difference in fertility.

The precise limits and interrelationships of these analytically defined
macroregions will be refined and improved upon. They are useful to his-
torians because they reflect economic reality more accurately than the
political provinces. In fact, provincial boundaries may be set not to en-
hance the power of economic factors but rather to counter them. Thus,
the fecund Yangzi delta is divided among the provinces of Zhejiang,
Jiangsu, and Anhui so that the preeminent economic strength of the re-
gion will not be under a single provincial government that might take
over the state.

Macroregions center on waterways as transport routes for trade. In
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modern times the great cities—Guangzhou, Shanghai, Wuhan, even
Tianjin—have grown up where sea trade met the waterborne commerce
of the interior. Yet until recently China’s foreign trade seldom lived up to
the great expectations of the foreign merchants. Stretching so far from
north to south, from the latitude of Canada to that of Cuba, China re-
mains a subcontinent largely sufficient unto herself. Too easily we forget
that Shanghai, at the mouth of the Yangzi River, is in the temperate lati-
tude of New Orleans and Suez, while Guangzhou, on the West River, is
in the latitude of Havana and Calcutta, well into the tropics.

In spite of the immensity and variety of the Chinese scene, this sub-
continent has remained a single political unit, where Europe has not, for
it is held together by a way of life and a system of government much
more deeply rooted than our own, and stretching further back uninter-
ruptedly into the past.

Humankind in Nature

No matter what elements of civilization—peoples or cultural traits—ac-
cumulated in China, they all became integrated in a distinctly Chinese
way of life, nourished, conditioned, and limited by the good earth and
the use of it. To cite but one example, from Neolithic times (12,000 years
ago) to the present the people of North China have made pit dwellings or
cave homes in the fine, yellow, windborne loess soil that covers about
100,000 square miles of Northwest China to a depth of 150 feet or more
(see Map 3). Loess has a quality of vertical cleavage useful for this pur-
pose. Many hundreds of thousands of people still live in caves cut into
the sides of loess cliffs; these homes are cool in summer, warm in winter,
and dangerous only in earthquakes.

Where forest land occurred, the Chinese, like other early peoples and
recent American pioneers, achieved its deforestation. The consequent
erosion through the centuries changed the face of the country, and ero-
sion today is still a major problem. The waterborne loess deposits of the
Yellow River have built up a broad floodplain between Shanxi province
and the sea, and the process still goes on. Nothing so vividly conveys a
sense of man’s impotence in the face of nature as to watch the swirling
coffee-colored flood of the Yellow River flowing majestically within its
great earthen dikes across, and 20 feet above, the crowded plain 200
miles from the sea; and to realize that this vast yellow torrent is steadily
depositing its silt and in this way building its bed higher above the sur-
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rounding countryside until the time when human negligence or act of
God will allow it again to burst from the dikes and inundate the plain.

Deforestation, erosion, and floods have constantly been met by hu-
man efforts at water control. The planting of trees and damming of trib-
utaries in the watershed of the Yellow River is a recent effort of the Peo-
ple’s Republic. In previous periods China’s rulers confronted in every
flood season the debouching of the river upon the North China plain in
full force. In prehistoric times, however, flooding of the plain was less of
a problem than the reclamation of it from its primitive swamp and fen
conditions; water-control techniques were developed for drainage pur-
poses as well as for flood prevention and irrigation. Thus many genera-
tions of labor have been spent upon the land to make it what it is today,
protected by dikes, crossed by canals and roads worn into the earth, irri-
gated by streams and wells, divided by paths and occasional remnants of
grave land in their groves of trees, and all of it handed down from gener-
ation to generation.

This land that modern China has inherited is used almost entirely to
produce food for human consumption. China proper (as distinct from
Inner Asia; see below) cannot afford to raise cattle for food. Of the land
that can be used at all, nine tenths is cultivated for crops, and only about
2 percent is pasture for animals. By comparison, in the United States
only four tenths of the used land is put into crops, and almost half of it is
put into pasture.

The social implications of intensive agriculture can be seen most
strikingly in the rice economy, which is the backbone of Chinese life
everywhere in the Yangzi valley and the South. Rice plants are ordinarily
grown for their first month in seedbeds, while subsidiary crops are
raised and harvested in the dry fields. The fields are then irrigated, fertil-
ized, and plowed (here the water buffalo may supplement man’s hoeing)
in preparation for the transplanting of the rice seedlings. This trans-
planting is still done in large part by human hands, the rows of planters
bending from the waist as they move backward step by step through the
ankle-high muddy water of each terrace. This goes on in the paddy fields
of a whole subcontinent—certainly the greatest expenditure of muscular
energy in the world. When the rice has been weeded and is mature, the
field is drained and the crop is harvested, again often by hand. Given an
unlimited supply of water and of human hands, there is probably no
way by which a greater yield could be gained from a given plot of land.
In this situation land is economically more valuable than labor, or to put
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it another way, good muscles are more plentiful than good earth. Lack-
ing both land and capital for large-scale agricultural methods, the Chi-
nese farmer has focused on intensive, high-yield hand-gardening rather
than extensive mechanized agriculture.

The heavy application of manpower and fertilizer to small plots of
land has also had its social repercussions, for it sets up a vicious inter-
dependence between dense population and intensive use of the soil
whereby each makes the other possible. A dense population provides
both the incentive for intensive land use and the means. Once estab-
lished, this economy acquired inertial momentum—it kept on going. The
back-breaking labor of many hands became the accepted norm, and in-
ventive efforts at labor saving remained the exception. Early moderniz-
ers of China, in their attempts to introduce the machine, constantly ran
up against the vested interest of Chinese manpower, since in the short
run the machine appeared to be in competition with human hands and
backs. Thus railways were attacked as depriving carters and porters of
their jobs, and there was no premium upon labor-saving invention.

This unfavorable population-land balance had other implications as
well. Pressure from rising population drove many Chinese farmers in the
Late Imperial era to switch from grain production to the growing of
commercial crops (such as cotton in the Yangzi delta). This offered a
greater return per unit of land but not per individual workday. It was a
survival strategy—Philip Huang (1990, 19971) calls it “involution”—in
which substantial commercialization could take place without leading
either to modern capitalist development or to the freeing of the Chinese
farmer from a life of bare subsistence.

The ecology of the Chinese—their adaptation to the physical envi-
ronment—has influenced their culture in many ways. Life on the great
river floodplains has always been a hard life. “Heaven nourishes and de-
stroys” is an ancient saying. On the broad stretches of the plain the pa-
tient Chinese farmers were at the mercy of the weather, dependent upon
Heaven’s gift of sun and rain. They were forced to accept natural calam-
ity in the form of drought, flood, pestilence, and famine. This is in strik-
ing contrast to the lot of Europeans, who lived in a land of variegated to-
pography. People in the West, either on the Mediterranean or on the
European continent, were never far from a water supply and could usu-
ally supplement agriculture by hunting or fishing, provided they exer-
cised initiative. From ancient times, seaborne commerce has played an
immediate part in Western economies. Exploration and invention in the
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service of commerce became part of a Western struggle to overcome
nature.

This different relation of human beings to nature in the West and
East has been one of the salient contrasts between the two civilizations.
Man has been at the center of the Western stage. The rest of nature has
served as either neutral background or as an adversary. Thus Western re-
ligion is anthropomorphic, and early Western painting anthropocentric.
To see how great this gulf is, we have only to compare Christianity with
the relative impersonality of Buddhism, or compare a Song landscape, its
tiny human figures dwarfed by crags and rivers, with an Italian primi-
tive, in which nature is an afterthought.

Living so closely involved with family members and neighbors has
accustomed the Chinese people to a collective life in which the group
normally dominates the individual. In this respect the Chinese experi-
ence until recently hardly differed from that of other farming peoples
long settled on the land. It is the modern individualist, be he seafarer, pi-
oneer, or city entrepreneur, who is the exception. A room of one’s own,
more readily available in the New World than in the crowded East, has
symbolized a higher standard of living. Thus, one generalization in the
lore about China is the absorption of the individual not only in the world
of nature but also in the social collectivity.

Today the balance between the collectivity of Chinese society and its
beautiful natural surroundings is being destroyed by modernization.
Chemicals and industrial effluents pollute the water, while use of un-
washed soft coal for energy pollutes the air. Growth of a predominantly
young population with an increasing life expectancy cannot be throttled
down for decades to come. Meanwhile, deforestation and erosion cou-
pled with the building of roads, housing, and installations are destroying
the arable land. The world’s biggest and most populous country is head-
ing for an ecological nightmare that will require a great collective effort
to overcome.

The Village: Family and Lineage

To understand China today, one basic approach is that of anthropology,
which looks at the village and family environment from which modern
China has just begun to emerge. Even now the Chinese people are still
mostly farmers tilling the soil, living mainly in villages, in houses of
brown sun-dried brick, bamboo, or whitewashed wattle, or sometimes
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stone, with earth or stone floors, and often paper, not glass, in the win-
dows. Frequently half their meager material income goes for food. The
Chinese still lack the luxury of space. Farmers’ dwellings have usually
about four small room sections for every three persons. Sometimes fam-
ily members of both sexes and two or three generations all sleep on the
same brick bed, which in North China may be heated by flues from the
nearby stove. There is little meat in the diet. Manpower still takes the
place of the machine for most purposes.

To Americans and Europeans with their higher material standard of
living, the amazing thing about the Chinese farming people has been
their ability to maintain a highly civilized life under these poor condi-
tions. The answer lies in their social institutions, which have carried the
individuals of each family through the phases and vicissitudes of human
existence according to deeply ingrained patterns of behavior. These insti-
tutions and behavior patterns are among the oldest and most persistent
social phenomena in the world. China has been a stronghold of the fam-
ily system and has derived both strength and inertia from it.

Until very recently the Chinese family has been a microcosm, the
state in miniature. The family, not the individual, was the social unit and
the responsible element in the political life of its locality. The filial piety
and obedience inculcated in family life were the training ground for loy-
alty to the ruler and obedience to the constituted authority in the state.

This function of the family to raise filial sons who would become
loyal subjects can be seen by a glance at the pattern of authority within
the traditional family group. The father was a supreme autocrat, with
control over the use of all family property and income and a decisive
voice in arranging the marriages of the children. The mixed love, fear,
and awe of children for their father was strengthened by the great respect
paid to age. An old man’s loss of vigor was more than offset by his
growth in wisdom. As long as he lived in possession of his faculties, the
patriarch had every sanction to enable him to dominate the family scene.
According to the law, he could sell his children into slavery or even exe-
cute them for improper conduct. In fact, Chinese parents were by custom
as well as by nature particularly loving toward small children, and they
were also bound by a reciprocal code of responsibility for their children
as family members. But law and custom provided little check on paternal
tyranny if a father chose to exercise it.

The domination of age over youth within the old-style family was
matched by the domination of male over female. Even today, Chinese
baby girls seem more likely than baby boys to suffer infanticide. A girl’s
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marriage was arranged and not for love. The trembling bride left her
own family behind and became at once a daughter-in-law under the con-
trol of her husband’s mother. She might see secondary wives or concu-
bines brought into the household, particularly if she did not bear a male
heir. She could be repudiated by her husband for various reasons. If he
died, she could not easily remarry. All this reflected the fact that a
woman had no economic independence. Her labor was absorbed in
household tasks and brought her no income. Farm women were almost
universally illiterate. They had few or no property rights.

The inferior social status of women was merely one manifestation of
the hierarchic nature of China’s entire social code and cosmology. An-
cient China had viewed the world as the product of two interacting com-
plementary elements, yin and yang. Yin was the attribute of all things fe-
male, dark, weak, and passive. Yang was the attribute of all things male,
bright, strong, and active. While male and female were both necessary
and complementary, one was by nature passive toward the other. Build-
ing on such ideological foundations, an endless succession of Chinese
male moralists worked out the behavior pattern of obedience and passiv-
ity that was expected of women. These patterns subordinated girls to
boys from infancy and kept the wife subordinate to her husband and the
mother to her grown son. Forceful women, whom China has never
lacked, usually controlled their families by indirection, not by fiat.

Status within the family was codified in the famous “three bonds”
emphasized by the Confucian philosophers: the bond of loyalty on the
part of subject to ruler (minister to prince), of filial obedience on the part
of son to father (children to parents), and of chastity on the part of wives
but not of husbands. To an egalitarian Westerner the most striking thing
about this doctrine is that two of the three relationships were within the
family, and all were between superior and subordinate. The relationship
of mother and son, which in Western life often allows matriarchal domi-
nation, was not stressed in theory, though it was naturally important in
fact.

When a father saw the beginning of individuality and independence
in his son, he might fear that selfish personal indulgence would disrupt
the family. Strong bonds of intimacy between mother and son or son and
wife threatened the vertical lines of loyalty and respect that maintained
the family and the father’s authority. In Jonathan Ocko’s summary (in
Kwang-Ching Liu, 1990), wives were “ineluctably destabilizing ele-
ments,” promising descendants, yet always threatening the bond of obe-
dience between parents and sons.
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In addition to this common bond of loyalty to family, the old China
was knit together by the common experience of a highly educated local
elite, who were committed from childhood to studying and following the
classical texts and teachings. Motherly nurture and fatherly discipline
combined to concentrate the young scholar’s effort on self-control and
on the suppression of sexual and frivolous impulses. Instead, as Jon
Saari’s (1990) study of upper-class childhood in the late nineteenth cen-
tury reiterates, the training of youth was in obedience above all. Once a
boy entered his adolescent years, open affection from parents gave way
to intensive training aimed at proper character formation.

The traditional family system was highly successful at preparing the
Chinese to accept similar patterns of status in other institutions, includ-
ing the official hierarchy of the government. The German sociologist
Max Weber characterized China as a “familistic state.” One advantage
of a system of status is that a man knows automatically where he stands
in his family or society. He can have security in the knowledge that if he
does his prescribed part, he may expect reciprocal action from others in
the system.

Within the extended family, every child from birth was involved in a
highly ordered system of kinship relations with elder brothers, sisters,
maternal elder brothers’ wives, and other kinds of aunts, uncles, cousins,
grandparents, and in-laws too numerous for a Westerner to keep track
of. These relationships were not only more clearly named and differenti-
ated than in the West but also carried with them more compelling rights
and duties dependent upon status. Family members expected to be called
by the correct term indicating their relationship to the person addressing
them.

In South China the pioneer anthropologist Maurice Freedman
(1971) found family lineages to be the major social institutions—each
one a community of families claiming descent from a founding ancestor,
holding ancestral estates, and joining in periodic rituals at graves and in
ancestral halls. Buttressed by genealogies, lineage members might share
common interests both economic and political in the local society. In
North China, however, anthropologists have found lineages organized
on different bases. Chinese kinship organization varies by region. Family
practices of property-holding, marriage dowries, burial or cremation,
and the like also have had a complex history that is just beginning to be
mapped out.

The Chinese kinship system in both the North and South is patrilin-
eal, the family headship passing in the male line from father to eldest
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son. Thus the men stay in the family, while the women marry into other
family households, in neither case following the life pattern that Western
individuals take as a matter of course. Until recently a Chinese boy and
girl did not choose each other as life mates, nor are they likely even today
to set up an independent household together after marriage. Instead,
they usually enter the husband’s father’s household and assume responsi-
bilities for its maintenance, subordinating married life to family life in a
way that many Westerners would consider insupportable.

While the family headship passes intact from father to eldest son, the
family property does not. Early in their history the Chinese abandoned
primogeniture, by which the eldest son inherits all the father’s property
while the younger sons seek their fortunes elsewhere. The enormous sig-
nificance of this institutional change can be seen by comparing China
with a country like England or Japan, where younger sons who have not
shared their father’s estate have provided the personnel for government,
business, and overseas empire and where a local nobility might grow up
to challenge the central power. In China, the equal division of land
among the sons of the family allowed the eldest son to retain only certain
ceremonial duties, to acknowledge his position, and sometimes an extra
share of property. The consequent parcelization of the land tended to
weaken the continuity of family land-holding, forestall the growth of
landed power among officials, and keep peasant families on the margin
of subsistence. The prime duty of each married couple was to produce a
son to maintain the family line, yet the birth of more than one son might
mean impoverishment.

Contrary to a common myth, a large family with several children has
not been the norm among Chinese peasants. The scarcity of land, as well
as disease and famine, set a limit to the number of people likely to sur-
vive in each family unit. The large joint family of several married sons
with many children all within one compound, which has often been re-
garded as typical of China, appears to have been the ideal exception, a
luxury that only the well-to-do could afford. The average peasant family
was limited to four, five, or six persons in total. Division of the land
among the sons constantly checked the accumulation of property and
savings, and the typical family had little opportunity to rise on the social
scale. Peasants were bound to the soil not by law and custom so much as
by their own numbers.

The farming village, which even today forms the bedrock of Chinese
society, is still built out of family units that are permanently settled from
one generation to the next and depend upon the use of certain land-
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holdings. Each family household is both a social and an economic unit.
Its members derive their sustenance from working its fields and their so-
cial status from membership in it. The life cycle of the individual in a
farming village is still inextricably interwoven with the seasonal cycle of
intensive agriculture upon the land. The life and death of villagers follow
a rhythm that interpenetrates the growing and harvesting of the crops.

Yet Chinese peasant life has not normally been confined to a single
village but rather to a whole group of villages that form a market area.
This pattern can be seen from the air—the cellular structure of market
communities, each centered on a market town surrounded by its ring of
satellite villages. The prerevolutionary Chinese countryside was a honey-
comb of these relatively self-sufficient areas. From the market town,
footpaths (or sometimes waterways) radiated out to a first ring of about
six villages and continued on to a second ring of, say, twelve villages.
Each of these eighteen or so villages had perhaps 75 households, and
each family household averaged five persons—parents, perhaps two chil-
dren, and a grandparent. No village was more than about two and a half
miles from the market town, within an easy day’s round trip with a car-
rying-pole, barrow, or donkey (or a sampan on a waterway). Together,
the village farmers and the market-town shopkeepers, artisans, land-
owners, temple priests, and others formed a community of roughly
1,500 households or 7,500 people. The town market functioned periodi-
cally—say, every first, fourth, and seventh day in a ten-day cycle—so
that itinerant merchants could visit it regularly while visiting a central
market and the adjoining town markets five miles away in similar cy-
cles—say, every second, fifth, and eighth day or every third, sixth, and
ninth day. In this pulsation of the market cycle, one person from every
household might go to the market town on every third day, perhaps to
sell a bit of local produce or buy a product from elsewhere, but in any
case to meet friends in the tea shop, at the temple, or on the way. In ten
years a farmer would have gone to market a thousand times.

Thus while the villages were not self-sufficient, the large market com-
munity was both an economic unit and a social universe. Marriages
were commonly arranged through matchmakers at the market town.
There, festivals were celebrated, a secret society might have its lodge
meetings, and the peasant community would meet representatives of the
ruling class—tax gatherers and rent collectors. Yet here again recent re-
search has already modified the stereotype. Prasenjit Duara (1988) has
noted how villagers participated in several networks—of kinship rela-
tions, secret societies, religious cults, militia groups, or the security sys-
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tem of mutual responsibility—that were not necessarily coextensive with
the market network.

Inner Asia and China: The Steppe and the Sown

The contrasts between North and South China are superficial compared
with those between the pastoral nomadism of the plateaus of Inner Asia
and the settled villages based on the intensive agriculture of China. Inner
Asia denotes the originally non-Chinese regions abutting China in a
wide arc running from Manchuria through Mongolia and Turkestan to
Tibet. At various times of strength and conquest the Chinese empire has
included Inner Asia, as indeed the People’s Republic does today. Such In-
ner Asians as Mongols, Tibetans, and Manchus are counted among the
55 ethnic minorities that help to make up the People’s Republic of
China.*

The contrast between Inner Asia and China proper is a striking one
in nearly every respect. On the steppe, population is thinly scattered; to-
day there are only a few million Mongols and hardly more than that
number of Tibetans in the arid plateau regions that more than equal the
area occupied by over a billion Chinese who trace their ancestry to the
Han dynasty (see Table 1). The thinness of population in Inner Asia in
itself makes the life of the steppe nomads vastly different from the
crowded life of the Han Chinese.

“Nomadism” of course does not mean aimless wandering over the
grasslands but the seasonal migration of camps and flocks from one
known place to another, perhaps to the hills in winter and the lowlands
in summer, as climate and rainfall dictate, in search of pasture. Full no-
mads of this sort, dependent upon their horses and sheep, may have
emerged from seminomadic societies on the edge of the grasslands that
originally combined settled agriculture with hunting and warfare. Both
acquired metallurgy in bronze and then iron.

Just as intensive agriculture molded the Chinese, so the sheep and
horse economy of Inner Asia conditioned the nomad. The sophisticated
technology of rice culture in South China’s paddy fields had its counter-
part in the care with which sheep, goats, camels, horses, and cattle must
each be properly adjusted to the ground cover, terrain, and climate in

*Early Western explorers spoke of the deserts and mountains west of China and north of
India as “Central Asia.” Thus Inner Asia—inner from China—includes Central Asia.
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Table 1. Major periods in Imperial China

Eastern Zhou 771-256 BC
Warring States 403—221 BC
Qin 221-206 BC
Earlier Han 206 BC-AD 8
Later Han 2§-220
Period of North-South disunion 220-589
Northern Wei 386-535
Sui 589-618
Tang 618-907
Northern Song with Liao empire 960-1125
(Qidan) on north border
Southern Song with Jin empire 1T127-1279
(Ruzhen) in North China
Yuan (Mongols) 1279-1368
Ming 1368-1644
Qing (Manchus) 1644-1912

the grasslands. From his flocks, the nomad secured food, sheepskins for
clothing, shelter in the form of felt for his yurt, and fuel in the form of
sheep dung. Cultivation of the soil being unreliable, he depended upon
the management of his animals for a livelihood and upon his horses for
mobility, which could save him from the aridity of the steppe. He there-
fore had to be constantly resourceful and ready for new ventures. Cus-
tom did not tie him to the land, but he remained dependent upon a cer-
tain minimum of trade with settled regions. He was often freer than the
Chinese farmer and at the same time poorer than the Chinese landlord,
since he could not accumulate immobile wealth from generation to gen-
eration. He was also a trained hunter and horseman, and so a potential
warrior.

Succession to tribal leadership had to be settled not by simple inher-
itance as in a dynasty but more flexibly by tanistry—the election of an
heir apparent for his (presumed) preeminent ability to carry on the lead-
ership. Such a man might be found patrilineally among the chieftain’s
sons or laterally among the chieftain’s brothers. Such an ambiguous sys-
tem could justify any choice that the tribal leaders might make. They
would accept an able leader, and so a charismatic chieftain like Chinggis
(Genghis) Khan in the thirteenth century might quickly organize a tribal
confederation of great military strength based on the firepower of
mounted archers. Until recently the nomadic and seminomadic peoples
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to the north and west of China were a continuing factor in Chinese mili-
tary and political life.

Here lies one source of China’s “culturalism”—that is, the devotion
of the Chinese people to their way of life, an across-the-board sentiment
as strong as the political nationalism of recent centuries in Europe.
Where European nationalism arose through the example of and contact
with other nation-states, Chinese culturalism arose from the difference
in culture between China and the Inner Asian “barbarians.” Because the
Inner Asian invaders became more powerful as warriors, the Chinese
found their refuge in social institutions and feelings of cultural and aes-
thetic superiority—something that alien conquest could not take away.

We must therefore realize that Chinese history has embraced both the
Chinese people and the Inner Asian non-Chinese who have repeatedly
invaded the Chinese state and society and become integral components
of them. In short, we must broaden our sights: the Inner Asian peoples
have been a critical part of the history of the Chinese people. Even today
the Chinese state assigns to the “autonomous regions” of the minority
nationalities more land area than to the Han Chinese majority.






PART ONE

Rise and Decline of the
Imperial Autocracy

SINCE HISTORIANS, like journalists, have constantly to gen-
eralize about complex situations, they easily accede to the need
of ruling figures to stand forth as principal actors in the record.
Short referents help—witness TR, FDR, IKE, JFK, and even Bush
among American presidents. Such preeminence may be institution-
alized, as when all communications from an embassy have to go
out over the ambassador’s name. How infinitely more prominent,
then, was an emperor of China, whose individual reign title dated
all records—as though our calendar read not 1991 and 1992 but
Bush 3 and Bush 4. Is it even worth mentioning that an emperor
was an autocrat? What else could he have been?

But autocracy is a matter of degree and takes various forms. It
may be defined at one extreme as the capacity of a ruler to impose
his will upon his state and society. This borders on despotism or
tyranny. At a minimum autocracy is above the law, a law unto
itself, making specific laws but not controlled by them.

In operational terms, however, an autocrat like the emperor of
China had to contend with procedural rules as well as moral ad-
monitions and his own interests and reputation. He needed staff
cooperation and competent information and advice. For example,
procedural rules might require that he could act only when a mat-
ter was formally presented to him, or only when others had pre-
pared his choices to decide upon. His staff outnumbered him and
slept in shifts. Personal freedom for such an autocrat might be hard
to find, especially in an age that exalted imperial rites and cere-
monies. He was burdened by many duties and manipulated by the
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system—by his courtiers during the day and by his harem at night.
What a crowded life!

However, the aspects of Chinese autocracy that will be de-
scribed in the following chapters are not those of the palace tread-
mill but rather certain other features that seem to have stood out in
the Chinese case. First, one notes the pervasiveness of the imperial
authority. The Chinese emperor seems to have had the final word in
every aspect of life. Second, we see the resulting politicization of all
these aspects, from dress to manners, books to paintings. One’s ev-
ery act might have political significance. Third is the emperor’s
careful refusal to allow any rival authority to arise, nor any untax-
able income, that might challenge the imperial monopoly of power.
In short, China’s imperial institution at times was capable of strong
leadership, and this fact seems to have contributed to China’s early
achievements. We cannot say the emperor did it all—far from it!—
yet we may see the vigor of the imperial institution as a rough index
to the strength of China’s social cohesion and unity. But as time
went on, how long could this quality of strong leadership survive
the growth of the body politic?



1

Origins: The Discoveries

of Archaeology

Paleolithic China

One of the early forms of Western cultural imperialism toward China
was the belief of some pundits and archaeologists that Chinese civiliza-
tion had no prehistory of its own, that it arose suddenly from the diffu-
sion of West Asian cultural traits like wheat, pottery, writing, or the
horse-drawn chariot as a “civilization by osmosis,” bit by bit coming
across Central Asia from the West. Such assumptions out of ignorance
have long since been overturned. The early stress on diffusion of cultural
traits has given way to a realization that there were probably substantial
contacts among primitive men over the eons.

In China, the study of prehistory through excavation is one of the
newest developments. Part of China’s modernization today lies in the
steady advance of archaeology since the 1920s. Modernization efforts
under both the Nationalist and the Communist governments, as the lat-
est phase of China’s modern revolution, have been matched by scientific
discovery of China’s prehistory. The story continues to unfold. Its impor-
tance lies in the cultural continuity that it discloses. Distinctive features
of Chinese life today, such as autocratic government, come down di-
rectly from prehistoric times.

China has two north-south chains of mountains: one along the
coast, running discontinuously from the northeast (formerly called
Manchuria) through Shandong province and the southeast coast to
Hong Kong and Hainan Island. The other chain is inland on the eastern
edge of the Central Asian plateau, running from Shanxi province south
through Sichuan to the southwest China upland. East of it in the north
stretches the North China plain. Among the limestone hills on the edge
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of the plain twenty-seven miles southwest of Beijing near today’s village
of Zhoukoudian there are a number of caves. One particularly large
cavern was originally the size of a football field (500 by 150 feet and in
one area 120 feet from floor to ceiling). Beginning about 400,000 BP
(before the present) this cave, which had a small entrance on the north-
east, was inhabited by primitive people continuously for about 200,000
years until the interior was completely filled up with layers of their de-
bris.

What a find for archaeologists! In 1921 a single tooth from the site
was identified as belonging to a primitive species of human. The first
skull was found in 1929. Careful excavation from 1921 to 1937 and
since 1959 has exhumed about 100,000 stone tools, over 100 teeth, 14
skulls, and many other bones representing more than 4o individuals of
Homo erectus, the same species of early humans as the ones found in
Java (1891), Europe, the Middle East, and Africa.

They were little people. Peking Man stood about § feet, 2 inches tall,
Peking Woman about 4 feet 9. They had very thick skull bones and
receding chins, but their cranial capacity of 8 50-1300 cc may be com-
pared with Java Man’ 775-900 cc and the 1350 cc of early Homo
sapiens. They were hunter-fisher-gatherers and used fire to illuminate
their cave and to cook their meat, 70 percent of which consisted of deer,
although bones of the leopard, bear, saber-toothed tiger, hyena, ele-
phant, rhinoceros, camel, water buffalo, boar, and horse were also
found. There were no burials or complete skeletons in the cave, but some
skulls were bashed in, which suggests that Peking Man was a small-time
cannibal or at least a head-hunter who savored brains. All in all, says
K. C. Chang (1986), the Peking Man fossils were “paleoanthropology’s
greatest catch.”

Other discoveries followed. After 1949 the widespread construction
of roads, railways, dams, and foundations unearthed hundreds of new
archaeological sites. Another skull of Homo erectus was found in 1964
in Shaanxi province, though it seemed more primitive than Peking Man.
Chipped stone tools and human fossils from between 400,000 and
200,000 years BP (during the Lower or Early Paleolithic period; see
Table 2) at a dozen or more sites show Homo erectus to have been
widely dispersed in China, mainly in the provinces of the western moun-
tain chain. A cranium was found in 1980-81 in Anhui province, and
a partial skeleton was found in 1984 in Liaoning. Other finds are con-
tinuing.

At several sites excavated in the 1970s remains were found of early
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Table 2. China’s prehistory

1,000,000—2.00,000 BP Lower (Early) Paleolithic
400,000—200,000 Homo erectus (Peking Man)
200,000—50,000 BP Middle Paleolithic
Early Homo sapiens
§0,000—12,000 BP Upper (Late) Paleolithic
Homo sapiens sapiens
12,000—2000 BC Neolithic
8000—5000 Beginning of agriculture
§000—3000 Yangshao Painted Pottery
3000—2200 Longshan Black Pottery
2200-500 BC Bronze Age
2200-1750 BC Xia
1750-T040 BC Shang
1100-256 BC Zhou
600—-500 BC Beginning of Iron Age

All dates are approximate except 256 BC. BP = before the present

Homo sapiens, dating between roughly 200,000 and 50,000 years BP
(the Middle Paleolithic period). By roughly 50,000 to 12,000 years BP
(the Upper or Late Paleolithic period), Homo sapiens sapiens (the later
model) was widely dispersed in half a dozen or more local cultures
throughout China. They were usually situated at points where moun-
tains descended into plains and hunting could be combined with fishing
and gathering. Judging by the stone tools left behind, these cultural re-
gions had common features but also distinctive local characteristics even
at this early time. Sites included the middle Yellow River valley, the Or-
dos region, the loess plateau of Shaanxi province, and the western edge
of the North China plain—for example, the Upper Cave at Zhoukou-
dian seems to have served at this late time as a burial place. Seven skulls
were found there, all battered. Archaeologists like K. C. Chang have
concluded that Old Stone Age man in China was not a mere chipper of
rocks; basic ideas of kinship, authority, religion, and art that can still be
found in China today were already developing in these early cultures.

Neolithic China

The Neolithic Age that began in China about 12,000 years ago was
marked by the spread of settled agricultural communities. At that time
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the Yellow and Yangzi Rivers had not yet deposited all the alluvial soil
that today forms the plains between the western and eastern mountain
chains. Today’s North China plain between Shanxi* and Shandong was
mainly lakes and marshes—Shandong was almost an island off the
coast. Today’s provinces of Hebei and Henan were still fens not easily
habitable. Meanwhile, the central China section of the Yangzi was an
enormous lake. Today’s provinces of Hubei and Hunan were not yet cul-
tivable, even for rice. The mountains were well forested, and animals
were plentiful. Domestication of animals like the dog and pig was a mi-
nor problem compared with the domestication of crops. The hardy pe-
rennial plants that hunter-fisher-gatherer communities might have grad-
ually begun to use for food had to be substituted by annual seed crops
that could be regularly planted and harvested—in short, cultivated. At
this time the fairly warm and moist climate of Paleolithic China had not
yet shifted to the more arid and colder climate of the present day. Neo-
lithic agriculture could start most easily in marginal areas where upland
forest gave way to cultivable grassland and where an abundance of
plants and animals could sustain human life with or without successful
farming.

Discoveries at thousands of Neolithic sites show a beginning of set-
tled agriculture below the southern bend of the Yellow River, on a bor-
der between wooded highlands and swampy lowlands. For example, the
villagers of Banpo (now in the city of Xi’an) about 4000 Bc lived on mil-
let supplemented by hunting and fishing. They used hemp for fabrics.
Dwellings were grouped in clusters that suggest kinship units. Arrow-
heads indicate hunting with bows. The villagers raised pigs and dogs as
their principal domesticated animals and stored their grain in pottery
jars decorated with fish, animal, and plant designs as well as symbols
that were evidently clan or lineage markers. But this “Painted Pottery”
(called Yangshao) culture of North China was paralleled by contempo-
rary cultures found at sites on the southeast coast and Taiwan and in the
lower Yangzi valley, where rice culture had already begun.

Overlying the Painted Pottery has been found a thinner, lustrous
Black Pottery (called Longshan) more widely distributed throughout
North China, the Yangzi valley, and even the southeast coast, indicating

*Names of provinces commonly use shan mountains, xi west, dong east, be river, bet
north, nan south, and hu lake. Shanxi is “west of the mountains.” Hunan is “south of the
lake.”
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a great expansion of Neolithic agriculture with many regional subcul-
tures. Thus, it seems that Neolithic China developed in several centers
from Paleolithic origins.

Another achievement of Neolithic China was silk production. The
exacting procedures of sericulture have been practiced in the Chinese
farm economy throughout history. How to nourish silkworms on vast
quantities of mulberry leaves, how to help them go through periods of
quiescent moulting and then spin their cocoons, and finally how to un-
wind the cocoons to produce raw silk thread are all parts of a painstak-
ing craft. The worms eat about roo pounds of mulberry leaves to pro-
duce about 15 pounds of cocoons from which comes one pound of raw
silk. This household industry began in North China in Neolithic times
and remained a Chinese monopoly until silkworms were smuggled to the
West in the sixth century AD.

Excavation of Shang and Xia

As of 1920 among the legendary Three Dynasties of ancient China—
Xia, Shang, and Zhou—only the Zhou (Chou) was known directly from
its own written records. The Shang dynasty’s 30 kings and seven succes-
sive capitals were listed in chronicles compiled during the Zhou or
shortly after. Many centuries later antiquarians of the Song era became
interested in the bronze ritual vessels inherited from the Shang, some
with inscriptions. But not until 1899 did scholars note that Chinese
pharmacists were selling “dragon bones” inscribed with archaic charac-
ters. By the late 1920s private buyers had traced these “oracle bones” to
a site near Anyang north of the Yellow River in Henan province. In 1928
archaeologists of the National Government’s Academia Sinica began sci-
entific excavations of the last Shang capital at Anyang that continued un-
til Japan attacked China in 1937. After 1950 an earlier Shang capital
was found near present-day Zhengzhou.

In these Shang capital cities were royal palaces and upper-class resi-
dences of post-and-beam construction on stamped-earth platforms, built
in the basic architectural style we admire today in Beijing’s Forbidden
City. At Anyang were found the stamped-earth foundations, as hard as
cement, of 53 buildings, with many stone-pillar bases. Subterranean pit
houses nearby evidently were used as storage and service quarters. The
aristocracy had the services of artisans who specialized in a highly de-
veloped bronze metallurgy, pottery, and many other crafts. The Shang
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bronzes, never surpassed in craftsmanship, are still one of humankind’s
great artistic achievements. The Shang king was served by diviners who
handled the writing system and took the auspices by scapulimancy (ap-
plying a hot point to create cracks in animal shoulder blades, interpret-
ing these cracks as the advice of the ancestors, and inscribing the results
on the bones). This produced the famous “oracle bones” that first led to
excavation at Anyang. Some 100,000 such bones have been collected.
Questions and answers inscribed on the bones reveal that the Shang aris-
tocracy lived a superior life, fighting in horse chariots, hunting for sport,
performing rites and ceremonies, while served by scribes and artisans
and supported by the agriculture of the surrounding village peasants,
who lived in semisubterranean dwelling pits. Shang society was already
highly stratified.

In the warmer and moister climate of the time, water buffalo were
the principal domestic animals, and large herds of cattle must have been
maintained to supply the bones for scapulimancy and the animals used
by the hundreds in ritual sacrifices. Reverence for ancestors was ex-
pressed by rulers in the form of a fully ritualized religious observance.
Royal tomb chambers deep in the earth were supplied with precious ob-
jects and many animal and human sacrifices. K. C. Chang concludes that
these burials indicate most vividly a stratified society in which members
of a lower class were sometimes the victims of ritual sacrifice. The
Anyang excavations seem to have revealed only the royal core of a much
larger capital area. Many Shang sites have also been found elsewhere in
North China and Sichuan.

The power of the Shang king was also attested in the use of vast bod-
ies of manpower for public works. The Shang capital at Zhengzhou had
a roughly rectangular wall 4 miles around and as high as 27 feet, built of
stamped earth. Pounding thin layers of earth within a movable wooden
frame made a product as hard as cement. This building technique, which
was found first in Longshan sites, has been used throughout China’s his-
tory. Three thousand years later the walls of the capitals of the Ming dy-
nasty (AD 1368-1644) at Nanjing and Beijing were also built of stamped
earth. They were some 40 feet high and respectively 23 and 21 miles
around, bigger and faced with brick but still built by massed labor. In
other parts of the ancient world massed manpower was used to build
many wonders, such as the Egyptian pyramids, but in China this custom
has persisted to the present day.

In 1959 excavations at Erlitou (in the city of Yanshi not far from
Luoyang and just south of the Yellow River) uncovered another site with
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large palaces that seems likely to have been a capital of the Xia dynasty.
The Erlitou culture was widespread in the region of northwest Henan
and southern Shanxi. It was a direct successor to the Longshan Black
Pottery culture and preceded the early Shang, with radiocarbon dates of
ca. 2100 to 1800 BC. With this all-but-final identification, the Xia and
Shang components of the legendary Three Dynasties have taken tangible
form. What do they tell us about China’s origins?

First, there seems to have been a rather smooth transition from the
innumerable Neolithic villages of the Longshan culture to the Bronze
Age capital cities of the Three Dynasties, all of which we can view as suc-
cessive phases of a single cultural development. Looking at the tools and
weapons, the pots and bronze vessels, the domestication of crops and
animals, the architectural layout of settlements and burials, and the evi-
dent practices of religion and government, we can see a high degree of
cultural homogeneity and continuity. One dynasty succeeded another
through warfare, but there is no evidence of violent intrusion by an out-
side culture. Moreover, Xia, Shang, and Zhou centered in three different
areas and seem to have co-existed (see Map 6). The Shang and Zhou
“succession” consisted of becoming the dominant center of ancient
North China.

Second, these ancient capitals testify to the power of a kingship based
on sedentary, land-locked agriculture, not on mobile, waterborne trade
with other areas. To be sure, cowry shells found at Anyang must have
come from the seacoast; and the Neolithic East Asians were seafarers
when opportunity arose. We know this from the fact that a Neolithic site
in northern Taiwan dated 4000-2500 BC (and a later Neolithic South
Taiwan site dated 2500 to 400 BC) were uncovered on an island that to-
day is 100 miles off the coast of Fujian province. As there was no land
bridge from the mainland, and as the sea, though more shallow, did not
vary sufficiently in depth to make crossing much easier than it would be
today, we have to conclude that the Neolithic peoples living on the sea
developed a nautical technology parallel with the Neolithic capacity for
agriculture. So why did a robust sea trade not grow up in China compa-
rable to that in the Middle East and Mediterranean? The difference lay
in an accident of geography: few other early communities in East Asia
could be reached from China by coasting or by sea trade. Chinese ship-
ping developed on the Yangzi, between Shandong and South Manchuria
and along the coast, but no great sea trade could grow up in the absence
of accessible foreign countries.
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The Rise of Central Authority

The deposits of Yangshao and then Longshan types of pottery in half a
dozen or more areas on the North China plain and along the Yellow
River and Lower Yangzi show the differentiation of local cultures. As
contact grew among these Neolithic farming villages, networks of kin-
ship and allied relationships created an opportunity for broader govern-
ment from a central capital. Judging by what came later, it seems that
family lineages, derived from large tribal clans, each set up their separate
walled towns. The Shang oracle bones name about a thousand towns al-
together. One lineage headed by a patriarch would establish relations by
marriage with other lineages in other walled towns. Branch lineages
could also be set up by migration to new town sites; and complex rela-
tions of subordination and superordination would ensue.

Toward the end of the third millennium BcC the making of bronze
from copper and tin deposits widely mined in North China coincided
with the rise during the Xia and Shang dynasties of the first central gov-
ernment over a broad area. Bronze metallurgy was probably a natural
further step in a technology that had developed techniques for shaping
and firing Yangshao and Longshan pottery and then producing small
copper objects such as knives. Whether the techniques of bronze metal-
lurgy were indigenous or imported (or both), the central fact of bronze
production was that only a strong authority could ensure the mining of
ore. Judging by nineteenth-century examples, premodern mining re-
quired laborers, on hands and knees, to drag their heavy ore-sleds out
through cramped and unventilated tunnels—work fit for slaves or pris-
oners. When it came to bronze casting by the piece-mold process, hun-
dreds of skilled artisans would be needed to prepare and handle the
molten metal. Making ritual vessels of bronze thus had several implica-
tions—first, that a royal authority was vitally concerned with rituals as
an aspect of its power; and, second, that it was able to assign manpower
to the onerous tasks of mining ores and refining metals.

We know that in both Xia and Shang the ruling family made use of
elaborate and dramatic rituals to confirm their power to govern, espe-
cially the rituals of shamanism by which a priest (or shaman), often the
ruler himself, would communicate with the spirits of the ancestors to se-
cure their help and guidance. In this function the shaman would be
helped by certain animals considered to have a totemic relation to the
ancestors. On the Shang bronze ritual vessels these were represented by
animal designs, especially by the bilateral animal masks (taotie, echoed
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much later, for example, in Amerindian totem poles). By practicing a re-
ligious cult of the ancestors, local rulers legitimized their authority. Some
became lords over groups of towns, and group vied with group as well as
region with region, until a single ruling dynasty could emerge in a dis-
tinct area.

Once under way, the expanding authority of the state would encom-
pass settlements still at a Neolithic stage of pre-Bronze Age culture.
Bronze weapons would help, and in their conquests we know that the
late Shang after about 1200 BC used the two-horse war chariot that had
empowered conquerors in West Asia from about 1500 BC. No doubt its
concept had come across Central Asia. The spears and arrows of foot
soldiers accompanied the chariot. Three men manned it—a driver in the
center, flanked by a swordsman (or halberdier) and a bowman. Bronze
fittings made the chariot motile. Men from each cluster of families in a
lineage seem to have formed a military unit. Thousands of soldiers are
mentioned as having taken thousands of prisoners, hundreds of whom
might be sacrificed. The king claimed that his primacy rested on his per-
sonal merit, but there is no doubt that military power helped him.

In addition to warfare, the Xia and Shang expanded their domain by
building new towns. Towns were not unplanned growths caused by
trade or by migration of individual families but were planned and cre-
ated by local rulers. Typically a king might decree the building of a town
in a new region where farmland was to be opened up, and a town popu-
lace would be selected and dispatched to do the job. In the Classic of Po-
etry (Shijing) is a description of a town-founding in terms not inappro-
priate for a barn-raising by American pioneers:

... left and right

He drew the boundaries of big plots and little
He opened up the ground, he counted the acres
From west to east . . .

Then he summoned his Master of Work

Then he summoned his Master of Lands

And made them build houses.

Dead straight was the plumb line

The planks were lashed to hold the earth;

They made the Hall of Ancestors very venerable
They tilted in the earth with a rattling

They pounded it with a dull thud . . .

They raised the outer gate

The outer gate soared high.
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They raised the inner gate

The inner gate was very strong.

They raised the great earth-mound

Whence excursions of war might start . . .

On balance, warfare and trade seem to have been no more important
as factors in expansion than the overall superiority of the king’s ritual
and liturgical functions in his intercession with the ancestors and other
forces of nature. Perhaps like the early Carolingian kings of France, the
king’s extensive travels suggest, as David Keightley observes, that he was
head of a patrimonial state that was not yet fully bureaucratic, a state
that was still more theocratic than secular in its institutional activity.

Western Zhou

With the conquest of the Shang dynasty by the Zhou, the Chinese state
finally emerges. Here again, the new archaeological evidence such as in-
scriptions on bronzes and newly excavated Zhou oracle bones fit to-
gether with the literary record of ancient places, people, and events long
known from the classics and earliest histories.

In its origins, the small Zhou tribe interacted with nomads on the
north and with proto-Tibetan Qiang people on the west. They early
learned how to tolerate and work with peoples of different cultures. Af-
ter they finally settled in the Wei River valley, the Zhou rulers became
vassals of the Shang until they became strong enough to conquer Shang
in warfare in about 1040 BC. Each side mobilized from seven to eight
hundred villages or petty “states.” The victorious Zhou built a new cap-
ital at Xi’an (Chang’an). They transported many Shang elite families to
manage the work of building and made use of Shang skills in ritual and
government. Other Shang families were transported to populate and de-
velop the west. Cho-yun Hsu and Katheryn Linduff (1988) conclude
that the former Shang elite and the Zhou ruling class coalesced.

After conquering the eastern plain, the Zhou’s power expanded by
defeating nomads on the northwest and by campaigns southward into
the Han and Yangzi River areas and southeast along the Huai River.
Zhou rule was established by setting up what has been called a “feudal”
network, enfeoffing (fengjian) sons of the Zhou rulers to preside over
fifty or more vassal states. The Zhou investiture ceremony was an elab-
orate delegation of authority of a contractual nature. Along with sym-
bolic ritual gifts the Zhou king bestowed upon a vassal lord the people
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of a certain area. The people, so bestowed, however, were more impor-
tant than the land, and whole communities composed of descendants of
a lineage might be moved to another area and be superimposed upon the
local people to create another vassal state.

While the Zhou thus continued, like the Shang, to use kinship as a
main element of political organization, they created a new basis of legiti-
macy by espousing the theory of Heaven’s mandate. Where Shang rulers
had venerated and sought the guidance of their own ancestors, the Zhou
claimed their sanction to rule came from a broader, impersonal deity,
Heaven (tian), whose mandate (tianming) might be conferred on any
family that was morally worthy of the responsibility. This doctrine as-
serted the ruler’s accountability to a supreme moral force that guides the
human community. Unlike a Western ruler’s accession through the doc-
trine of the divine right of kings, which rested on birth alone, the Chi-
nese theory of Heaven’s mandate set up moral criteria for holding
power.

Expansion of the Zhou central power involved a degree of accultur-
ation of those who submitted, not least in the spread of the Chinese
writing system and the rituals and administration that it served. The
mainstream culture was that of the Central Plain (zhongyuan), the core
region of Shang—Zhou predominance. In peripheral areas were many
non-Chinese whose different cultural status was marked by the fact that
their names were not Chinese but were recorded in transliteration. They
included both seminomads of the north, northeast, and northwest and
tribal peoples of South China. By degrees, intermarriage, acculturation,
and a beginning of bureaucratic government created the successor states
that followed the Shang—Zhou dominance. These states inherited vari-
ous cultural mixes and emerged as distinct political entities during the
Warring States period, which began about 400 BC.

Implications of the New Archaeological Record

The cultural homogeneity of ancient China as revealed by the archaeo-
logical record contrasts remarkably with the multiplicity and diversity
of peoples, states, and cultures in the ancient Middle East. Beginning
about 3000 Bc, Egyptians, Sumerians, Semites, Akkadians, Amorites
(ruled by Hammurabi of Babylon), Assyrians, Phoenicians, Hittites,
Medes, Persians, and others jostled one another in a bewildering flux of
Middle Eastern warfare and politics. The record is one of pluralism with
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a vengeance. Irrigation helped agriculture in several centers—the Nile,
the Tigris—Euphrates, and the Indus valleys. Trade flourished along with
seafaring. Languages, writing systems, and religions proliferated. The
contrast with ancient China could not have been greater.

Second, Middle Eastern technology predates Chinese in several re-
spects. Painted pottery, the use of bronze, and the horse chariot appear
earlier in the Middle East than in China, as does the subsequent use of
iron, and this priority naturally suggests that these cultural elements
were transmitted to China. But the precise connections between ancient
China and the Middle East are still obscure and in dispute. We do know
that some things failed to be transmitted from the Middle East. For ex-
ample, despite precedents in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and India, the Yellow
River did not at first lend itself to irrigation networks on the North
China plain. The Chinese of Xia and Shang did not use metal agricul-
tural tools nor draft animals and plows. The horse chariot functioned in
the late Shang as an aristocratic vehicle as well as the main war machine,
but its use in the Shang is not thus far accompanied by evidence of a bar-
barian horse-chariot invasion from the northwest and the steppe, as
Western historians posited until recently from the example of early
horse-chariot invasions in the Middle East.

Obscurity also clouds the influences coming into China from the
south. For example, bronze metallurgy seems to have begun in Thailand
before 3000 BC. Its relation to bronze in China is uncertain. On the
whole, the Middle Eastern evidence of early and extensive communica-
tion between separate prehistoric cultures has made “diffusion” or the
lack of it a dying issue. Each major culture was a local achievement, but
cultures were hardly isolated. We can conclude that important influences
from West Asia reached China as though “by osmosis,” to be sure, but
never in proportions so cataclysmic as to shatter China’s cultural homo-
geneity.

This conclusion counters the early suggestion of pioneer archaeolo-
gists, mainly Western, that ancient China was given an absolutely essen-
tial impetus toward civilization by Middle Eastern contact filtered across
Central Asia. The new evidence also militates against a more recent con-
cept that ancient Chinese civilization grew from a single nuclear area in
North China and that the Xia-Shang development was unique—“the
cradle of the East,” in P. T. Ho’s phrase. To be sure, the combination of
Zhou era chronicles about Xia, Shang, and Zhou and post-1920 exca-
vations gives the Three Dynasties center stage in China’s ancient history.
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But excavation in East Asia as a whole, though just beginning, has al-
ready revealed separate though related pottery cultures south of the
Yangzi, on China’s southeast coast, and in northern Vietnam.

One source of Xia—Shang strength was the social order imposed by
kinship and the ranking of lineages through their hierarchical segmenta-
tion, that is, branch lineages remaining subordinate to their parent lin-
eages. Every individual had a status in his family group, and lineages had
relationships of superiority and inferiority among themselves, all the
way up to the dynastic power-holders. The ruler’s top position rested
also on his final authority both in the shamanistic religion of ancestor
reverence that used bronze ritual vessels and in the warfare that featured
chariots and bronze weapons. Royal burials involved human sacrifice in
a society already highly stratified.

On the other hand, in the absence of significant seafaring, trade and
technological innovation seem to have been quite secondary in the
growth of central political authority. This finding of the archaeologists
is not easy for Western historians to grasp, so deeply engrained in West-
ern, especially Mediterranean, history is the evidence that early cities
emerged on trade routes and empires grew by their command of com-
merce, especially on the sea. Ancient China’s lack of sea trade left the
merchants less important and disesteemed ideologically, and this made it
easier for the Qin and Han rulers when they came to power to assert
control over the merchants who had arisen in their societies.

Finally, the ruler’s primacy rested on his monopoly of leadership not
only in ritual and warfare but also in oracle-bone writing and the histor-
ical learning it recorded. The Shang writing system already evinced
subject-verb-object syntax and methods of character formation by
simple pictographs, abstract descriptive pictographs, and phono-
pictographs that would remain basic in Chinese thereafter. Chinese char-
acters began as pictures or symbols. The ancient character A& meant
a tree, two trees $k meant a forest, and three £, a dense growth. The
symbols — — = are certainly easier than “one, two, three.” [] indi-
cates an enclosure or “to surround,” while a smaller square [1is the sign
for the mouth and by extension means a hole, a pass, a harbor, and the
like.

In its early growth the Chinese written language could not expand
on a purely pictographic basis (like the joining of two trees to make a
forest, noted above). A phonetic aspect had to be adopted. As a result,
most Chinese characters are combinations of other simple characters.
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One part of the combination usually indicates the root meaning, while
the other part indicates something about the sound.

For example, take the character for east B, which in the Beijing
dialect has the sound “dong” (pronounced “doong,” as in Mao Ze-
dong’ name). Since a Chinese character is read aloud as a single syllable
and since spoken Chinese is also rather short of sounds (there are only
about four hundred different syllables in the whole language), it has
been plagued with homophones, words that sound like other words, like
“soul” and “sole” or “all” and “awl” in English. It happened that the
spoken word meaning “freeze” had the sound “dong.” So did a spoken
word meaning a roof beam. When the Chinese went to write down the
character for freeze, they took the character for east and put beside it
the symbol of ice ¥, which makes the character @ (“dong,” to freeze).
To write down the word sounding “dong” which meant roof beam, they
wrote the character east and put before it the symbol for wood # mak-
ing 4 (“dong,” a roof beam).

These are simple examples. Indeed, any part of the Chinese language
is simple in itself. It becomes difficult because there is so much of it to be
remembered, so many meanings and allusions. When the lexicographers
of later times wanted to arrange thousands of Chinese characters in a
dictionary, for instance, the best they could do in the absence of an al-
phabet was to work out a list of 214 classifiers or “radicals,” one of
which was sure to be in each character in the language. These 214
classifiers, for dictionary purposes, correspond to the 26 letters of our al-
phabet, but are more ambiguous and less efficient. Shang writing was al-
ready using “radicals” like wood, mouth, heart, hand, that indicated
categories of meaning. From the start the governmental power of the
Chinese writing system was at the ruler’s disposal. Writing seems to have
emerged more in the service of lineage organization and government
than in the service of trade.

When we group together the shaman-priests, warriors, scribes, heads
of lineages, and superintendents over artisans, we can see the rudiments
of the ruling elite that developed. The emerging art of government made
use of ritual and art, warfare, writing, and family connections, all of
which contributed to the concept of culture. A next step was the asser-
tion of central cultural superiority over the surrounding peoples by des-
ignating as “barbarians” (in the Greek cultural sense of fSappfapor)
those peoples who did not yet acknowledge the central government’s
supremacy. Such peoples were given generic names in the classics and
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histories: Yi, barbarians on the east, Man on the south, Rong on the
west, and Di on the north. (When Westerners arrived by sea, they were
officially designated until the late nineteenth century as Yi.) This custom
of sharply distinguishing “inside” (net) and “outside” (wai) went along
with calling China the “Central Country” (zhongguo), which began by
ruling the “Central Plain” (zhongyuan) in North China. So strong is this
nomenclature in the classics that were composed under the Zhou Dy-
nasty that historians East and West have generally depicted ancient
China of the Three Dynasties as a “culture island” surrounded by a sea
of “barbarians” lacking in the civilized qualities of Chinese culture.

The new archaeological record suggests that things were not so sim-
ple. The Western Zhou, having intermingled with non-Chinese-speaking
peoples on China’s north and west peripheries, were adept at tolerating
cultural differences while asserting the civilizing superiority of the cul-
ture of the Central Plain. Rather than outright military conquest, the
process was often one of steady assimilation based on the efficacy of the
Chinese way of life and government. The political unit was defined cul-
turally more than territorially.

When we read that “barbarians” have been ever-present on the
fringes of China’s long history, we can realize that they were a basic cate-
gory in the political system from the very beginning. We must not over-
look the ancient Chinese assumption of a symbiosis between culture
(wenhua) and temporal power. Subservience to the dynastic state re-
quired acceptance of its rituals and cosmology that gave it Heaven’s
mandate to rule over mankind. Nonacceptance of this politicized culture
left one outside of Zhongguo. Yet if one’s language was Chinese, accep-
tance was already partway assured by the very terms imbedded in the
classics and in the spoken tongue itself. An identifiably similar way of life
was widespread throughout late Neolithic China. The task of state-
building during the Three Dynasties of the Bronze Age was to gain ever
wider submission to or acceptance of the central dynastic ruling house. It
functioned as the capstone of the social structure, the high priesthood of
the ancestor cult, the arbiter of punishments, and the leader in public
works, war, and literature. Among these omnicompetent functions K. C.
Chang stresses the ruler’s “exclusive access to heaven and heavenly spir-
its.” The result was that the ruler engineered a unity of culture that was
the basis for political unity in a single universal state. China of course
was not alone in idealizing this kind of unity, which was sought in many
of the ancient empires. But China’s geographic isolation made the ideal



Origins: The Discoveries of Archaeology 45

originally more feasible, and as time went on it became more readily sup-
portable in the state and society.

Overstated though these considerations may be, they represent a
great fact emerging from Chinese archaeology—that by the beginning of
the era of written history, the Chinese people had already achieved a de-
gree of cultural homogeneity and isolated continuity hard to match else-
where in the world. They had begun to create a society dominated by
state power. To it all other activities—agricultural, technological, com-
mercial, military, literary, religious, artistic—would make their contribu-
tions as subordinate parts of the whole. Yet it would be an error for us
today, so long accustomed to the modern sentiment of nationalism, to
imagine ancient China as an embryonic nation-state. We would do better
to apply the idea of culturalism and see ancient China as a complete
civilization comparable to Western Christendom, within which nation-
states like France and England became political subunits that shared
their common European culture. Again, because we are so aware of the
all-encompassing power of the totalitarian states of the twentieth cen-
tury, we would do well to avoid an anachronistic leap to judgment that
the Shang and Zhou kings’ prerogatives led inevitably to a sort of totali-
tarianism. We might better follow Etienne Balazs (1964), who called it a
government by “officialism.” As summarized by Stuart Schram (1987),
“The state was the central power in Chinese society from the start, and
exemplary behavior, rites, morality and indoctrinations have always
been considered in China as means of government.” We need only add
that in addition to these liturgical functions the ruler monopolized the
use of military violence.
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The First Unification:
Imperial Confucianism

The Utility of Dynasties

Until this century dynastic families have provided most of the rulers over
the human race. Kinship formed an in-group network to support the
power-holder (or a rival) as well as a principle by which to settle (or dis-
pute) the explosive question of the succession to power. Yet among Euro-
pean dynasties such as the Capetian kings of France (987-1328), the
Norman and Plantagenet kings of England (1066-1485), the Hapsburgs
(1273-1919), or the Romanovs (1613-1917), none ruled as large a state
as China or maintained such a monopoly of central power. As institu-
tions of government, the major Chinese dynasties are in a class by them-
selves. Neither Japan, India, nor Persia produced regimes comparable in
scope and power. The Liu clan of Earlier Han provided 13 emperors and
in Later Han 14 emperors, the Li clan of the Tang dynasty 23 emperors,
the Zhu clan of the Ming dynasty 17 emperors, and the Aisin Gioro lin-
eage of the Manchus 9 emperors (see Table 1).

By comparison, European dynasties were provincial potentates
within the oikoumene of Christendom, ruling regional kingdoms. As
Jacques Gernet points out, at the end of the seventeenth century the first
modern state, the Kingdom of France, was just getting organized while
China had long been a “great centralized empire governed by a uniform
administrative system.” Again, emperors have been quite different enti-
ties, East and West. Modern Europe, for example, at one time had em-
perors of France, Russia, Austria-Hungary, Germany, and the British
Empire plus the Pope at Rome all making history simultaneously. China
ideally, and most of the time in fact, had only one emperor on earth, like
one sun in the sky.

46
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Our first requirement, then, if we are to understand China, is to try to
avoid imposing a European scale of judgment. For instance, European
music and fine arts, technology, philosophy, and religion might come in
all or part from outside the country one lived in. No European rulers
governed self-sufficient lands or held the final word on law and justice,
moral thought, religion, art, the military, and public works that was
claimed by and for China’s Sons of Heaven.

Periodizing Chinese history by dynasties makes more sense than the
Western periodizing by centuries. China’s dynasties, after all, were politi-
cal ventures like American presidential administrations, full of human
struggle, idealism, and knavery—a lot more concrete and intelligible
than European centuries, few of which fit neatly over the movements and
trends grouped under them. The sequence of dynasties was due to the in-
veterate Chinese impulse during a dynastic interregnum toward political
reunification. Unity was so strong an ideal because it promised stability,
peace, and prosperity. Yet unity seemed precariously dependent on his-
torical rhythms. The waxing and waning of regimes, like that of people
and families, called for constant attention.

Students have been impressed by the parallel sequences in ancient
China and in the Graeco-Roman world: an age of philosophers and
warring states, an age of unification and empire, and an age of disinte-
gration and collapse of central power. Thus Confucius and his disciples
were roughly contemporary with Plato and Aristotle; Alexander the
Great preceded the First Emperor of the Qin (221 BC) by only a century;
and the imperial systems of Rome and Han flourished contemporane-
ously. Similarly, the barbarians on the northern frontier grew more dan-
gerous as each of these empires declined, and the economic and political
disintegration within the “universal state,” in Toynbee’s phrase, was
marked by the spread of foreign religions to which the distressed people
turned for solace. The entrance of the northern nomads into China and
the spread of Buddhism in the period from the third to the sixth centuries
AD were actually contemporary with the inroads of the Goths and Van-
dals and the spread of Christianity in the West, the triumph, as Gibbon
put it, of “barbarism and religion.”

Within Chinese history, the most interesting parallel sequence of
phases centers about the Han (206 Bc-AD 220) and the Tang (618-
907). Preceding each of these imperial eras was a time of intellectual
ferment marked, respectively, by the philosophers of the late Zhou and
by the flourishing of Daoism and Buddhism prior to the Tang. Each
phase of imperial greatness was inaugurated by a short-lived powerful
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dynasty which unified the state, the Qin (221-206 BC) and the Sui (AD
589—618). Both the Han and the Tang, once established as a new unity,
achieved an expansion of Chinese political power in neighboring re-
gions, especially Central Asia, and a corresponding growth of foreign
contact.

In the phenomena recorded so assiduously in the dynastic histories
there is naturally a certain recurrence of data, since the chroniclers in
each case were recording the life history of a ruling family that came to
power, had its heyday, and shuffled from the scene. Toward the close of
each regime, for example, natural calamities, earthquakes, floods, com-
ets, eclipses, and other heavenly portents become more numerous in the
record, evidence that the improper conduct of the ruler was losing him
the Mandate of Heaven.

Autosuggestion, indeed, on the plane of public morale and social
psychology, played its part in the dynastic cycle. For so great was the dy-
nasty’s dependence on its moral prestige that its loss of “face” in certain
instances might set in motion a process whereby the ideology, as it were,
turned against the regime and hastened its downfall. Once the literati
who set the tone of ruling-class opinion became convinced that a dy-
nasty had lost its moral claim to the throne, little could save it. This is a
factor in Chinese politics today.

Time after time dynastic decline went hand in hand with the increas-
ing inefficiency of the ruling house. The family in power accumulated
over the generations a heavy load of dead wood, fastened upon it by the
family system. This was most flagrantly visible in the peculations and
profligacy of the emperor’s maternal relatives, who became entrenched
in the imperial household.

An economic interpretation has been used even more extensively to
explain the dynastic cycle. This approach concentrates particularly upon
the land tax. In each dynasty the progressive withdrawal of land from
taxation to benefit the ruling class led to a dangerous reduction of impe-
rial revenues. At the beginning of a dynasty the land and the population
were usually estimated and recorded in a rough sort of census. New tax
registers were used as a basis for revenue collection. As time went on
there ensued a struggle between the interests of the imperial government
and of the great families who lived under it. Gradually the ruling class
were able to increase their land-holdings and to remove them from taxa-
tion by expedients such as the destruction of tax registers, official con-
nivance, or legal falsification. The big lineages could then take under
their wing small farmers as clients who paid less to the big household
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than they would have to the state. This created a vicious spiral in which a
greater burden was placed upon the still-taxable land of the peasantry, at
a time when the demands of the government for revenue were probably
increasing. In this way a progressively smaller proportion of the land
was expected to pay a progressively larger amount of revenue. Peasant
disorders would eventually result.

In some cases the final collapse of a dynasty came through peasant
rebellion under fervent religious leadership. Since no dynasty tolerated
an organized opposition, its opponents had recourse to secret cults or
societies.

Princes and Philosophers

The imperial institution that came to dominate Chinese society gained
its sophistication and durability through long experience. In 771 BC the
Zhou house moved its capital from the Wei valley near Xi’an eastward
to Luoyang, thus inaugurating the Eastern Zhou. Already Zhou power
was being gradually diminished by the growth of many aristocratic fam-
ily-states out of its central control. By the so-called Spring-and-Autumn
period (722—481 BC) there were about 170 such states, each centered in
its walled capital. These states formed alliances and leagues and engaged
in a diplomatic—military free-for-all, some absorbing others. By the era
of Warring States (403—221 BC) only seven major states remained in
the competition, most of them on the populous North China plain (see
Map 7).

Already visible were two components of the eventual Chinese impe-
rial government—military rulers and scholar-teachers. Both were con-
cerned with the performance of ritual and ceremonies to keep human
society in proper accord with the cosmic order of which it was a part.
Our understanding of the ruler’s role has been recently advanced by
Mark Edward Lewis’ (1990) study of sanctioned violence as a key to
ancient China’s state power and social order. He finds that the ruler’s
authority in each state was based on “ritually directed violence in the
form of sacrifices, warfare and hunting.” Since hunting as violence
against animals was practice for war against men, the two major state
services were actually sacrifices and warfare. Both involved the ritual-
ized taking of life, and this defined the realm of political power. In the
Zhou period as in the Shang, veneration of the ancestors through sacri-
fices, both animal and human, made use of the highest achievements of
art—the bronze ritual vessels—and maintained the ruler’s legitimacy by
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his liturgical activities. Hunting provided sacrificial animals, warfare
sacrificial prisoners. Warfare was itself a religious service, replete with
rituals of divination, prayers, and oaths preceding combat and ending in
presentation of formal reports, booty, and prisoners at the ancestral al-
tars. Participation in service to the ancestors and other deities through
hunting, warfare, and sacrifices defined one’s membership in the ruling
class, who shared a common ancestry. Its hallmark was the privilege of
eating meat.

Along with this military—Iliturgical basis for state power and social
order, the Warring States also fostered, rather paradoxically, an age of
philosophers who sought theoretical bases for those same things. Dur-
ing this time of rivalry and warfare, there was a widespread yearning
for peace and order. Many people idealized a golden age of earlier
times when according to legend all China had lived peacefully under one
ruler. Violence inspired the late Zhou philosophers, who acted as what
we now call consultants, advising rulers on how to get back to the
golden age.

Confucius (551—479 BC) and his major disciple, Mencius (372-289
BC), were members of a considerable group of seminal thinkers in this
era. Among the so-called “hundred schools” (meaning a great many),
there were half a dozen major schools of thought whose writings sur-
vived. They were contemporaries of the great teachers in India (the Bud-
dha, ca. 500 BC) and Greece (Plato, 429-347 BC, Aristotle, 384-321 BC,
et al.) in what some have called the “axial age,” when basic ways of
thought were established in these early civilizations. The philosophers of
the various schools of thought in China did not quell the disorder, and
Confucianism would become an important philosophy only later, under
the Han. Yet the Warring States context of sanctioned violence, with its
killings and its ceremonies, helps us understand how the Confucian
teaching arose and why it was eventually embraced.

The Confucian Code

Confucianism’s rationale for organizing society began with the cosmic
order and its hierarchy of superior-inferior relationships. Parents were
superior to children, men to women, rulers to subjects. Each person
therefore had a role to perform, “a conventionally fixed set of social ex-
pectations to which individual behavior should conform,” as Thomas
Metzger (in Cohen and Goldman, 1990) puts it. These expectations de-
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fined by authority guided the individual’s conduct along lines of proper
ceremonial behavior. Confucius had said (rather succinctly), “jun jun
chen chen fu fu zi zi,” which in its context meant “Let the ruler rule as he
should and the minister be a minister as he should. Let the father act as a
father should and the son act as a son should.” If everyone performed his
role, the social order would be sustained. Being thus known to others by
their observable conduct, the elite were dependent upon the opinion and
moral judgment of the collectivity around them. To be disesteemed by
the group meant a disastrous loss of face and self-esteem, for which one
remedy was suicide.

A major Confucian principle was that man was perfectible. In the era
of Warring States, Chinese thinkers of the major schools had turned
against the principle of hereditary privilege, invoked by the rulers of
many family-states, and stressed the natural equality of men at birth.
Mencius’ claim that men are by nature good and have an innate moral
sense won general acceptance. They can be led in the right path through
education, especially through their own efforts at self-cultivation, but
also through the emulation of models. The individual, in his own effort
to do the right thing, can be influenced by the example of the sages and
superior men who have succeeded in putting right conduct ahead of all
other considerations. This ancient Chinese stress on the moral educabil-
ity of man has persisted down to the present and still inspires the gov-
ernment to do the moral educating.

The Confucian code also stressed the idea of “proper behavior ac-
cording to status” (li). The Confucian gentleman (“the superior man,”
“the noble man”) was guided by /i, the precepts of which were written in
the ancient records that became the classics. Although this code did not
originally apply to the common people, whose conduct was to be regu-
lated by rewards and punishments (stressed by the Legalist school),
rather than by moral principles, it was absolutely essential for govern-
ment among the elite. This was the rationale of Confucius’ emphasis on
right conduct on the part of the ruler—an emphasis so different from
anything in the West. The main point of this theory of government by
good example was the idea of the virtue that was attached to right con-
duct. To conduct oneself according to the rules of propriety or /i in itself
gave one a moral status or prestige. This moral prestige in turn gave one
influence over the people. “The people are like grass, the ruler like the
wind”; as the wind blew, so the grass was inclined. Right conduct gave
the ruler power. Confucius said: “When a prince’s personal conduct is
correct, his government is effective without the issuing of orders. If his
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personal conduct is not correct, he may issue orders but they will not be
followed.”

As a code of personal conduct, Confucianism tried to make each in-
dividual a moral being, ready to act on ideal grounds, to uphold virtue
against human error, even including evil rulers. There were many Confu-
cian scholars of moral grandeur, uncompromising foes of tyranny. But
their reforming zeal—the dynamics of their creed—aimed to reaffirm
and conserve the traditional polity, not to change its fundamental prem-
ises.

Western observers, looking only at the texts of the Confucian clas-
sics, were early impressed with their agnostic this-worldliness. As a phi-
losophy of life, we have generally associated with Confucianism the
quiet virtues of patience, pacifism, and compromise; the golden mean;
reverence for the ancestors, the aged, and the learned; and, above all, a
mellow humanism—taking man, not God, as the center of the universe.

All this need not be denied. But if we take this Confucian view of life
in its social and political context, we will see that its esteem for age over
youth, for the past over the present, for established authority over inno-
vation has in fact provided one of the great historic answers to the prob-
lem of social stability. It has been the most successful of all systems of
conservatism.

Daoism

It is aptly said that the Chinese scholar was a Confucian when in office
and a Daoist when out of office. Daoism, which flourished among the
common people, was the school most opposite to the elitist prescriptions
of Confucianism. Dao means “the path,” “the way.” It expressed the
common people’s naturalistic cosmology and belief in the unseen spirits
of nature, much of which was shared by the scholar-elite. Daoism was an
enormous reservoir of popular lore. It also provided an escape from
Confucianism, profiting by each revulsion of scholars against the over-
nice ritualism of the classics. It was a refuge from the world of affairs.
Traditionally Daoism stemmed from Laozi (lit., “The Old Master”),
who was claimed by his followers to have been an elder contemporary of
Confucius. The school of thought ascribed to him became a repository
for a variety of beliefs and practices that Confucianism had refused, in-
cluding early popular animism, alchemy, ancient magic, the search for
the elixir of immortality and the Isles of the Blest, early Chinese medi-
cine, and mysticism generally, both native and imported from India.
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In general the Daoist philosophical writers who followed the brilliant
literary example of Zhuangzi (369-286 BC?) raised their doubting ques-
tions from what we might now call a relativistic point of view. It was
Zhuangzi who delighted succeeding generations by writing that he had
dreamed that he was a butterfly playing in the sunshine and after he
awoke he could not be sure whether he was still Zhuangzi who had
dreamed that he was a butterfly, or actually a butterfly dreaming that it
was the philosopher Zhuangzi. Applying the idea of the unity of oppo-
sites, the early Daoists argued that human moral ideas are the reflection
of human depravity, that the idea of filial piety springs from the fact of
impiety, that the Confucian statement of the rules of propriety is really a
reflection of the world’s moral disorder. Following this line of thought,
the typical Daoist took refuge in a philosophy of passivity expressed in
the term wuwei, meaning “action by inaction” or “effortlessness.” This
took the form of laissez-faire, of following one’s unrationalized inner na-
ture and accepting without struggle the experience of life. This was
plainly the philosophy of those who condemned government meddling
and moral crusading and who sought to be resigned to the burdens of
life, since they could not be avoided.

Unification by Qin

As interstate rivalries intensified, the ingredients of a new order began to
emerge that would contribute to the unification of the Warring States.
Among these ingredients was the use of infantry armies in hilly terrain
on the northern and southern frontiers, areas which were difficult for
chariots to maneuver in. Another ingredient was the use of iron for tools
as well as weapons, leading to greater agricultural production, more
trade, and larger armies. Finally, non-Chinese tribes of Inner Asia began
to use the horse in cavalry warfare, obliging the Chinese to do the same.

Much growth occurred in all the seven most persistent Warring
States—for example, the state of Qi on the eastern edge of the North
China plain in what is now Shandong province (Map 7). Able rulers had
begun to build there a centralized administration with uniform taxes,
law codes, a salt monopoly, and central army. Other states were compa-
rable.

However, the most powerful growth occurred in the state of Qin.
Though less renowned for culture, it was strategically well situated on
the west where the Zhou had earlier risen to power. The Qin king
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(wang), who was to create for himself the title of First Emperor (Shi
huangdi), had the advantage of reforms that for a whole generation had
already been instituted by the ruler’s Legalist adviser, Shang Yang (Lord
Shang, d. 338 BC). The Legalist school, so called for its reliance on hard
and fast rules (fa, not “law” in the modern sense), advocated rewards
and punishments as the “two handles” by which to keep the people in
order. Lord Shang was quite cynical (or realistic?) about it: “To club
together and keep your mouth shut is to be good; to be alienated from
and spy on each other is to be a scoundrel. If you glorify the good, errors
will be hidden; if you put scoundrels in charge, crime will be punished.”
The ruler’s aim was to preserve his power, never mind benefiting the
people. There was no harmony of interests assumed between ruler and
people.

Lord Shang’s reforms had strengthened Qin power. The ruler’s prob-
lem was the common one of how the center could dominate local lin-
eages. For this purpose the Qin fostered bureaucracy. The state was di-
vided into 31 counties, each administered by a centrally appointed
magistrate who reported to the capital in writing. Next, a score of hon-
orary ranks with exemption from labor service or taxes and (at certain
levels) conferment of income from certain lands and people were used to
create a new elite separate from the old aristocracy and dependent upon
the ruler.

Meanwhile, the common people were permitted to buy and sell land,
which stimulated farm enterprise, and criminal laws were promulgated
so that severe punishments as well as rewards would be known to every-
one and equally applicable to all persons. Legalist doctrines of govern-
ment aimed at enforcing laws to support agriculture and strengthen the
state over the family. For example, group responsibility was decreed not
only within each family but among units of five or ten families, so that all
within each unit were collectively to answer for any individual’s wrong-
doing. Under this system one’s best protection was to inform on all male-
factors without delay. Group ties and loyalties were thus undermined in
favor of obedience to the state.

State control of the people enhanced Qin’s military power. The state
exalted its administrators and its farmers (who were potential soldiers)
and downgraded merchants and artisans. Against other states Qin’s de-
fensible position on the west in the area of today’s Shanxi and Shaanxi
provinces and also in Sichuan, its first conquest, was strengthened eco-
nomically by building canals and irrigation networks. In warfare, the
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horse chariots of antiquity had now been supplanted by cavalry and
massed infantry armed with bronze or iron weapons and especially the
crossbow.

Once Qin’s armies had defeated the other states in 221 BC, the First
Emperor divided his new empire into 36 commanderies (jun), each sub-
divided into a number of counties (xian). (Junxian has been shorthand
for centralized bureaucratic rule ever since, as opposed to fengjian mean-
ing decentralized or “feudal.”) Each commandery was headed by a civil
governor and a military commander, with an imperial inspector to watch
the governor. County magistrates were centrally appointed, salaried, and
subject to recall. Local aristocratic families were moved en masse to the
capital, nongovernment arms were melted down, and some city walls
were destroyed.

Writing was standardized and unified under two forms, the so-called
small seal (actually rather complex-looking) script, used for inscriptions
on stone and formal engravings, and a more cursive and simple clerical
script used for everyday business. The latter won out when it was writ-
ten by a brush on bamboo slips or strips of silk and then on paper
(which was developed gradually during the first century ap). Weights,
measures, and currency were also standardized. Imperial highways were
built totaling over 4,000 miles, as many as in the Roman Empire. One
was a “straight road” through the arid Ordos region to reach the fron-
tier facing the nomads of the steppe. To the south, waterways and canals
were cut to allow water transport for 1,200 miles from the Yangzi to
Guangzhou (Canton).

If all this sounds overstated, and it does, our doubts must confront
facts such as the 7,500 life-sized ceramic soldiers found in 1974 and still
being excavated at the First Emperor’s tomb near Xi’an. Here again ar-
chaeology is revealing more about ancient China than we had ever imag-
ined. As late as the 1930s art historians were still saying that China had
no sculpture in the round before the advent of Buddhism in the first cen-
tury. How little we knew!

Recent scholarship casts doubt on the question of whether the First
Emperor, who disliked hearing the complaints of scholars, actually had
460 of them buried alive. Derk Bodde (in CHOC 1) suggests the idea
comes from a mistranslation; the scholars were merely murdered. Qin’s
Legalist-minded control of history by the burning of books was also far
from complete, although the archives of conquered states were de-
stroyed and the records of Qin alone were preserved.
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Walls were built by Qin and other Warring States and later by some
dynasties, but the hoary legend that Qin built the Great Wall of China
has long since been exploded. The vast wall system visible today was
mainly built by the Chinese Ming dynasty in the sixteenth century. In a
fresh interpretation, Arthur Waldron (1990) has recently demonstrated
how the Ming wall building, though of little military value for keeping
out the non-Chinese nomads to the north, resulted from the officials’ in-
ability to decide on any better course, either to attack or to trade. Earlier
rulers going back to the Qin had dealt with the nomads through trade,
diplomacy, or warfare, not by fortifications alone.

Under the Qin, the First Emperor’s ruthless exactions of men and
taxes year after year exhausted the people and the state’s other resources.
After 37 years as ruler of the Qin state, he suddenly died at age 49 in 210
BC. His empire quickly disintegrated. Aside from unity of the known
world, the First Emperor had sought mainly an elixir of immortality for
himself. His five royal journeys to sacred mountains had been part of his
search. His regime’s ideology was quite inadequate to rule by. His suc-
cessors, the emperors of the Earlier and Later Han dynasties (206 BC—AD
220) continued to extend Qin’s methods of bureaucratic control, but did
it more gradually and combined it with a comprehensive moral cosmol-
ogy that focused on the emperor.

Consolidation and Expansion under the Han

The Han dynasty began its administration of the Chinese empire in 206
BC by setting up 14 commanderies to govern the western half of the em-
pire, while permitting 1o aristocratic kingdoms to rule the more popu-
lous eastern half (see Map 8). The Han emperors put their sons to rule
the kingdoms and gradually reduced their territories and the size of their
courts. By 108 BC there were 84 commanderies and 18 kingdoms,
smaller and more easily controlled. Meanwhile, the Han emperors con-
ferred hundreds of marquisates, consisting of certain taxes from the land
and the populace of a designated area, on relatives and men of merit who
would (it was hoped) collect the taxes and be local aristocratic support-
ers of the throne.

The bureaucracy created by the Qin and Han buttressed the power
of the state in many ways. One was the government post, which sent
communications on the highways. Another was the institution of re-
gional inspectors, who traveled through their designated areas and re-
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ported on local administration annually to the imperial secretariat at the
capital city of Chang’an. The main problem was how to check the
reemergence of aristocratic local families with their own resources of
food and fighting men.

At the capital arose a similar problem for the Han ruler: how to
avoid domination of the court by the family of an empress. When a Han
emperor died, power resided in his widow, the empress dowager, to ap-
point her husband’s successor from the Liu clan (the clan of the Han em-
perors). She might appoint a minor of the Liu clan as emperor, and a
strong-man regent of her own clan to rule for him. Half a dozen families
of empresses played this game. An emperor, however, could rely within
the palace on the staff of eunuchs, whose castration fitted them to look
after the women selected for the emperor’s harem. There, by having sev-
eral sons, the emperor hoped to find one worth selecting as his successor.
Eunuchs, being entirely dependent on a young emperor as his servants
and companions, might be his only reliable supporters against an em-
press’s family. The palace was a center of intrigue.

Outside the palace, in order to control residents of the Earlier Han
capital (Chang’an), the emperor divided the city into 160 wards, each
within its own walls and gate and superintended by a select group of res-
idents not unlike a street committee of today. The Han state also tried to
dominate economic life. All urban trading was in the government mar-
kets, where officials set commodity prices and collected commercial
taxes that went directly into the court treasury. The registered shop mer-
chants in the cities were actively discriminated against: they were not al-
lowed to own land, become officials, or enjoy a fine lifestyle (no silk
clothing or riding on horseback!). By contrast, the unregistered mer-
chants, who patronized the private inns on the post roads while trading
to other cities and foreign countries, grew rich. They developed connec-
tions with officials, became big landowners, hoarded goods, speculated,
and made great profits exporting gold and silks across the oases of the
Silk Road to West Asia and Rome. In short, the evil of commerce tended
to suborn the officials. A “merchant-official complex” might have ac-
quired some power in the government had not Confucian values so
strongly disesteemed the profit motive. In deference to the Confucian
ideology, official pronouncements for the next 2,000 years would gener-
ally denigrate merchants, while officials in practice would profit from li-
censing, taxing, and sharing private deals with them. The merchants’ de-
pendence on official approval or cooperation would seldom stimulate
risk-taking entrepreneurship.
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The government also operated monopolies of manufactured goods
whenever feasible, beginning with salt (a daily necessity for a grain diet)
and iron (in demand for farming tools as well as weapons). In 117 BC
the state set up 48 foundries with thousands of workers. The general
idea of the salt monopoly was that licensed saltmakers would sell their
product to the government or to licensed salt merchants, and govern-
ment revenue would accumulate at each stage of production, transport,
and sale. After much experimenting with minting copper coins by mer-
chants and local authorities, the minting of “cash”—a copper coin with
a square hole in its center—also became a central government monop-
oly. In the first century BC, for a population that was approaching 6o
million, the Han minted in the average year about 220,000 strings of
cash (each of 1,000 coins). This does not signify a highly developed
money economy.

During the four centuries of Han rule, vast changes occurred in
China—not only an increase of population but a growth of the landed
estates of local magnates, who gained control of the lands of impover-
ished peasants when they could not pay their debts and then let them use
the land as tenants. The government land tax was light, about one tenth
to one thirtieth of the crop, whereas rent from sharecroppers to their
landlords might be half to two thirds of the crop. Peasant labor service,
or corvée, due the state for one month a year was increasingly commuted
into cash payments. Peasants continued to pay a poll (or capitation) tax.
As the Han government by degrees lost vigor, it gave up some of its mo-
nopolies and control of markets, while local aristocratic landed and mer-
chant families grew stronger.

During these four centuries an upper class emerged as the dominant
social group, tied by kinship to officialdom but locally independent and
represented by men educated to be gentlemen. Its literate, artistic, and
sumptuous lifestyle is dramatically evident in three tombs, dating from
186 BC to ca. 168, discovered at Mawangdui near Changsha in 1974.
The well-preserved body of the Princess Dai in the innermost of a nest of
four waterproof coffins was accompanied by 1,000 objects, including
paintings, texts written on bamboo and silk, and variegated silks that the
princess’s Roman counterpart could hardly have matched for beauty and
craftsmanship. Other Chinese luxury items included lacquerware, pot-
tery, bronzes, and steel for weapons, produced by forging together two
types of iron with different contents of carbon. Iron metallurgy may
have begun later in China than in the Middle East but, once introduced,
it developed rapidly.
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Han economic growth in North China stimulated foreign trade and
military expansion. Under the most energetic of the Han rulers, the Mar-
tial Emperor (Han Wudi, reg. 140-87 BC), Chinese armies penetrated
into southern Manchuria and Korea to the northeast and into south and
southwest China and northern Vietnam. In these areas commanderies
could be established over farming peoples. Only on the north and north-
west was there an unstable frontier.

Han foreign policy began with the need for stable relations with the
far-flung tribal confederation of the Xiongnu—Turkish nomads whose
mounted archers habitually raided North China for loot and supplies.
During times when the Han were strong, they developed their own horse
pastures and mounted archers, while usually enlisting the aid of nomad
allies or mercenaries as well. One device was to subsidize the Southern
Xiongnu as a client state to help fend off the warlike Northern Xiongnu.
The alternative—punitive expeditions into the steppe—was costly and
perilous; within a few weeks, lack of food supplies would oblige retreat,
leaving the Xiongnu horde still intact and at large. When militarily
weak, which was much of the time, Han emperors used a policy of
“peace and kinship” (heqin)—entertaining the nomad chieftain, giving
him Han princesses in marriage, and making lavish gifts, especially of
silks. Nomad warriors learned that if they performed a ritual at Chang’-
an in which they accepted Han suzerainty, they could profit substantially
while having a good time. Ying-shih Yii notes that this appeasement pol-
icy was a forerunner of the unequal treaties of Song and late Qing times,
which acknowledged China’s military weakness.

Besides fighting or buying off the barbarians, Han rulers also learned
how to use diplomacy to enlist some barbarians in fighting others. In the
search for allies against the Xiongnu, the Han sent envoys across the Silk
Road through the oases of Central Asia on the southern flank of the
steppe nomads. Other tribal peoples like the Qiang (proto-Tibetans)
menaced the trade route to the west; and in periods of strength, as under
Wudi, the Han set up a Protectorate General of the Western Regions. At
their high point, Chinese armies crossed the Pamirs into the center of
Asia, where Alexander’s Greek forces had penetrated more than two
centuries earlier.

The Chinese techniques of barbarian-taming, we must realize, were
not successful in the end. Thomas J. Barfield (1989), looking at the Inner
Asian side, reminds us how Chinese rulers had to pay the powerful no-
mads either with gifts in response to their presenting tribute or with
outright subsidies or involuntary loot when nomads raided. The fact
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was that goods from China were essential to nomad life. When China
was unified, Barfield suggests, the steppe tribes were more likely to ac-
cept the overlordship of the nomad rulers who handled the China con-
nection. China’s strength made them more powerful.

Imperial Confucianism

The Han rulers’ daily regimen of ceremonies and rites required the guid-
ance of learned men at court. Han Wudi in particular fostered learning
as one channel (in addition to recommendation) for recruitment of of-
ficials. He saw education as a way to strengthen his new upper class
against the older aristocratic families, and he accepted Confucianism as
the ideology in which the state’s officials should be trained. To the des-
potic statecraft of Qin Legalism the Han added a monumental structure
of ideas of largely Confucian origin that provided an all-encompassing
state philosophy. This Legalist-Confucian amalgam we call Imperial
Confucianism, to distinguish it both from the original teaching of Con-
fucius, Mencius, et al. and from the secular and personal Confucian phi-
losophy that arose during Song times and has since then guided so many
lives in the East Asian countries of the old Chinese culture area—China,
Korea, Vietnam, and Japan.

The essential point about the Legalist-Confucian amalgam was that
Legalism was liked by rulers and Confucianism by bureaucrats. A ruler
could use the material inducements of rewards and punishments (which
were so material you could feel them) to keep the common people in or-
der. But his administrators needed something more than benefits or in-
timidation to inspire their best efforts. The Confucians believed that the
ruler’s ceremonial observances and exemplary conduct gave him a cer-
tain virtue (de)—or, as A. C. Graham (1989) says, potency—that drew
others to accept, support, or even venerate his rule. If his exercise of
moral and cultured civility (wen) became ineffective, the ruler could al-
ways fall back on punishment and even military force (wu). The ruler’s
use of violence remained his prerogative toward both his people and his
officials. But he could not rule by force alone and so needed the Con-
fucianists’ help in showing his constant moral concern for benevolent
and proper conduct. Under Confucian guidance the emperor day by day
performed rituals and ceremonies that were his special function as Son of
Heaven. (Today’s White House foto-ops and sound-bites would have
seemed quite natural to him.)
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The limitations of the Confucians’ status had been plain from the
start. Confucius had aimed to train an elite who would become superior
men, able both to secure the people’s respect and guide the ruler’s con-
duct. Confucius was neither out to become a ruler himself nor to educate
the masses directly. His priorities put proper ritual first, humaneness sec-
ond, and learning only third. By his example he showed the way for his
own kind, who would later be the scholar-officials of the imperial era.
China’s social structure, in short, was already in place and the philoso-
pher’s task in his Chinese form of prophecy was not to arouse the masses
but only to guide the rulers. As W. T. de Bary (1991) points out, the Con-
fucians did not try to establish “any power base of their own . . . they
faced the state, and whoever controlled it in the imperial court, as indi-
vidual scholars . . . this institutional weakness, highly dependent condi-
tion, and extreme insecurity . . . marked the Confucians as ju [ru] (‘soft-
ies’) in the politics of imperial China.” They had to find patrons who
could protect them. It was not easy to have an independent voice sepa-
rate from the imperial establishment.

The Han retained the Mandate of Heaven by an imperial cult of
ritual observances, beginning with the Liu family ancestors but espe-
cially devoted to Heaven. Its attendant cosmology tied together all the
phenomena of human experience and set the stage on which Confu-
cianism by degrees came to play a central political role as an official
teaching.

Early China’s cosmology (her theory of the universe as an ordered
whole) shows striking points of difference with Western thought. For
example, the early Chinese had no creation myth and no creator-
lawgiver out of this world, no first cause, not even a Big Bang. As Joseph
Needham says, they assumed “a philosophy of organism, an ordered
harmony of wills without an ordainer.” This view contrasts with the in-
veterate tendency elsewhere in the world to assume a supernatural deity.
Westerners looking at China have continually imposed their own pre-
conceptions on the Chinese scene, not least because the Chinese, though
they generally regarded Heaven as the supreme cosmic power, saw it as
immanent in nature, not as transcendent. Without wading further into
this deep water, let us note simply that Han thought as recorded in classi-
cal writings built upon the concept of mankind as part of nature and
upon the special relationship between the ruler and his ancestors, con-
cepts that were already important in Shang thought over a millennium
earlier.
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Correlative Cosmology

Han Chinese saw correspondences or mutual influences between
Heaven, earth, and man—that is, between celestial phenomena, the
world of nature on earth, and human society—from which they derived
notions of their proper place in the universe. This “correlative cosmol-
ogy,” or what John B. Henderson (1984) calls “correspondences be-
tween microcosmic man and macrocosmic nature,” can be seen, for ex-
ample, in a Han work dated about 139 BC, the Huainanzi. This work
explained that “the head’s roundness resembles heaven and the feet’s
squareness resembles earth. Heaven has four seasons, five phases, nine
sections, and 366 days. Man likewise has four limbs, five viscera, nine
orifices, and 366 joints. Heaven has wind and rain, cold and heat. Man
likewise has taking and giving, joy and anger . . . Thus the eyes and ears
are the sun and moon; and the blood and pneuma are the wind and
rain.”

Once one begins to see close correspondences—numerological, an-
atomical, psychological, and moral—between Homo sapiens and the
rest of nature, this is a game any number of philosophers can play. Even
today the Chinese have a custom of assigning numbers to important
events, like the May Fourth Movement of 1919—(in Chinese, 5—4).
This strong numerological habit of thought found its fullest expression
in the doctrine of the five phases. Numerologies using three, four, nine,
and other numbers were all surpassed by the five phases or processes.
Also known as the five elements, these were water, fire, wood, metal, and
earth. Once started on this approach, Han cosmologists noted the five
planets (all that were then visible), five seasons, five directions, five
colors, five musical tones, five sage emperors, five viscera, five orifices,
five animals, five grains, five mountains, five punishments, and the like.
This system of fives could be used to explain change, since each phase is
followed by a succeeding phase—wood producing fire, fire producing
earth, earth producing metal, metal producing water, and water produc-
ing wood. Alternatively, the phases could be put in different sequences,
such as wood conquered by metal, metal reduced by fire, fire extin-
guished by water, water blocked by earth, and earth manipulated by
wood.

Application of this structure of correspondences was not automatic
but arguable and gave great substance for philosophical discussion.
There was a considerable problem, for example, in trying to mesh the
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five phases with the four seasons and other fours, like the quarters of the
compass. Correlative thinkers in medieval Europe faced a similar prob-
lem when they had to relate, for instance, the nine muses to the eight ce-
lestial spheres. It was about like squaring the circle.

Chinese thinkers were ingenious in developing the vocabulary for
correlative thinking through such devices as yin and yang or the ten ce-
lestial stems and twelve earthly branches (gan and zhi) which produced
the sexagenary or 6o-unit cycle for counting time. (Each of the 60 units
could be represented by two characters respectively drawn from the set
of 10 and the set of 12.) A considerable lore grew up about cycles of 60,
but the broadest Chinese device was that of the 64 hexagrams in the
Classic of Changes or Yijing. These were sets of six parallel lines either
broken or unbroken. Each of the 64 resulting figures was given its spe-
cific connotations, which could be used in fortunetelling.

Correlative thought is not news to social anthropologists studying
any early society. It was by no means unique to China. But it gained
unusual currency in China and dominated thinking for an unusually
long time, no doubt because of the centripetally organized Chinese state
and society. The emperor was so much at the center of everything that
the ideas of correlative thinking and particularly of the phenomenalism
of his close interaction with nature could become an established doc-
trine.

Natural phenomena do not become less mysterious simply because
we get used to them. Today we accept the idea of gravity by which we
find all bodies influence other bodies at a distance. The early Han postu-
lated the existence of a pervasive pneuma or ether (gi) through which hu-
man and natural processes interacted. Correlative cosmology can be
called wrong only because it was not scientifically provable. The idea of
resonance (ganying), as when one pitch-pipe or one lute string induces a
response from another, also inhered in the virtue of reciprocity (one
good act must be balanced by a response). Another resonance was when
the good example set by the conduct of the ruler moved the beholder to
do likewise.

This early Han reasoning by correspondence helped Chinese observ-
ers of natural activities to move in the direction of scientific thought, as
Nathan Sivin (1987) has pointed out, particularly in the realm of Chi-
nese medicine. For example, certain puncture points in the human body
were found to control nervous sensitivity in other parts of the body,
although acupuncture anesthesia has developed only in this century.
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Alchemists, who were the principal pioneers in Chinese science, made
great use of correlative thinking. Indeed, its influence may be seen in al-
most every field of Chinese mental activity.

In the Western world correlative cosmology played a considerable
role in Hellenistic thought contemporary with the early Han. Its influ-
ence among syncretic thinkers of the Renaissance would be even greater.
Yet the arbitrary nature of some correspondences and the all-inclusive-
ness of some systems in the course of time produced skepticism. Leading
Song scholars doubted the resonance between natural events and impe-
rial conduct. Since correlative thinking made so much use of imagination
and speculation, it could not stand up as a comprehensive explanatory
device, especially in astronomy, where theories of correspondence could
not handle the complex and extremely various phenomena of the heav-
enly bodies.

All this cosmological lore could be focused particularly on the cor-
respondence between the ritual observances of the ruler and the cycle of
the seasons or other celestial phenomena. As a proliferation from the
early activity of the shamans who inscribed the oracle bones in the
Shang period, the prescriptions for the emperor’s ritual observances be-
came very detailed. First of all, one kept careful note of heavenly events.
Chinese celestial observations were remarkably precise, for example in
tables showing the times and locations of the rising and setting of the
major planets between 246 and 177 BC. Equally careful attention was
paid to the ritual observances of the emperor, for reciprocal relations
were seen between his conduct and natural events. Basic here was the
concept of resonance noted above. This idea of mutual influence was
particularly applicable to the relationship between the ruler and the
heavens. Because mankind played a part in the cosmic process, human
error could throw it out of order. Misgovernment on the part of the ruler
might produce natural catastrophe; and so a meteor, an eclipse, an earth-
quake, or a flood could all be regarded as nature’s commentary on the
ruler’s performance.

Emperor and Scholars

Here plainly was a tool which the Confucian adviser could use to affect
the emperor’s behavior. By means of correlative cosmology, portents
could be interpreted for the ruler, as had been done by the magical sha-
mans at Anyang. Because the classics were felt to offer insights into the
art of government and hidden meanings that only erudite scholars could



The First Unification: Imperial Confucianism 67

bring out, the scholars at court like Dong Zhongshu (c. 175-105 BC)
found a great opportunity to become savants on how the ruler should fit
into the cosmos and in turn was affected by it. Benjamin Schwartz
(1985) remarks how Dong’s “cosmological Confucianism confirms the
cosmic status of the universal king” but then adds “in the case of Han
Wu-ti [Wudi], Tung [Dong] also seems to have conceived of it as a
weapon of inhibition and constraint.” In other words, as Derk Bodde
(1991) notes, portents could sometimes be falsely alleged to have oc-
curred, faked for political purposes.

The Confucianists won out over the other schools of Warring States
philosophy because they claimed to be, and became, indispensable advis-
ers to the emperor. In its broad historical context this meant, as Arthur F.
Wright phrased it, that “the literate elite . . . had entered into an alliance
with monarchy. The monarch provided the symbols and the sinews of
power: throne, police, army, the organs of social control. The literati
provided the knowledge of precedent and statecraft that could legitimize
power and make the state work. Both the monarch and the literati were
committed to a two-class society based on agriculture.”

The Han emperors stressed the worship of Heaven as their major rite
and also maintained hundreds of shrines to deceased emperors, but their
high officials at court became most concerned with the precedents set by
former rulers as recorded in the classics. Han Confucianism came into its
own when the imperial academy was founded in 124 BC. There were spe-
cialists on the five classics: the Yijing or Classic of Changes (for divina-
tion), the Shujing or Classic of Documents (or History), the Shi-jing or
Classic of Songs (Odes, ancient folk poems), the Chunqiu or Spring and
Autumn Annals (chronicles of Confucius’ own state of Lu in Shandong,
with their commentaries), and the Liji or Record of Ceremonies and
Proper Conduct. The Han emperors, who had already asked for talented
men to be recommended for examination and appointment, now added
classical training to the criteria for official selection, plus written exami-
nations in the Confucian classics. By the mid-second century AD, 30,000
students were reported at the academy, presumably listed as scholars,
not resident all at once.

The Confucian code of personal conduct also came from examples
in the classics as elucidated by scholars. Though this personal code
would be most fully developed in Song Neo-Confucianism, certain basic
themes emerged among pre-Han philosophers of various schools. Most
fundamental was the stress on hierarchy so evident in prehistoric times,
which assumed that order can be achieved only when people are orga-
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nized in gradations of inferiority and superiority. This hierarchic princi-
ple in turn was the basis for a stress on duties rather than rights, on the
evident assumption that if everyone did his duty everyone would get
what he deserved. Thus, the filial son obedient to his parent would bask
in the parent’s approval. With all duties performed, society would be in
order to everyone’s benefit.

The most important of all duties was loyalty. In the form of filial pi-
ety it ensured parental control within the family. Within the state loyalty
ensured the support of officials for the emperor and his dynasty. So
deeply was this idea ingrained in official thinking that at times of dynas-
tic overthrow servitors of the old dynasty might choose death rather
than serve the new one.

The strength of this loyalty may account for a curious anomaly that
haunts the imperial annals. Only one thing unaccounted for keeps crop-
ping up in the biographies of eminent Confucian officials—some are be-
headed. The fact that officials in the later dynasties are publicly beaten
may be an unfortunate incidence of greater despotism. But beheading?
Surely this is an important event not only for the victim but as a symbol
of the values of the state. How can the emperor behead his ministers
with a minimum of legal procedure, as an imperial right exercised since
time immemorial?

Eventually the ritual would be less bloody: as recently as 1858 the
emperor sent a silken bowstring to the grandee who had negotiated the
first treaties with Britain, France, and the United States because he lost
face in front of the foreigners. The grandee was permitted to kill himself,
with the help of his servants.

Here certainly is a Legalist aspect of imperial Confucianism. Benja-
min Schwartz (1985) reminds us that in Legalist texts the ruler is “ad-
monished to use the full severity of the law against the unfilial and the
unfraternal so that penal sanctions are introduced into the very heart of
the family network where the bonds of family morality should reign su-
preme . . . The virtue of the rulers was manifested as much in their righ-
teous punishments as in the power of their moral influence.”

Several assumptions seem implicit here. First is the emperor’s role as
a source of spontaneous, irrational, or unpredictable acts, as opposed to
the routinized, predictable action (or inaction) of bureaucrats. The of-
ficials sought order. The emperor could shake them up with disorder.
Second, the emperor was considered to have an arbitrary and unbridled
power of life and death. The victim had no rights, partly because a doc-
trine of rights was not part of Chinese political theory. Third and most
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striking is the almost universal acceptance of the emperor’s decision to
execute an official. There is no court of appeal. Others may be outraged,
but they have no recourse except various forms of protest or even group
rebellion. This situation no doubt was an inheritance from the ritually
sanctioned violence that Mark Lewis has documented from the era of
Warring States, when killing of beasts in hunting and men in warfare
was the ruler’s professional specialty, even after human sacrifice was
given up.

This leads one to wonder whether Western and modern Chinese
scholars have not underestimated the transcendental role of the emperor
in the Chinese belief system. Truly the Son of Heaven is the equivalent
of what we would call God on earth, the one person who in Western
parlance might be termed a god incarnate. The imperial temples were
places of emperor worship. Perhaps we can understand the emperor’s
capacity to kill his officials only by appreciating his role as the central
divinity of the Chinese state and society. The Confucianist had no fear
of retribution in an afterlife because he lived in a day-to-day environ-
ment in which the imperial power might reward and also extinguish
him. Where the West Asian or European, focused upon a faith in an
afterlife, might fear going to Hell, the Confucianist, concerned with the
here and now, could live in fear of the imperial wrath. God was on his
throne within the palace at the capital. The aspiring official made his
every move with this in mind. If an official was beheaded, it was simply
to be accepted as what today our insurance agents would call an “act
of God.”

This line of thought raises a major question, the relationship be-
tween wen and wu. Wen means basically the written word and so by
extension its influence in thought, morality, persuasion, and culture. Let
us call it in the most general terms “the civil order.” Wu connotes the
use of violence and so stands for the military order in general. The
Confucian-trained scholar class went to great lengths to exalt wen and
disparage wu. Yet I wonder if wu (including the founding of dynasties,
extermination of rebels and evildoers, and punishing of officials) should
not be considered the stronger and wen the weaker element in the wen—
wu combination. For example, was the virtue of loyalty (an aspect of
wen) as powerful as the practice of intimidation (an aspect of wu)?
Often it seemed that when he wanted to control a situation, the emper-
or’s principal tactic was intimidation. Take for example the case of Chi-
na’s greatest historian Sima Qian. As Edwin Reischauer (Reischauer and
Fairbank, 1960) says, he had “inherited a post as court astrologer and
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had access to the resources of the imperial library . . . he claimed to be
simply completing the historical work which his father, Sima Tan, had
commenced, but this may have been partly a pious excuse for what was
in reality a most presumptuous undertaking—the continuation and am-
plification of what was supposed to be Confucius’ greatest accomplish-
ment, that is, the arrangement of the record of the past in proper form.
Sima Qian was obviously a man of great daring as well as prodigious
learning. In 99 BC he came to the defense of a prominent Chinese general
who had been forced to surrender to the Xiongnu and Wu Di repaid him
for his audacity by having him castrated.”

As a punishment, losing one’s testicles was the next thing to losing
one’s head because it potentially cut off the male offspring who in the
secular religion of the Chinese elite would conduct the family rituals of
veneration of ancestors that would comfort their spirits. In the period
from 99 BC to his death about 85 BC Sima Qian was presumably com-
pleting his great work of organizing Chinese history. Should we believe
that he was not intimidated by his castration?

Whether this intimidation had any effect on the Records of the His-
torian (Shiji) we can only imagine. Sima Qian’s basic annals of Wudi’s
reign stop short after the introductory paragraph. Sima did not pursue
the origins of imperial legitimacy—what sanctioned the emperor’s ca-
pacity to execute or castrate his subjects. Perhaps there is something here
that deserves critical reexamination.

As Thomas Metzger (1973) has pointed out, the emperor naturally
“played on the whole range of available sanctions—coercive, remunera-
tive and normative”—combining them to suit circumstances. “His use of
terroristic violence was usually accompanied by outbursts of moral in-
dignation aimed at achieving normative justification in the minds of the
elite.”

Along with the emperor’s power over the scholar-official’s life went
his power over his books and education—the system of learning and its
transmission. Nearly every dynasty sponsored the collecting of books;
the Qin First Emperor’s destructive concern for books and scholars had
been only more vehement than that of other rulers. R. Kent Guy (1987)
has concluded that if “the arts of ruling and writing developed together
in ancient China, then a sense of the basic unity of the two acts may well
have underlain both the Confucian and the Legalist views of scholarship
and government.”

A similar conclusion may be reached concerning education. Perhaps
it is an overtranslation to call the imperial academy or Taixue (inaugu-
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rated in 124 BC and continued into the Southern Song) the “National
University,” or to call the Guozijian (from Song to Qing) the “Director-
ate of Education.” Focused on the classics, these institutions might
equally well be called indoctrination centers. The fact remains that impe-
rial power, books, and scholars were all seen as integrally related aspects
of government.



3

Reunification in the
Buddhist Age

Disunion

As China’s unity under the Han disintegrated, the Buddhist faith, which
had been imported from India in the middle of the first century AD,
gained adherents while state Confucianism went into a decline. Barba-
rism and religion accompanied the breakup of the Han empire as it did
the Roman. But different results ensued in China than in Europe.

The basic mechanism of the Han dynasty’s decline was the usual one:
the rise of local or regional power to eclipse that of the central dynasty.
Weakness at the center came from many causes: the succession of inef-
fectual Han emperors, their domination by the empress’s family, usurpa-
tion of power by eunuchs, and many other factional rivalries at the
court. Favoritism and corruption resulted in the appointment of inade-
quate personnel, rapacious exploitation of the people, disregard of the
interests of merchants’ and magnates’ families, and a weakening of the
dynasty’s military capacity. Such weaknesses at the center interacted
with the growth of local and regional power in the hands of aristocratic
families possessing landed estates and walled cities as well as industries
within them. The final disaster came in 220 from a revolt of formerly no-
mad aristocratic families in North China and their retainers, who had
settled inside the Wall yet kept their skills and propensities for warfare.

At the time of this rebellion, two processes were at work that would
lead to over three centuries of disunion between North and South
China—first, the continual incursion of nomadic peoples into North
China and, second (partly as a result of this), migration of Han Chinese
to the warmer and more fertile areas of the Yangzi valley further south.
This laid the basis for a dual development of small regional dynasties
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north and south. After the era known as the Three Kingdoms, from 220
to 265 AD, and a temporary reunification of the country between 280
and 304, there ensued in the centuries from 317 to 589 a succession
known as the Six Dynasties in South China along and below the Yangzi
and in North China a welter of competition among a total of Sixteen
Kingdoms first and last.

The principal invaders in the north were no longer the Turkic
Xiongnu, whose confederation had broken up, but a nomadic proto-
Mongol people known as the Xianbei, who set up states in Gansu on the
west and Hebei and Shandong on the east. Instead of a barbarization of
the local Chinese culture, these less-civilized invaders quickly took on
the trappings of Chinese aristocratic families, intermarried with the local
Han people, and set up courts in the Chinese style. The most outstanding
were the Toba Turks, who set up their Northern Wei dynasty (386—
535) first at Datong in northern Shanxi and later (after they had con-
quered and reunified North China) at their second capital, Luoyang, just
south of the Yellow River, which had been the capital of Later Han. Not
least of the achievements of Northern Wei was their devotion to Bud-
dhism and the great stone carvings they produced near their two capi-
tals.

Buddhism spread rapidly not only in the north but also among the
Six Dynasties of the south. In the great age of Buddhism in China from
the fifth to the ninth centuries, Confucianism was largely left in eclipse
and the Buddhist teachings as well as Buddhist art had a profound effect
upon Chinese culture, both north and south.

The Buddbist Teaching

The Buddha, who lived probably during the sixth century BcC in Nepal,
began life as an aristocrat. After renouncing his palace and its harem
and luxuries, he achieved through meditation an illumination in which
he realized the great principle of the wheel of the law or the wheel of the
Buddha. This may be defined as a theory of the “dependent origination™
of life: that everything is conditioned by something else in a closed se-
quence, so that in effect the misery of life is dependent upon certain
conditions, and by eliminating these conditions it is possible to eliminate
the misery itself. Thus desire—which ultimately leads to misery—origi-
nates in dependence upon sensation, which in turn originates in depen-
dence upon contact and the six senses, and so on. The Buddhist objec-
tive therefore becomes to cut the chain of conditions that bind one into
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this sequence of passions, desires, and attachments. From this premise
that misery is conditioned and that the conditions can be destroyed, the
early Buddhists developed many theories.

One central idea of peculiar interest today is that of the dharmas.
This is actually a theory of elements or atoms, according to which an en-
tity does not exist in itself but is made up of all its parts. The old Bud-
dhist monks believed that man himself is composed merely of these
many parts or dharmas; he has no personality, soul, or self. The dharmas
are of several types. Some relate to form and substance, others to sensa-
tion, and others to mental activity. Taken together, they make a neat ex-
planation of experience and form a basis for the denial of the existence
of self. This is just what the Buddhist sought, as a way of escaping life’s
misery. Since all the elements of experience could be analyzed to be dis-
parate, unconnected, and atomic, both in space and in time, it was held
that a proper realization of this truth could lead to elimination of the il-
lusion of the self and a release from the wheel of the law. This sort of es-
cape or enlightenment, as you prefer, has been sought by mystics the
world over and was eagerly pursued in medieval China.

Early Buddhism was institutionalized in a monastic order that may
be compared and contrasted with the monasticism of Christianity at a
later date. By these early Buddhist monks the sutras (traditional sermons
and teachings of the Buddha) were finally written down.

By the time of its expansion from North India to the Far East the
Buddhist school of the Mahayana (the “greater vehicle”) had wrought
profound changes in the ancient doctrines and made them more likely to
appeal to the masses of the population. One of these developments was
the idea of salvation, which became possible through the intercession of
the bodhisattvas (or “enlightened ones”) who had attained the enlight-
enment of the Buddha but continued their existence in this world in or-
der to rescue others. The most famous of these deities has been the Chi-
nese Goddess of Mercy or Guanyin, an abstraction of the principle of
compassion. Another is the Buddha of Endless Light, Amitabha (in Chi-
nese, Emituofo or O-mi-to-fo). Salvation of others through the efforts of
these enlightened ones was made possible on the theory that merit could
be transferred. Along with this notion went the concept of charity, which
supplemented the original Buddhist faith and has made it in China and
Japan a more positive social force.

The Mahayana school also developed a positive doctrine of nirvana,
the state which it was the object of Buddhist effort to attain but which
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the Buddha himself had regarded as so completely indescribable that he
had said nothing about it.

The Buddhist teachings were set forth in the great Buddhist canon or
tripitaka. Translation of sutras from this canon became the chief work of
the first Buddhist monks in China. They and their followers faced enor-
mously complex linguistic as well as intellectual problems—how to
translate from Sanskrit, which was polysyllabic, highly inflected, and
alphabetic like English and other Indo-European languages, into the
monosyllabic, uninflected, ideographic script of China; how to convey,
in that rather terse and concrete medium, the highly imaginative and
metaphysical abstractions of Indian mysticism.

In attempting to transfer or “translate” their new and alien ideas into
terms meaningful for their Chinese audience, the early Buddhist mission-
aries ran into the problem that has faced all purveyors of foreign ideas in
China ever since: how to select certain Chinese terms, written characters
already invested with established meanings, and invest them with new
significance without letting the foreign ideas be subtly modified, in fact
sinified, in the process. For example, the Chinese character dao (“the
way”), already so much used in Daoism and Confucianism, might be
used variously for the Indian dharma or for yoga or for the idea of en-
lightenment, while wuwei, the “nonaction” of Daoism, was used for nir-
vana. The result was at least ambiguity, if not some watering down of
the original idea.

Abstract ideas from abroad when expressed in Chinese characters
could hardly avoid a degree of sinification. In addition, exotic and so-
cially disruptive values were resisted. As Arthur Wright (1959) remarks,
“The relatively high position which Buddhism gave to women and
mothers was changed in these early translations. For example ‘Husband
supports wife’ became ‘The husband controls his wife,” and ‘The wife
comforts the husband’ became ‘The wife reveres her husband.” »

Non-Chinese invaders of North China, in the fourth century and af-
ter, accepted Buddhism partly because, like themselves, it came from
outside the old order that they were taking over. Buddhist priests could
be allies in fostering docility among the masses. For the Chinese upper
class who had fled to the south, Buddhism also offered an explanation
and solace, intellectually sophisticated and aesthetically satisfying, for
the collapse of their old society. Emperors and commoners alike sought
religious salvation in an age of social disruption. Great works of art,
statues, and rock-cut temples have come down from this period. Fruitful
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comparisons and contrasts can be made between the roles of clergy and
monasticism, the growth of sects, and relations of church and state, dur-
ing this age of Buddhist faith in China and its later Christian counterpart
in medieval Europe. Buddhist monasteries, for example, served as hos-
tels for travelers, havens of refuge, and sources of charity. They also be-
came great landowners and assumed quasi-official positions in the ad-
ministration.

The early period of borrowing and domestication was followed by
one of acceptance and independent growth. Chinese native Buddhism
was influenced by Daoism, and influenced it in return, to an extent still
being debated. New sects arose in China, catering to Chinese needs. Best
known to us today through its influence on Oriental art was the school
which sought enlightenment through practices of meditation (called in
Chinese Chan, or in the Japanese pronunciation, Zen). Perhaps enough
has been said to indicate the very complex interaction among such ele-
ments as Indian Buddhism, the barbarian invaders, native Daoism, and
the eventual growth, flowering, and decay of Chinese Buddhism.

Sui-Tang Reunification

During the period of disunion the lack of central orthodoxy allowed the
southern Six Dynasties, most of which set their capital at Nanjing, and
the northern Sixteen Kingdoms to differentiate and innovate. Buddhism
and Daoism inspired artists, philosophers, and writers. Many of the dy-
nastic histories concern the transient small dynasties of this era.

The three centuries of the Sui-Tang dynasties (§89—907) finally re-
established the Chinese ideal of unity that had developed under the Han.
North China had been devastated by the nomad invasions, whereas
South China along the Yangzi had prospered in relative peace. The 60
million people estimated for the Han dynasty in the year AD 2 (mainly
in North China; see Map 10) had been reduced in number, but the mi-
gration of Han families to the south had begun to shift China’s center of
gravity (see Maps 11 and 12.). In modern times South China would have
two thirds of the Chinese population. Yet in the sixth to tenth centuries
the great bulk of China’s people lived still on the easily unified North
China plain, where a score of prefectures, each with 100,000 house-
holds (say, 500,000 people) were found. As Mark Elvin (Blunden and
Elvin, 1983) has pointed out, the Roman Empire had “conspicuously
lacked a comparable consolidated dominant region.” North China’s cen-
trality and heavy population was a factor for unity. Whoever got control
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over it could rather easily subjugate the other areas, including South
China.

The Sui and Tang dynastic founders had intermarried with nomadic
tribal families who became sinicized. They were now the aristocratic
families of Northwest China, located particularly in present-day Shanxi
province and the ancient capital region running from the Wei valley
along the south of the Yellow River to the North China plain. As under
the Zhou and Qin, this northwest area derived military vigor from the
nomadic peoples. From the herdsmen of the grasslands the Chinese ac-
quired horses for cavalry warfare, trousers for riding astride, saddles and
later stirrups, plus the breast harness and eventually the horse collar,
which would be imitated in the West. The relations of these clans with
Central Asia in trade and diplomacy were close and influential long be-
fore the Sui-Tang reunification within China.

The Sui founder was of a part-nomad Yang family with estates situ-
ated midway between the two ancient capitals of the Zhou and Han,
Chang’an and Luoyang. The Tang dynastic founder was likewise a scion
of a Li family of Turkic military origins and aristocratic status. These
military aristocrats had intermarried both with Chinese and with each
other’s families so that they formed a large and homogeneous group of
leaders, equal to the onerous tasks of conquest and administration. The
nomad rulers of North China adopted Chinese ways, including lan-
guage, dress, and methods of government so sedulously that their hybrid
states seemed in the historical record to be properly Chinese.

The last of the Sixteen Kingdoms had already unified North China
when the Sui founder took power in 581. He quickly produced a new
legal code in 500 articles, brought order into local government, and con-
tinued several institutions begun by earlier kingdoms. These included
the “equal field” system that was supposed annually to allot several
acres of cultivable land to each adult male. He also continued the system
of collective responsibility among groups of households, the territorially
administered militia, and the military agricultural colonies on the fron-
tier. The unified bureaucracy brought in tax revenues; price-regulating
granaries bought grain in times of glut and sold it cheaply in times of
shortage. Meanwhile, Buddhist monasteries became great landowners of
increasing influence. The emperor’s devout patronage created (in Arthur
Wright’s phrase), an “imperial Buddhism.”

The Sui conquest of the south along the Yangzi was not very destruc-
tive, and the second emperor, Sui Yangdi, was able to mobilize the em-
pire’s resources for great projects. One was the extension of the Grand
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Canal from Hangzhou north across the Yangzi to Yangzhou and then
northwest to the region of Luoyang (see Map 16). By 609 it was ex-
tended from this far inland point in a northeasterly direction to the re-
gion of Tianjin and Beijing. By making use of local streams and lakes,
barge transport could bring the food and commodities of the lower
Yangzi up through North China to strengthen the northern frontier as
well as feed the capital area. Large granaries were built (one could hold
33 million bushels).

This outburst of inordinate energy under an emperor with visions of
grandeur has inspired comparisons between the short-lived reigns of Sui
Yangdi and Qin Shihuang, each of whom overreached himself. Yangdi’s
attempt to conquer Korea exhausted his resources, and defeat there con-
tributed to widespread rebellion and his loss of the Mandate.

The Tang founders were more prudent. They inherited the Sui
achievements, including the enormous 5-by-6-mile capital Chang’an and
the secondary capital Luoyang. Where the Han administrative depart-
ments had handled palace and dynastic family affairs cheek by jowl with
countrywide matters, the Sui and Tang set up six ministries—personnel
administration, finance, rites, army, justice, and public works—which
would form the main echelons of China’s government down to 1900.
Other agencies included the censorate that scrutinized and reported on
official and even imperial conduct and an early version of the examina-
tion system.

Under the second emperor the Tang armies spread outward in all di-
rections, defeating the Koreans, expanding south into northern Vietnam,
and most of all pushing their control into Central Asia until Chinese pre-
fectures were actually functioning west of the Pamirs (see Map 9). This
Tang expansion through the oasis trading cities of the Silk Road opened
the way for increased contact with West Asia. The Tang capital at
Chang’an became a great international metropolis, a focal point of the
Eurasian world. Between 600 and 9oo no Western capital could compete
in size and grandeur.

Tang military prowess was matched by achievements in the fine arts
and literature. Tang poetry became the model for later periods. The cre-
ative vigor of the Tang let it be a more open society, welcoming foreign-
ers in its urban life from Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, as well as from
Persia and West Asia. Buddhism had added an extra dimension to the
Tang heritage from the Han. Younger states arising in East Asia modeled
their institutions on the Tang.



Reunification in the Buddbist Age 79

Buddhism and the State

A comparison of Buddhism’s role in China with that of Christianity in
Europe shows one striking difference on the political plane. After the re-
vival of central power by the Tang, under Buddhist influence Confucian-
ism was gradually reinvigorated to support strong government. Even-
tually the imperial bureaucracy would bring the Buddhist church under
firm control.

Buddhism’s adaptation to Chinese ways is evident, for example, in
education. As Eric Ziircher (1959) points out, the Buddhist Way was
similar to Confucianism in emphasizing moral behavior. The Buddhist
novice had to learn countless rules of conduct and maintain a constant
struggle against sin, desire, and attachment. He had to observe the five
rules, abstaining from killing, stealing, illicit sex, lying, and intoxication.
The sangha—or community of monks and nuns, novices, and lay believ-
ers—had to observe a great number of vows. Along with this went the
performance of good works and charity (a development that lies in the
background of the Confucian “community compacts,” xiangyue, of the
Song and later, as we shall see).

During the Buddhist age in China from ca. 500 to 850 Buddhism did
not diminish the power of the state as the sole source of political and so-
cial order. High culture was still dominated by the secular elite of the lite-
rati. This meant that the Buddhist community of believers was kept
strictly within limits. Not until the sixth century did the sangha become
what Ziircher calls a “secondary elite.” Monks were recruited from fam-
ilies of high official status. This was anomalous because the members of
the sangha as a corporate entity had severed their ties with the outside
society. Toward the government it claimed to be autonomous, free of
government control and taxes, and it even included women. Sooner or
later this autonomy would make Buddhism a threat to the state.

Under the Tang the tendency was to bureaucratize Buddhism
through administrative control, bestowal of titles, sale of ordination cer-
tificates, compilation of a Buddhist canon, and a system of clerical ex-
aminations to select talent. Monks had to undergo an arduous program
of training and study before ordination. The clerical examinations for
the Buddhist as for the Confucian classical scholar were under the Min-
istry of Rites. Education in Buddhist monasteries included study of the
Confucian classics. Indeed, the Buddhist monasteries that prepared
monks for the Confucian examination system seem like forerunners
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of the academies of the Song period. Thus Buddhism, until the crack-
down of 845, was consistently circumscribed in its educational efforts by
the prior domination of Confucian teaching. However, Buddhism would
have its indirect influence later in the amalgam known as Neo-Confu-
cianism.

So little had Buddhism disrupted political tradition that the Tang
government had relatively little difficulty in reducing the economic
power of the Buddhist monasteries. The several persecutions of Bud-
dhists, especially in the ninth century, were in part a struggle to keep
land out of the hands of the church and more easily amenable to taxa-
tion. But no struggle between church and state developed in medieval
China comparable to that in the West. The church—whether Buddhist or
Daoist—was quite unable to achieve independence from the state. Its
priesthoods and temples remained loosely decentralized, dependent on
modest local support but without organized lay congregations or any
nationwide administration, and passive in matters of politics.

Led by the example of Buddhism, the Daoist church, as distinct from
the philosophers or alchemists, reached the masses with an imposing
pantheon and many sects but failed to build up a worldly organization.
Daoist monasteries and temples remained disconnected units, catering to
popular beliefs. By its nature Daoism could not become a vigorous orga-
nized force in Chinese politics: it expressed an alternative to Confucian-
ism in the realm of personal belief but left the field of practical action to
the Confucians.

On the other hand, Daoists contributed to China’s technology
through the long-developed practices of alchemy, both in pursuit of the
physiological goal of immortality and the more immediate bonanza of
making gold. In their physiological and chemical experiments, they con-
cocted elixirs and also searched for herbs, building up the great Chinese
pharmacopoeia on which the world is still drawing. The alchemists con-
tributed to the technology of porcelain, dyes, alloys, and eventually to
other Chinese inventions like the compass and gunpowder. Many of
their achievements, as Joseph Needham remarks, were “proto-science
rather than pseudo-science.”

Decline of the Tang Dynasty

The third Tang emperor was unfortunately a weakling, though his Em-
press Wu made up for it by wielding autocratic power for half a century
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(ca. 654—705), first through him, second through his young successors,
and finally for a time as empress of a newly declared dynasty. China’s
only woman ruler, the Empress Wu was a remarkably skilled and able
politician, but her murderous and illicit methods of maintaining power
gave her a bad repute among male bureaucrats. It also fostered overstaff-
ing and many kinds of corruption. In 657 the Tang government was
using only 13,500 officials to rule a population of probably 5o million.
By drawing a local militia (fubing) from self-sufficient farms and requir-
ing them to perform labor service in each locality, the government
reduced expenses. The administration still aimed to see independent,
free-holding farmers, and so under the equal-field (juntian) system it
reallocated land periodically according to population registers. But
whereas the second emperor had ruled in a hands-on fashion with his
councilors day by day, the manipulations of the Empress Wu made the
imperial power more remote, conspiratorial, and despotic. She broke the
power of the aristocratic clans of the northwest and gave more oppor-
tunity for the North China plain to be represented in the government.
Examination graduates began to be a small elite within officialdom. Her
record is still being debated.

Under the Emperor Xuanzong (who reigned from 713 to 755) the
Tang reached its height of prosperity and grandeur, but weaknesses accu-
mulated. First came military overexpansion, ruinously expensive. Tang
forces were engaged on the frontiers in southwest China and also be-
came overextended west of the Pamirs. There they were defeated by
Arab forces in 751 near Samarkand. Meanwhile, the fubing militia had
been made gradually into a professional fighting force grouped in nine
commands, mainly on the frontiers under generals with wide powers to
repel attack. Powerful generals got into court politics. As the Outer
Court under the Six Ministries became more routinized and cumber-
some, the high officials who led it as chancellors—actual surrogates for
the emperor, ruling in his name—became increasingly involved in bitter
factionalism, while the emperor used eunuchs to support his control
from the Inner Court. Then in his old age Xuanzong fell for a beautiful
concubine, Yang Guifei, and let the central power deteriorate. She
adopted as her son her favorite general, An Lushan, who rebelled and
seized the capitals in 755. From 755 to 763 a frightfully destructive
rebellion raged across the land. When the emperor fled his capital and
his troops demanded Yang’s execution, his imperial love story came to a
tragic (and often recounted) end. Tang rule was nominally restored after
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eight years, but over the next century and a half Tang power never fully
revived.

The defeat of the An Lushan rebellion had the effect of setting up re-
gional military commands that later became the basis for a new provin-
cial layer of administration. While control of outer regions evaporated,
the Tang regime within China had to cede power to the military. No
longer was it able to govern from the center with uniform laws and insti-
tutions. The elite bureaucracy was unable to maintain countrywide pro-
cedures. Localism and particularism supervened, and the nominal unity
of the Chinese state became a hollow facade.

Social Change: The Tang—-Song Transition

Of the several movements for change during the late Tang dynasty, the
most long-term was the decline of the aristocratic families that had dom-
inated government. Later Han had seen a clear-cut though not statutory
social distinction between elite families (shi) and commoners (shu] plus
mean people (jianmin). In its original meaning the term shi had desig-
nated “servitors,” meaning the literate elite who served the state. From
the Han to the end of the Tang, the “aristocratic” status of the great
clans coincided with clan members’ holding high office in government.
The families of the elite were listed in official social registers. Marriage
between them and commoners was frowned upon. During the post-Han
period of disunion this elite provided roughly three quarters of govern-
ment officials. During early Tang the proportion was more than half and
later three fifths. Although the aristocratic clans of the northwest were
mainly non-Chinese in origin, they were a major source of officials for
the central government. As David Johnson (1977) says, “Unlike England
or France, where a man could rise to a position of high social status
through a career in law, medicine, commerce, the church or the military,
in China there was only one significant occupational hierarchy: the civil
service.”

The lack of primogeniture in China meant that equal division of
property among males was the common practice when the head of a
family died. The imperial code of laws required partible inheritance and
so prevented the rise of a landed nobility such as occurred in Europe. If
a member of the family did not become an official for two or three gen-
erations, the family would sooner or later disintegrate. Each generation
was potentially insecure and had to prove itself in official life. Family
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status was hereditary, but if a family that joined the elite through having
members in high office was unable to produce additional members, its
status would decline. However, a cushion was provided in that the Tang
maintained various status groups outside the ranked bureaucracy from
which one could re-enter official service.

Appointments to office were made by recommendation, first by the
prefect, who was expected to rank all members of the elite within his ju-
risdiction according to a scale that eventually would consist of nine
ranks, each one divided into upper and lower. Official appraisals of each
prospective candidate for appointment were accumulated in dossiers.
Through this system the elite perpetuated itself. Although the examina-
tion system got started in Sui-Tang times, it did not dominate the pro-
cess whereby officials were recruited. Recruitment was a social rather
than a legal process because in the social scene personal connections
(guanxi) formed the fluid matrix in which candidates for office were ad-
vanced and family status was maintained. For example, the Northern
Wei established its own list of major clans and made them equivalent to
the Chinese list, so that families of nomad background could now move
into Chinese life at the top level. Officially sponsored lists of the great
clans’ genealogies were produced between AD 385 and 713, evidently
based on the recommendation lists submitted by the prefects. These es-
tablished genealogies formed the basis for arranging marriages.

The Tang founders had felt this system obstructed the mobility of tal-
ent and turned against it. In this way the newly arisen Sino-barbarian
families of the northwest, who now were taking power, struck a blow at
the great Chinese families on the northeast of the North China plain.
The Tang founders also denounced the large gifts that were being de-
manded by the old established families when their daughters were mar-
ried. In 659 a revision of the national genealogy was 200 chapters long
and contained 2,287 families from 235 clans. One aim of the revision
was evidently to put the northeastern families in their place.

By the eighth century it appears that the holding of office had become
the main criterion of family status, and the pedigrees of the great clans
were less important. Everything now depended upon the official rank of
the person listed, not on his family origins. Legally, officials were no
longer regarded as a special elite. Though sons of officials were given a
minor rank in the Tang legal code, there was no longer an upper-class
status recognized in the code that gave special claims for appointment to
office. The imperial institution had won out over the social interests of
the great clans.
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As Denis Twitchett (in CHOC 3) suggests, the Tang thus began the
transition from rule by aristocratic families, in which the imperial house
was merely primus inter pares, to rule of China by a trained bureaucracy
selected by merit partly through the examinations. Decline of the aris-
tocratic families left the central power more able to dominate local re-
gions. The emperor would become a sacrosanct ruler set apart in his
palace, remote from companions of the battlefield and dependent upon
counselors who emerged from the new bureaucracy.

The aristocratic clans’ loss of their dominance in government during
the late Tang was accompanied by another great change—the govern-
ment’s retreat from its hands-on domination of China’s economic life.
The collapse of the equal-field system of land allotment in the country-
side, and of official markets and price-setting in the cities, showed that
the economy was outgrowing state control. Property began to accumu-
late in the hands of local magnates. In order to shore up the state’s
power, the tax system was rationalized by setting annual quotas to be
collected on land, not persons, in summer and autumn. It was known
from 780 as the two-tax system, that is, the combination of land tax and
household tax. Tax quotas were set by consultation and provided the
central government with some prospective security, although the new
system acknowledged the government’s inability any longer to control
private wealth and free trade in land.

After the 755-763 rebellion, the government superintendence of
trade also began to break down. Tang policy had been to keep trade reg-
ulated so that officially supervised markets with stable prices would as-
sist peasant production but not permit the ignoble human propensity for
profit-seeking. Tax revenues from trade were not considered important
except when fiscal crises arose, although they always did in times of mili-
tary need or dynastic decline. China’s network of market communities
(as described in the Introduction) would soon emerge under the Song
and be too prolific for state control.

Finally, China had been militarized by the An Lushan rebellion, even
while the Tang outposts in Central Asia had been overrun and much of
the northwest was occupied by a Tibetan people, the Tanguts. Within
China, the new provinces at first totaled some 30 units, mostly under
military governors whose garrisons gave them power over local govern-
ment. In contrast, the central government had almost no forces of its
own and was several times in danger of takeover by Tangut invaders.
The emperor’s power after 763 rested precariously on four regions—the
metropolitan province, the northwest frontier zone, the lower Yangzi,
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and the zone along the Grand Canal, which was the capital’s lifeline.
Several North China provinces remained out of central control and so
took perhaps a quarter of the empire’s population out of the revenue sys-
tem, leaving the lower Yangzi and Huai valley region to be the dynasty’s
chief source of revenue.

A few Tang emperors after the rebellion succeeded in retrenchment
and centralization of power, but the great age of the Tang had passed.
The Inner Court was now plagued by the emperor’s reliance on eunuch
power while the Outer Court was wracked by intense factionalism.

In general, the rise of the Tang civil service contributed to a renewal
of Confucianism, another aspect of the Tang—Song transition, researched
most recently by David McMullen (1988). A continued development of
classical scholarship had been fostered under the Tang by a school sys-
tem, the examinations, the cult of Confucius, and state ritual as well as
by historiography and secular literature. This growth of the scholar-elite
during the Tang prepared the ground for the intellectual flowering of the
Northern Song.

In 845 the Tang emperor decreed a broad, systematic repression of
Buddhist monasteries, with their enormous tax-exempt land-holdings
and resplendent city temples housing thousands of inmates. As many as
a quarter of a million priests and nuns were forced back into lay life.
Thereafter the government controlled Buddhist growth by its issuance of
all ordination certificates to monks. The splendor of the Tang and of
Chinese Buddhism declined together.

The power relations in North China at this time suggest that the
actual interregnum in central power lasted all the way from the rebellion
of 755 to 979. The military governors surviving from the Tang and their
successors set up centralized, personally led military regimes that be-
came the model for government during the interregnum and early
Northern Song.

In its final half century the Tang was an object-lesson in anarchy.
Officials, both civil and military, became so cynically corrupt and village
peasants so ruthlessly oppressed that the abominable became common-
place. Loyalty disappeared. Banditry took over. Gangs swelled into
armed mobs, plundering all in their path as they roamed from province
to province. Emperors, their eunuchs, and officials lost control and were
despised. For six years (878-884) the major bandit Huang Chao led his
horde up and down the face of China, from Shandong to Fuzhou and
Guangzhou, then to Luoyang and Chang’an, which was destroyed. By
907, the official end of the Tang dynasty, Turkic and other non-Chinese
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peoples occupied much of North China and warlordism flourished else-
where.

Out of the debris emerged regional states known in North China as
the Five Dynasties and in Central and South China as the Ten Kingdom:s.
The situation of general warlordism would be resolved only by the even-
tual domination of an imperial army at the new capital of the incoming
Song dynasty in 960.



4

China’s Greatest Age:
Northern and Southern Song

Efflorescence of Material Growth

A curious anomaly haunts the three centuries of the Song in China. On
the one hand it was a great creative age that put China ahead of the rest
of the world in technological invention, material production, political
philosophy, government, and elite culture. Printed books, paintings, and
the civil service examination system, for example, all attest to China’s
preeminence. On the other hand, during just this time of Chinese efflo-
rescence, tribal invaders from Inner Asia gradually got military and
administrative control over the Chinese state and people. Were Song
China’s cultural achievements related to the eventual non-Chinese domi-
nation? It is a vital question, though not a simple one.

In 960 the commander of the palace guard under the last of the Five
Dynasties in North China was acclaimed by his troops as a new emperor.
Thus catapulted into power, Zhao Kuangyin founded the Song dynasty.
He and his successor, prudent and capable, pensioned off the generals,
replaced the military governors with civil officials, concentrated the best
troops in their palace army, built up the bureaucracy from examination
graduates, and centralized the revenues. It was an exemplary job of con-
trolling the military and establishing a new civil power. The century and
a half of the Northern Song (960-1126) would be one of China’s most
creative periods, in some ways like the Renaissance that would begin in
Europe two centuries later.

To appraise the strategic place of the Song in Chinese history, we
must take several major approaches. The first is on the plane of material
growth—in population and urbanization and in production, technol-
ogy, and trade, both domestic and foreign.

88
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China’s population had reached about 6o million in mid-Han
(around AD 2) and, after a probable decline in the era of disunion, seems
to have approached 50 to 6o million again at the height of the Tang in
the early 700s. It grew to perhaps roo million in early Song and stood at
about 120 million at the end of the twelfth century: say 45 million in the
area north of the Huai River and 75 million along the Yangzi and south-
ward (see Maps 10, 11, and 12.).

Population growth brought the rise of city life, which became most
spectacular in the capital. As the political and administrative center of
Northern Song, Kaifeng held a great concentration of officials as well as
the service personnel, troops, and hangers-on attracted by the court. It
was only four fifths the size of the Tang capital, Chang’an, but thrice that
of ancient Rome. In 1021 the population was about 500,000 within the
walls. Including the nine suburbs, it totaled roughly a million. By 1100
the registered households totaled 1,050,000 persons. Adding the army
made about 1.4 million.

Such an urban concentration could be fed because Kaifeng was near
the junction of the early Grand Canal and the Yellow River, at the head
of barge transport from the Lower Yangzi grain basket. China’s domes-
tic and interregional trade was facilitated by cheap transportation on the
Grand Canal, the Yangzi, its tributaries and lakes, and other river and
canal systems. These waterways stretched for something like 30,000
miles and created the world’s most populous trading area (see Map 16).
Foreign trade would be at all times an offshoot of this great commerce
within China.

Industry grew up at Kaifeng first of all to meet the needs of govern-
ment. For example, North China then had large deposits of coal and
iron, which water transport made cheaply accessible to the capital. The
exhaustion of forest cover by about AD 1000 obliged iron smelters to use
coal instead of charcoal in coke-burning blast furnaces. Moreover, using
the cast iron thus produced, Song ironworkers developed a decarboniza-
tion method for steelmaking. By 1078 North China was producing an-
nually more than 114,000 tons of pig iron (700 years later England
would produce only half that amount).

From this the art of war gained coats of mail and steel weapons.
Meanwhile a proto-artillery in the form of the catapult (trebuchet) was
used in siege warfare, and gunpowder was used first in fire-lances, gre-
nades, and bombards. Ancient sieges had been chancy because a be-
sieged city, with its stored supplies, often could outlast the besiegers for-
aging in the barren countryside. The new Song weapons now could
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batter walls and gates, explode gunpowder mines, and light fires within
the walls.

Unfortunately for the Northern Song dynasty, this war technology
was soon taken over by the Ruzhen invaders, who set up their Jin dy-
nasty in North China after seizing Kaifeng in 1126. A new Song capital
was established in the south at Hangzhou.

At its height in the early 1200s this great capital of the Southern
Song stretched alongside the Qiantang River estuary for more than
twenty miles, from the southern suburb of about 400,000 people
through the imperial walled city of half a million and the northern sub-
urb of say 200,000. Hangzhou had some Venetian features, as Marco
Polo noted. Clear water from the large West Lake flowed through the
city in a score or more of canals, which carried refuse on out east to the
tidewater in the river estuary. The city embraced some seven square
miles within its walls, bisected by the broad Imperial Way that ran from
south to north. Before the Mongol conquest of 1279, Hangzhou had a
population of more than a million (some estimates reach 2.5 million),
making it the world’s biggest city. Marco Polo’s Venice had perhaps
50,000; we can understand why he was impressed by urban life in
China.

During the Southern Song, foreign trade bulked large in Chinese
government revenues for almost the only time before the nineteenth cen-
tury. The demand for luxuries at Hangzhou and especially for spices
imported via the Spice Route that ran from the East Indies to China, as
well as to Europe, figured in the rapid growth of Song foreign trade. The
demand was so high that the famous Chinese exports of silks and por-
celains and also copper cash were not enough to balance the imports.
The Islamic diaspora that had reached Spain and profoundly influenced
Europe had similarly, by Song times, prompted a great increase of sea
trade at the Chinese ports of Guangzhou (Canton), Quanzhou (Zayton),
Xiamen (Amoy), Fuzhou, and Hangzhou. Chinese shipping went down
the coast of East Asia to the Indies and across to India and even to east
Africa, but the Southern Song foreign trade was still largely in Arab
hands. Its taxation enabled the Southern Song to rely more on salt and
trade taxes than on the traditional staff of imperial life, the land tax.
One effect of this increase of commerce was to revive the use, inaugu-
rated in the Tang, of paper money, beginning with government remit-
tance notes to transfer funds, promissory notes, and other paper of lim-
ited negotiability, and finally arriving at a countrywide issuance of paper
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currency by the government. Like coal, this use of paper money was an-
other thing that amazed Marco Polo.

Chinese nautical technology led the world during this period. China’s
big compartmented ships (with as many as four decks, four or six masts,
and a dozen sails), which were guided by a stern post rudder and the use
of charts and the compass, could carry 500 men. This technology was far
ahead of West Asia and Europe, where Mediterranean galleys were still
using muscle power and an inefficient steering oar.

These facets of the spectacular achievements of the Song are only
examples. Any modern-minded expansionist looking back on all this
growth and creativity can imagine how Song China, left to itself, could
have taken over the maritime world and reversed history by invading
and colonizing Europe from Asia. Seemingly the only thing lacking was
motivation and incentives. This of course is a far-out fantasy, but it poses
again the question of what impeded the further development of China’s
“medieval economic revolution,” as Mark Elvin (1973) calls it. It is easy
to point to barbarian invaders and blame the Mongol conquest for tor-
pedoing the Song ship of state as it sailed so promisingly toward modern
times. This has the attractiveness of any monocausal devil theory, but, as
we shall see presently, the causes were various.

In the sections that follow we will see how the examination system
became a major source of civil service bureaucrats, how the decreasing
likelihood of actually getting a position in the civil service encouraged
the scholar class (shi) to turn toward primary involvement in local affairs
as leaders of the gentry, and how Neo-Confucian philosophy aided this
shift in focus.

Education and the Examination System

The technological key to the growth of education under the Song was the
printed book. As Tsien Tsuen-hsuin has recounted in his magistral vol-
ume on paper and printing, the first component of China’s success in in-
venting the printed book was paper. Its development dated from the sec-
ond or first centuries BC, but it was used in block printing only in late
Tang. Northern Song was the first society with printed books. Europe
lagged behind. Paper was cheaper when made of plant fibers in China
than when made of rags in Europe, just as wood-block printing was
simpler, cheaper, and better suited for Chinese characters than movable
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type. Printed matter was the life-blood of the expanding Song educated
elite.

Printed books gave a great impetus to the education carried on in
Buddhist monasteries as well as within families. The government had at
first tried to control all printing, which was widespread. But by the
10208 it was encouraging the establishment of schools by awarding land
endowments as well as books. The aim was to have a government school
in every prefecture. The schools enrolled candidates, conducted Confu-
cian rituals, and offered lectures. John W. Chaffee (1983) tells us that by
the early 1100s the state school system had 1.5 million acres of land that
could provide a living for some 200,000 students.

The examination system became an enormous and intricate institu-
tion central to upper-class life. During a thousand years from the Tang to
1905 it played many roles connected with thought, society, administra-
tion, and politics.

The first two Song emperors built up the examination system as a
means for staffing their bureaucracy. The yin privilege by which higher
officials could nominate their offspring as candidates for appointment
still operated to make the official class partly self-perpetuating. But
where the mid-Tang had got about 15 percent of its officials from exami-
nations, the Song now got about 30 percent. Song examiners tried to se-
lect men ready to uphold the new civil order, who would be “loyal to the
idea of civil government,” says Peter Bol (1992). The examiners had to
take precautions against cheating and so used devices such as searching
candidates on entrance, putting numbers instead of names on their pa-
pers, and recopying papers to prevent readers from recognizing the writ-
ers’ calligraphy. In 989 quotas of how many could pass were set up for
each examination, so that certain geographical regions productive of
high scholarship could not get too many winners in the competition.

Pioneer researchers some decades ago concluded that the Song ex-
aminations offered a career open to talent, letting in new men on their
merits, but closer scrutiny now suggests that big families nevertheless
continued to get their candidates into officialdom in disproportionate
numbers, partly by virtue of superior home training, partly by influence
through recommendations and connections. Chaffee found that during
the three centuries of the Song the examinations became less and less
important for gaining office and yet, paradoxically, more and more men
became examination candidates. This reflected the fact that “the estab-
lishment” of official families increasingly found special ways to get de-
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grees for their sons—for instance, by the yin privilege of recommenda-
tion, by passing various special or restricted examinations outside the
regular competition, and, most amazingly, by simply taking the exami-
nations and failing them time after time! (One is reminded of the report
card that gives a backward child at least a grade of “A for Effort.”) As a
result, holders of regular degrees constituted in 1046 about 57 percent of
the civil service; in 1119, 45 percent; in 1191, 31 percent; and in 1213,
27 percent. This declining rate of success was shown in the legislated
(that is, decreed) pass-fail ratios as the number of candidates grew: 5 out
of 1o were allowed to pass in 1023, 2 out of 10 in 1045, 1 out of 10 in
1093, 1 out of 100 in 1156, and 1 out of 200 in 1275. As more com-
peted, fewer passed.

Thus, becoming classically educated and taking the examinations
had become a certification of social status, whether or not one passed
and whether or not one became an official. An exemplary community
study by Robert Hymes (1986) traces how growth of the scholar class
far outstripped the growth of state posts, leaving most examination de-
gree-holders unable to enter the professional elite of the civil service.
Among the 200,000 registered students, about half were candidates for
examination in competition for about 500 degrees that would let them
enter the civil service of, say, 20,000 officials. Thus, the road to office
was blocked for most students. In this situation the growth of rural mar-
ket communities with their need for local leadership attracted scholars
to their home localities. An elite family’s status in Southern Song began
to depend less on office-holding by a family member and more on the
family’s wealth, power, and prestige in the local scene.

Hymes finds that the 73 families in his community’s elite on the aver-
age maintained their elite status for about 140 years. He also finds
“dense networks of connections”—familial, scholarly, and personal—
joining official and commoner. Holding office in the civil service had be-
come only one factor—and not a necessary one—in establishing elite sta-
tus. In other words, the elite had broadened out to include local mag-
nates, family heads, and informal public servants as well as ex-officials.
The prerequisite for all was a classical education that qualified one cul-
turally as a member of the class of shi—literati or “gentlemen.” Such
men, by their Confucian training, felt a sense of responsibility to keep
the world materially and morally in order. They were guided by the creed
of Neo-Confucianism, a philosophy of life that grew out of the debates
of scholar-officials in the Northern Song.
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The Creation of Neo-Confucianism

Confucianism asserted standards of perfect, unselfish conduct, and since
backsliders were as common in China as elsewhere, Confucianists peri-
odically called for reform. Indeed, most dynastic founders came into
power to remedy evils. Once the examination system had taken hold and
the Song bureaucrats shared a training in the classics, reformers natu-
rally arose among them. As we look at this recurrent aspect of Confu-
cianism, two features may be noted: reform-advocating officials nor-
mally hoped that the emperor would grant them power to make their
reforms. They assumed that the imperial autocracy was the origin of all
political power. They might strengthen it or use it but never sought to go
behind it and consider any other forms of authority in state and society.
Second, would-be reformers regarded the great mass of the common
people as passive recipients of the benevolent despotism they sought to
guide. They assumed merchants were perniciously addicted to greed and
military men to violence. The reformer’s job was to keep them in their
place and secure a wise application of the unified central power repre-
sented by the emperor. Viewed this way, reform was a high calling, a
means of preserving the imperial order and benefiting (while controlling)
the mass of the people.

One early exemplar of the Confucianist reformer was Fan Zhong-
yan, whose dedication was indicated in his maxim, “Before the rest of
the world starts worrying, the scholar worries; after the rest of the world
rejoices, he rejoices.” As summarized by James T. C. Liu (in Fairbank
1957), Fan when prime minister of Northern Song pushed reforms in the
bureaucracy against favoritism, in the examinations for practicality of
subject matter, in land-holding to give local officials a chance to rely on
income instead of squeeze, in defense to strengthen local militia, and the
like. His call for a broader school system got some result, and Fan is also
known as the founder of an exemplary “charitable estate” of land de-
voted to supporting the education of his own lineage members.

The most famous and controversial Song reformer was Wang Anshi.
Though his reforms have been variously regarded, the most recent anal-
ysis sees him as a totalitarian-minded man ahead of his time. As a clas-
sicist, he regarded China’s ancient sages down to Confucius as models
of perfection whose intentions at least could still be followed. Wang’s
New Policies aimed to establish a “perfect, self-contained, and self-
perpetuating system,” as Peter Bol (1992) phrases it. Backed by the em-
peror from 1068, Wang bypassed the bureaucracy by getting his own
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people in office to pursue reforms to attack corruption and inequalities
of wealth through vigorous state intervention in the economy. In effect,
he tried to knock out the private sector, as we would now call it, by
strictly limiting land-holding and private wealth, and by organizing the
populace into mutual-responsibility groups for the purpose of control-
ling it. He would not tolerate opposition, which he considered immoral;
in a properly unified state and society all men would have the same val-
ues, all people would function at their level in the hierarchy, and none
would have independent means to support others and so possibly sup-
port dissent. There would be no loans from landlords to tenants; all peo-
ple would depend entirely on the government. Meanwhile, the mutual-
responsibility system would create community ties and would weaken
the power of the family.

Since Wang’s radical program attacked the basis of local family
wealth that in turn produced examination candidates as well as local
managers and merchants, Wang’s reforms after some years of experi-
ment and turmoil were shot down. The alternative approach that gained
the day was typified by Wang’s contemporary, the historian Sima Guang.
Sima thought that imperial policy should not be guided by the perfect
theoretical models of antiquity but by the study of history. He therefore
compiled a most influential summary called A Comprehensive Mirror
for Aid in Government, which chronicled dynastic rule from 403 BC to
AD 959. Sima tried to choose events that showed how the policies of
various kinds had worked out. This pragmatic approach urged the em-
peror to study his predecessors and not rock the boat by seeking perfec-
tion. The established order should be repaired, to be sure, but not trans-
formed by a blueprint. Landlords and tenants were a natural result of
the difference in human abilities. The key function of the ruler was the
selection of talent, which was to be found among the Confucian-trained
literati.

This conservative approach of keeping the imperial Confucian sys-
tem going by always trying to remedy its defects and avoid its evils had a
long-term effect on Chinese government. Wang had aimed to transform
the state into an integrated social-political order led by political author-
ity. It would make no distinction between government and society or be-
tween the political and the moral. Sima, on the other hand, saw the state
as needing to be run by the literati as a separate social elite who came
mainly from families with a tradition of official service and acquired
their learning for that purpose.

Neo-Confucianism, as the Jesuits later named it, took shape in the
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Southern Song after the Ruzhen’s humiliating overthrow of the Northern
Song. The five main thinkers of the school had written during the earlier
Song but were acclaimed only later when their various contributions
were synthesized by the impressive scholar-organizer Zhu Xi (1130-
1200). His teaching was not just another version of the state cosmology
but provided a broad philosophical view of the universe and the individ-
ual’s place in it. Like other Song writers, he decried the value of Sui-Tang
Confucianism and instead looked back to the Confucian classics of the
late Zhou and Han. From the ancient classics that had now grown to
number thirteen in some 120 massive volumes, he selected the Four
Books as containing the essence of Confucianism. These were Confu-
cius’ Analects (Lunyu); the book of Confucius’ principal successor, the
philosopher Mencius (ca. 372-289 BC); plus the Doctrine of the Mean
(Zhongyong) and the Great Learning (Daxue), both of which formed
parts of a certain classic.

Zhu Xi’s cosmology asserted a dualism, that the great immutable
principles of form (li) give shape to the material stuff (i) that, when
shaped by [i, creates existent reality. Behind this duality, however, is the
Dao, the Way, the vast energizing force that pervades the universe and all
things in it. Only through disciplined self-cultivation could a man get
some understanding of the Way and in pursuit of it form his character.
Song Neo-Confucianists believed that the true Way for the moral im-
provement of the individual and the world had been set forth by Confu-
cius and Mencius but had not been transmitted thereafter. Their aim fif-
teen hundred years later was therefore to “repossess the Way.”

In effect Zhu Xi found a means of smuggling a needed element of
Buddhist transcendentalism into Confucianism. This new philosophy,
both eminently rational and humane, was promoted by its adherents as a
challenge to the court and the literati to be less selfish and live up to their
Confucian ideals. Through the writing and teaching of this critical-
minded minority, Neo-Confucianism became the living faith of China’s
elite down to the twentieth century, one of the world’s most widespread
and influential systems of ethics.

In recent decades, after the collapse of the traditional society in
which Neo-Confucianism was the principal faith among the elite, schol-
ars of Chinese thought have again “repossessed the Way” through ap-
preciation of Zhu Xi’s teachings. For example, a three-day “Workshop
on Confucian Humanism” was held at the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1989. Confucian human-
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ism, needless to say, now includes the modern idea of human rights, al-
though Neo-Confucianism was originally more concerned with the edu-
cated elite, not the masses.

In the textual studies of Neo-Confucian writings conducted by W. T.
de Bary and others, what stands out first of all is the relative autonomy
of the scholar, who is called upon to exercise his own conscience and per-
ceptiveness in his classical studies. One’s learning is “for the sake of one-
self . . . to find the Way in oneself.” To study for oneself instead of for
others (one’s examiners) is not selfish but achieves self-cultivation. The
self-discipline of the scholar who “subdues himself” by arduous self-
control is in the end for the public good.

Second, the primary aim is rational, moral learning, which is consid-
ered far more important than art and literature. It supports the Five
Relationships (son to father, and so on) and so maintains the social or-
der, avoiding polarization between individual and society. Instead of
radical individualism, de Bary (1983) suggests this may be called “Con-
fucian personalism.” It is most fulfilled when one is “in communion with
others.”

To reach the populace, Zhu Xi used the vernacular and also advo-
cated using the periodic local residents’ meeting known as the Commu-
nity Compact (xiangyue). Although it came into general use only in the
Ming dynasty after 1368, this institution originated in a prototype estab-
lished in 1077 by the Lu family. It consisted of a monthly assembly
where food was eaten and a record of proceedings kept. One or two
heads were elected, and quite detailed regulations regarding behavior
were adopted. Zhu Xi produced an amended version of the Lu family’s
regulations that was even more detailed. It stressed hierarchy, for exam-
ple by establishing five age-grades with rules for the conduct of all mem-
bers of different categories. The aim was obviously to tell educated elite
families how to behave. Zhu assumed that the ordinary dress and major
rituals would be those of the elite. Seating by seniority would not apply
to the non-elite, if they ventured to be present. Zhu Xi’s amendments
also contained detailed instructions on the way to greet a fellow compact
member, when to make calls on fellow compact members, how to invite
them to banquets, and how to conduct banquets—what to wear, what
name cards to use, and so on. What an organization man!

Through discussion in these Community Compact meetings, good
deeds could be praised, errors corrected, and rites and customs pre-
served. Zhu saw this institution as fusing together private and public
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interests and as mediating between state and family. More than 700
years later the content would differ but the methods of criticism and self-
criticism would resurface under the People’s Republic. Both were exer-
cises in applied morality.

For the scholar-elite, Zhu Xi promoted academies. He had contact
with about 24 such unofficial institutions and taught 20 students in his
own. The object of this teaching was the individual, who must learn how
to achieve his own grasp of morality and bear responsibility for his
moral self-cultivation in his effort to become a sage. Zhu hoped that
proper government, finally, would rest upon “universal self-discipline
beginning with the ruler’s self-rectification.” This could be aided by
scholars’ lectures to him (as part of court ritual) as well as by the subse-
quent judgments of the court historians. In discussing moral questions,
minister and emperor should talk as equals.

Zhu Xi was a great editor of texts and writer of commentaries, but
his main contribution was to raise the flag of Confucian moral righ-
teousness and nail it to the mast. As Denis Twitchett (in CHOC 3) re-
marks, the Song era saw “the gradual change of China into an ideolog-
ical society with a strong sense of orthodoxy.” James T. C. Liu (1988)
calls the Neo-Confucians “moral transcendentalists,” although in time,
he says, “neotraditionalism permeated the culture so completely that it
lost the power to transform.” The historical role of Zhu Xi and Neo-
Confucianism is still in dispute: seven centuries of writings facilitate
argument. One way in which Neo-Confucianism may have retarded
China’s modern growth was by its disesteem of trade. The attitude was
that merchants did not produce things but only moved them around in
search of profit, which was an ignoble motive.

We can better understand why there is continuing controversy over
the meaning of translated Chinese texts if we look at the classical schol-
ars’ way of writing. As Joseph Needham has pointed out, they saw the
world as a flux of concrete phenomena worth careful observation and
chronological listing, but they did not make much use of analytic catego-
ries. Logical system building was not their forte. “Even in the case of
such a giant as Chu Hsi [Zhu Xi]” says Derk Bodde (1991), “we have to
derive his system from a bewildering assortment of recorded sayings,
commentaries on the classics, letters to friends and other scattered docu-
ments. There is no single summa written by the master himself” (unlike
his European contemporary Thomas Aquinas).

Writers of classical Chinese were by training compilers more than
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composers. Having memorized vast sequences of the classics and histo-
ries, they constructed their own works by extensive cut-and-paste repli-
cation of phrases and passages from those sources. This unacknowl-
edged quotation today would be called plagiarism, but the Chinese
writers from early times saw themselves as preservers of the record more
than its creators.

Translation problems arose from the absence in Chinese grammar of
particularities such as: singular and plural numbers; past, present, or fu-
ture tenses; gender and case inflections showing relationships; as well as
a means of showing the derivation of some words from others (except as
might be indicated by radical and phonetic parts of characters). On the
other hand, a reader can be guided to meaning by the rhythm, cadence,
and balance of successive groups of characters, as I found during twenty-
five years of teaching the translation of Qing official documents.

Another problem with classical Chinese was that there was little way
to generalize or express abstractions—for example, to express the idea
of being or existence as a nontemporal and nonactive abstraction. There
was little use of theoretical hypotheses or conditions contrary to fact,
nor of inductive and deductive logical reasoning. All this made it difficult
to take novel foreign ideas into the writing system. In the end, this may
have made it hard to develop the theoretical aspects of science. The best-
known term problem in English translation was the phrase gewu (ke-
wu). Used by Zhu Xi and translated as “the investigation of things,” it
seemed to some modern scholars to call for scientific study of nature, but
the term meant in fact, as Kwang-Ching Liu explains (1990), “acquisi-
tion of moral knowledge through the careful study of the classics and the
scrutiny of the principles behind history and daily life.”

The sources of imprecision just noted plus the constant growth of the
modern philosophers’ conceptual repertoire make Neo-Confucianism
still a fertile field for new insights and interests.

Formation of Gentry Society

As China grew larger during the Song, a social structure became estab-
lished that lasted in its general outline until the twentieth century.
Upper-class families dominated Chinese life so much that sociologists
have called China a gentry state, and even ordinary people may speak
of the “scholar-gentry” as a class. But do not let yourself be reminded
of the landed gentry, roast beef, and fox hunts of merry England, for
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“gentry” in the case of China is a technical term with two principal
meanings and an inner ambiguity. It requires special handling. The char-
acterization that follows is derived mainly from the Qing era (1644—
1912), which has been the most fully studied. In its institutional arrange-
ments, China’s gentry society underwent a long and varied evolution,
and its immense diversity is now being brought out by studies of local
elites. But in order to appreciate diversity one must first acquire a general
image, a China-wide model, as pioneer researchers tried to do.

Non-Marxists generally agree, first of all, that the gentry were not a
mere feudal landlord class, because Chinese society was not organized in
any system that can be called feudalism, except possibly before 221 BC.
While “feudal” may still be a useful swear word, it has little value as a
Western term applied to China. For instance, an essential characteristic
of feudalism, as the word has been used with reference to medieval Eu-
rope and Japan, has been the inalienability of the land. The medieval serf
was bound to the land and could not himself either leave it or dispose of
it, whereas the Chinese peasant, both in law and in fact, has been free, if
he had the means, to purchase land. In fact, it was the buying and selling
of land in small and so not-too-costly plots that probably contributed to
the extreme parcelization of cultivable land, with its many small strips of
fields. At any rate, not calling the Chinese farmer’s situation in life “feu-
dal” by no means signifies that it was less miserable. But if the word is to
retain a valid meaning for European and other institutions to which it
was originally applied, it cannot be very meaningful in a general Chinese
context.

The Chinese gentry, as their institutions developed from the Song
period down to the Qing, can be understood only in a dual economic
and political sense as connected both with land-holding and with
degree-holding. A narrower definition would assign gentry status to
those individuals who held degrees gained normally by passing exami-
nations, or sometimes by recommendation or purchase. This narrow
definition has the merit of being concrete and even quantifiable—the
gentry in this sense were scholarly degree-holders, as officially listed, and
not dependent for their status on economic resources, particularly land-
owning, which is so hard to quantify from the historical record. More-
over, the million or so men who held the first-level degree under the
Qing must be seen, as P. T. Ho suggests, as “lower gentry,” barely re-
moved from commoner status, whereas the small elite who after further
years of effort went on up through the three rigorous week-long exami-
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nation rounds at the provincial capital and at Beijing formed an “upper
gentry” of great influence.

Gentry society was based on familism, which was dominated by the
men within it. Women were inferior creatures, relatively expendable,
who were usually married into other families. The gentry’s aim was to
preserve the family’s elite status by training sons to become scholars and
degree-holders. Under Neo-Confucianism the training of a young
scholar from childhood was strong on discipline and perhaps shorter on
affection. Self-control and unselfish hard mental work tended to crowd
out frivolity, sexuality, muscular development, and even spontaneity.
Testimony collected by Jon Saari from late Qing scholars paints a rather
grim picture of education in gentry families.

The gentry as individuals served as public functionaries, playing po-
litical and administrative roles. Yet they were also enmeshed in family
relations, on which they could rely for material sustenance. This politi-
cal-economic dualism has led many writers to define the term gentry
more broadly, as a group of families rather than of individual degree-
holders only. Both the narrow and the broad definitions must be kept in
mind.

The gentry families came to live chiefly in the walled towns, not in
the smaller villages. They constituted a stratum of landowning families
that intervened between the earth-bound masses of the peasantry, on the
one hand, and the officials and merchants who formed a fluid matrix of
overall administrative and commercial activity, on the other. They were
the local elite, who carried on certain functions connected with the
farming populace below and certain others connected with the officials
above. In the agricultural community, the gentry included the big land-
owners, whose high-walled compounds enclosing many courtyards, re-
plete with servants and hoarded supplies and proof against bandits,
dominated the old market towns. This was the type of “big house” cele-
brated in both Chinese and Western novels of China. As a local ruling
class, the gentry managed the system of customary and legal rights to the
use of land. These ordinarily were so diverse and complicated that de-
cided managerial ability was required to keep them straight. The differ-
ent ownerships of subsoil and topsoil, the varied tenant relationships,
loans, mortgages, customary payments, and obligations on both sides
formed such a complex within the community that many farmers could
hardly say whether they were themselves mainly small landowners or
mainly tenants.



I04 RISE AND DECLINE OF THE IMPERIAL AUTOCRACY

For the officials of the old China the gentry families were one me-
dium through whom tax collections were effected. By this same token,
they were, for the peasantry, intermediaries who could palliate official
oppression while carrying it out. The local official dealt with flood and
famine, incipient rebellion, a multitude of minor criminal cases, and
projects for public works all through the help of the gentry community.
It was the buffer between populace and officialdom.

If a poor man could pass the examinations, he could become a mem-
ber of the gentry in the narrow sense used above, even though he was not
connected with a land-owning family. Nevertheless, the degree-holding
individuals were in most cases connected with land-owning families, and
land-owning families had degree-holding members. In general, the gen-
try families were the out-of-office reservoir of the degree-holders and the
bureaucracy. The big families were the seedbed in which office-holders
were nurtured and the haven to which dismissed or worn-out bureau-
crats could return.

In each community the gentry had many important functions of a
public nature (gong as opposed to official guan or private si). To general-
ize about such activities by millions of people over several centuries, we
would do well to set up two views at either end of a continuum between
idealistic and realistic. In the idealistic view that comes down to us
through the gazetteers and other writings, the gentry-elite were moved
by a sense of dutiful commitment to community leadership. So inspired,
they raised funds for and supervised public works—the building and up-
keep of irrigation and communication facilities such as canals, dikes,
dams, roads, bridges, ferries. They participated in the Community Com-
pact assemblies and they supported Confucian institutions and morals—
establishing and maintaining academies, schools, shrines, and local tem-
ples of Confucius, publishing books, especially local histories or gazet-
teers, and issuing moral homilies and exhortations to the populace. In
time of peace, they set the tone of public life. In time of disorder, they or-
ganized and commanded militia defense forces. From day to day they ar-
bitrated disputes informally, in place of the continual litigation that goes
on in any American town. The gentry also set up charities for their clan
members and handled trust funds to help the community. Obviously, no
one person could do all of these things. They are listed here to show the
wide range of opportunities for gentry action.

Another function was to make contributions at official request to
help the state, especially in time of war, flood, or famine. So useful were
these contributions that most dynasties got revenue by selling the lowest
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literary degrees, thus admitting many persons to degree-holding status
without examination. While this abused the system, it also let men of
wealth rise for a price into the upper class and share the gentry privi-
leges, such as contact with officials and immunity from corporal punish-
ment.

The realistic view of the gentry’s public functions begins with evi-
dence from Song times that they might supervise the local periodic mar-
kets and play a role in the allocation and collection of taxes—in other
words, undertake duties that officials had performed down to the early
Tang. By Prasenjit Duara (1988) and others this has been seen as part of
the gentry’s “brokerage” function in local administration. It began with
trade but was extended also into land tax collection, where it became
tax-farming (promising to remit revenue quotas while keeping above-
quota collections as personal fees).

In trade, the wholesale brokers (yahang) were middlemen who per-
formed facilitative services for a fee. For example, an itinerant merchant
would need reliable local assistance in dealing with dialects, customs,
currency, porters, inns, markets, and the like. A local broker of this sort,
probably a man of means, might be licensed by the state and might se-
cure fees for his services, such as warehousing of goods, lodging, and
transportation, as well as record-keeping for the state. He might be a
well-to-do merchant himself. The wealthy salt merchants of Yangzhou,
and the Cohong merchants in foreign staple trade at Guangzhou, were
only the most famous among the innumerable brokers all over China
who were licensed by and acted for the government. Since the gentry-
elite were “licensed” by receiving their examination degrees, they can be
seen as a specific subclass of “brokers” in the broad sense. Thus, when
the gentry as private persons were used to oversee public activities in the
field of taxation as well as public works, they might also receive fees or
commissions as part of their income. As one might expect, their commu-
nity leadership was not pure philanthropy but paid its way. This it con-
tinued to do as the Late Imperial gentry, having outgrown the available
resources of land that could generate income, became more active in the
public sphere as gentry managers, handlers of welfare institutions, and
gentry merchants.

The local leadership and management functions of the gentry fami-
lies explain why officialdom did not penetrate lower down into Chinese
society. Or to put it the other way in terms of origin, the gentry had
emerged to fill a vacuum between the early bureaucratic state and the
Chinese peasant society that in the Song was outgrowing its control.
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City studies inspired by G. W. Skinner (1977) have noted how in the
two millennia from early Han to mid-Qing the territorial administrative
structure of successive dynasties failed to grow, while the Chinese pop-
ulation increased sixfold. The basic-level counties or sub-prefectures
(xian) totaled in the heyday of those regimes 1,180 in Han, 1,255 in Sui,
1,235 in Tang, 1,230 in Song, 1,115 in Yuan, 1,385 in Ming, and 1,360
in Qing, while the empire’s population may have totaled 6o million in
AD 80, 8o million in 875, 1o million in 1190, 200 million in 1585, and
425 million in 1850. Thus a county magistrate was responsible for
50,000 people in late Han but for 300,000 in late Qing. Skinner submits
that the Qing administration simply could not have functioned with as
many as 8,500 counties managed from Beijing. Instead of building up
mechanically to such an unmanageable level, the Chinese state as it was
expanding consolidated the counties in populous core areas while it cre-
ated new counties on the peripheries. Meanwhile, it reduced its local ad-
ministrative functions. For example, after the Tang the officially admin-
istered city marketing system was given up, the government stopped its
“minute regulation of commercial affairs” generally, and it steadily
withdrew from official involvement in local affairs. In its place came the
rise of the gentry and their local functions.

In this way the imperial government from Song times on remained a
superstructure of about the same nominal size. For example, there were
about 18,000 official posts listed in the Tang, 20,000 in the Song, and
20,000 in the Qing. (Tables of organization were inherited.) The govern-
ment did not directly enter the villages because it rested upon the gentry
as its foundation. The many public functions of the local degree-holders
made a platform under the imperial bureaucracy and let the officials
move about with remarkable fluidity and seeming independence of local
roots. Actually, the emperor’s appointee to any magistracy could admin-
ister it only with the cooperation of the gentry in that area. All in all, in a
country of over 400 million people, a century ago, there were fewer than
20,000 regular imperial officials but roughly 1.25 million scholarly de-
gree-holders.

Continued superiority of the gentry families over the peasant mass
was assured not only by landowning but also by the fact that the gentry
mainly produced the “scholar-gentlemen” (shi) who carried on the great
traditions of calligraphy, painting, literature, philosophy, and official
life. If we stand back and look at China’s gentry society in comparison
with Europe until recent times, we cannot avoid being impressed. In the
greatly changed circumstances of today, the belief system of the Neo-
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Confucianists can again, in adjusted form, command respect and even
allegiance. Its central message of the overriding need for self-discipline in
the service of social order rings a welcome bell for many listeners.

The special Chinese need for order (and therefore authority) is expli-
cated by social anthropologists like Patricia Ebrey (1984), whose study
of a Song official’s Precepts for Social Life forms a salubrious obligato to
the philosopher’s teaching. Under 200 topics the author advises how to
get along with relatives, how to improve personal conduct, and how to
manage a big family’s affairs. Certain realities are at once thrust upon us:
first of all, the extraordinary complexity of interpersonal relations when
rules govern the roles assigned by status in kinship, age, sex, and law. We
are reminded of the integral importance of servants, as well as concu-
bines, maids, and others, in the “ministate” of the big household. How
to beat a servant (don’t do it yourself), how to buy a slave girl, how to
discipline a son—the reader is offered practical and sensible guidance
worthy of a Chesterfield or an Ann Landers. “The general rule with
maids and concubines is to be careful of what is begun and take precau-
tions concerning how things may end.”

Most striking overall is the high degree of control to which everyone,
including the master, is subjected. This is exerted not least by the ethical
opinion of the group. Unlike the philosopher’s ideal of absolute adher-
ence to principle, the master of a gentry household is advised to think
ahead, consider all sides, and be ever ready to compromise.



5

The Paradox of Song China
and Inner Asia

The Symbiosis of Wen and Wu

While Chinese creations in technology, government, art, thought, social
organization, and the like all reached a high point in the Song, so did the
invasion and takeover of power within China by the non-Chinese tribal
peoples of Inner Asia. It seems a startling paradox that at its acme of civ-
ilization, China should be conquered by outsiders. The mystery deepens
if we note that this conquest did not happen all at once but in fact began
in 907 before the Song dynasty was set up and continued in fits and
starts over three and a half centuries until 1279. So long-drawn-out a de-
velopment can hardly be called accidental. What long-term trends were
behind it?

One element of Song weakness was the buildup of a bureaucratism
burdened with the costs of defense. Paul J. Smith (1991) even declares
that “by the Southern Song the state had become parasitic.” Behind this
lay the Confucian disdain for the military, which classed them even
lower than merchants. So deep-laid was this dislike that the military
were excluded from the standard Confucian list of the four occupational
groups or classes—scholar (shi), farmer (nong), artisan (gong), and mer-
chant (shang). Derk Bodde (1991) tells us that this four-part division of
society was never put forward by Confucius or Mencius but first ap-
peared probably among Legalist writers of late Zhou and early Han. For
twenty-one centuries since that time, however, the four classes have been
standard fare in the lore about China.

Since military power founded dynasties and maintained them, built
empires and defended them, there was usually a big military establish-
ment. It is easy to argue that warriors—the military—were also an oc-
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cupational group or class in China. Some have suggested that the shi re-
corded on Shang oracle bones were at that time “warriors” or later
“servitors.” Plainly the military were not listed as a fifth occupational
class because the Confucian wenren (literati) who did the listing re-
garded practitioners of wu (violence) as their mortal enemies, incarnat-
ing the very evil of brute force that it was the Confucians’ moral duty to
extirpate in the cause of civilized behavior. To list them as a fifth profes-
sion would seem to condone them, legitimize their existence, give them
moral stature.

A Confucianist might say further that the use of military force was al-
ways one of the measures available to the scholar-official ruling elite.
One entered that class by becoming a scholar, then an official; an official
might command troops. Scholar-generals often wielded military power.
The troops were at first merely recruited or conscripted farmers. The
only discrete military “class,” a scholar might tell us, consisted of surren-
dered bandits, mercenary cavalry, drill sergeants, bowmen, or the like, a
miscellaneous group, far down in the official system. The military exam-
inations, rankings, and posts, though parallel to the civil ones, were ex-
plicitly disesteemed by the literati. As practitioners of violence, soldiers
were part of the emperor’s inner court, beyond control by the wen-com-
plex of the bureaucracy. Eunuchs sometimes commanded troops.

Why have China scholars for 2,000 years gone along with this Con-
fucian refusal to accept the military establishment as an occupational
class? Professional military forces turn up all the time in Chinese history.
Our refusal to look at them as a military class suggests that China schol-
ars are still under the sway of the great Confucian myth of the state, gov-
ernment by virtue. Looked at from another angle, we see here one of the
glories of old China, a reasoned pacifism, and one of its deepest weak-
nesses, an inability to avoid alien conquest from the grasslands.

Judging by the examination questions, says Peter Bol (1992), the
Southern Song were quite conscious of their military problems, but they
nevertheless relied upon mercenary troops from the dregs of society,
who were poorly disciplined and could not be entrusted with decision-
making powers even at the command level. Civilian domination of the
military was part of the ruling elite’s control of the state, but it left the
state militarily weak. In size and military resources the Song more than
equaled the Jin (and later the Mongols), but the Song civilian official-
dom had little taste for violence. Charles Hucker (1975) and others con-
clude that the Chinese portion of the China—Inner Asia empire had be-
come so civilized they lacked the martial values and sense of ethnicity
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(as opposed to culturalism) with which to fight off the invaders, who
ordinarily promised to rule in the Chinese fashion. In effect, the Confu-
cianists were specially fitted for administration, not for holding ultimate
imperial power. After all, they had been trained to be civil servants in a
literal sense, and they could foresee that resort to violence would breed
more violence. Yet when all this has been said, the fact remains that the
Southern Song held the all-conquering Mongols at bay for 45 years, al-
most two generations.

Perspective on Chinese rulers’ Inner Asian relations is provided by
Thomas J. Barfield’s chronological account of the succession of tribal
peoples in the grasslands. He concludes that in times of strength the Chi-
nese connection with a tribal power fostered its hegemony in Inner Asia.
Thus the Han, when strong, saw the long-continued Inner Asian domi-
nance of the Xiongnu, and the Tang of the Uighur Turks. A balanced
view of such relations is hampered by the evidence coming mainly from
the Chinese side.

Lack of contact with Inner Asia handicapped the Song by making it
harder to secure horses for warfare. The Qin-Han and Sui-Tang dynas-
ties had all been in touch, through traders and envoys, with the power
configurations of Inner Asia. They were adept at finding allies and using
some peoples against others. The ineptitude of Song diplomacy—as in
their initially helping the Ruzhen against the Qidan, only to be defeated
later by the Ruzhen, and then helping the Mongols against the Ruzhen,
only to be overrun later by the Mongols—was presumably due to their
lack of direct contact with and only marginal participation in the life
of Inner Asia. Song China after all coexisted with several peripheral
states—Vietnam on the south, Nan Zhao on the southwest, Tibet, the
Tangut Western Xia (Xixia) state on the northwest, and the Qidan Liao
on the north—so that China was in fact, as Morris Rossabi (1983) puts
it, diplomatically “among equals.” The Ming claims of universal superi-
ority would be asserted only after the Mongol empire of the thirteenth
century had set an example.

From the Song period on, one sees within the imperial Confucian
polity a civil administrative complex and a military power-holding com-
plex ruling in tandem. Both were necessary to govern the state. The civil
complex includes the examination degree-holders and scholar-official
civil servants trained in Neo-Confucianism, together with the local elite
or gentry class that produced them. The second and less studied com-
ponent, the military complex, consists of the emperor, his family, and
their nobility, army striking forces and garrison troops, plus the palace
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eunuchs and security apparatus (as we would now call it) that were all
especially attached to the emperor.

Perhaps we can discern a certain division of functions between these
two complexes. As suggested above, imperial autocracy was a necessary
counterpart to bureaucratic administration. It could be a nonroutinized,
autonomous source of innovation or sudden intervention. It was natu-
rally unpredictable, often ruthless, potentially disastrous. In the well-or-
ganized Confucian order the emperor functioned both at the apex of the
structure and yet at the same time represented in its highest form the
principle of violent disorder. He was, for one thing, the great execu-
tioner.

Almost from the beginning the government of China had been a co-
dominion of these two functions. Inner Asian tribal warriors had con-
tributed to the imperial power-holding function through a continuing
pattern of pastoral nomadic militarism. The other function was per-
formed by Chinese Confucian civil administrators. Dynasties were mili-
tarist in origin, but once established, their bureaucracies were civilian.
The ideology of each was suited to its needs. The men of violence who
founded dynasties believed in the Mandate of Heaven, which was con-
firmed as theirs when resistance ceased. The scholar-administrators who
staffed their bureaucracies looked down upon men of violence, who by
their recourse to force (wu) showed themselves lacking in cultivation
(wen). The central myth of the Confucian state was that the ruler’s exem-
plary and benevolent conduct manifesting his personal virtue (de) drew
the people to him and gave him the Mandate. This could be said as long
as rebels could be suppressed, preferably by decapitation.

The great weakness in this Confucian myth of the state was that the
ruler, if he wanted to keep on ruling, could never dispense with his mili-
taristic prerogative of decapitating whom he pleased pour raison d’etat,
to preserve the dynasty. Thus, government under imperial Confucianism
was conducted by bureaucrats who served under an autocrat, and they
depended upon one another. In practice, a balance was often reached be-
tween wen and wu when Confucian-trained territorial administrators
were allowed to command troops to destroy rebels. Many scholars spe-
cialized in military matters; some became able generals. Yet all held
power only at the whim of the emperor.

While the Chinese under the Song perfected the classical examina-
tion system as the device for training obedient bureaucrats, the con-
temporary non-Chinese invaders of China—the Qidan (Liao dynasty),
Ruzhen (Jin dynasty), and Mongols (Yuan dynasty)—proved the utility
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of militarism as the source of imperial power. The ancient adage that
China could be ruled only in the Confucian civil fashion is only half true.
Imperial Confucianism could function only as long as the ruling dynasty
commanded enough violence to destroy rebels, and this type of power
was the specialty of the non-Chinese tribesmen of Inner Asia. Thus one
may discern a specialization of functions historically between Chinese
administrators and Inner Asian power-holders such that Inner Asian
non-Chinese participated increasingly in the imperial government and
sometimes took it over.

The Rise of Non-Chinese Rule over China

Let us look back a moment at the rise of this Inner Asian component of
China’s polity. The Zhou and the Qin dynasties in Northwest China had
derived some of their military vigor from contacts with the northern
tribes and intermarriage, as had the Sui and Tang in their turn. It was
only a further step for northern tribal invaders to take over part of China
directly and rule it with Chinese help but through a non-Chinese dynas-
tic house. This pattern of dual Sino-nomadic government was visible
from the fourth century AD in southern Manchuria. It would reach its
peak in the complete control that followed the Mongol and Manchu
conquests.

Rule by cultural aliens posed an acute problem in Chinese political
theory. From earliest times under the kings of Shang, the culture (includ-
ing the Chinese writing system, use of ritual bronzes, shamanist consul-
tation with the ancestors, and the ruler’s ritual observances toward the
powers of nature) had been part and parcel of the polity. The early tenet
of sinocentrism was that the superiority of Zhongguo, the Central State,
in wen (culture and civilization) would inevitably dominate the mere
military violence (wu) of the Inner Asian tribes. This could be done by
requiring that the non-Chinese tribal chieftains acknowledge China’s su-
periority by bowing down before the emperor, who held Heaven’s Man-
date to govern China and whose magnificent benevolence and compas-
sion naturally attracted outsiders to come and also be transformed by
civilization.

In the absence of contact with any other state of equal cultural
achievement, Han and Tang foreign policy thus became based on the
tribute system, a reciprocal foreign relationship between superior and in-
ferior comparable to the Three Bonds that kept China’s domestic society
in order. Since presentation of tribute offerings was normally recip-
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rocated by lavish gifts from the emperor, accepting China’s supremacy
was materially worthwhile. In addition, the tribute system early became
the institutional setting and indeed cover for foreign trade.

With the demise of the Tang central power, the ten or so successor
states of tenth-century China were in a multistate polity a bit like that of
the Warring States era before the Qin unification. In their relations with
one another, the rulers fell back on some practices of those times, such as
negotiating through envoys, although their multistate relations were
now focused on the question of who would revive the central imperial
power. But in this competition, non-Chinese rulers on the periphery of
China now took part. When non-Chinese for the first time began to gov-
ern a Chinese populace in North China, the old amalgam of polity and
culture had split apart. The Chinese world order set up by the Han and
revived by the Tang as a system of thought and institutions to handle for-
eign relations had now collapsed.

Alien rule began with the rise of the Qidan (a Mongolian people from
whom North China got the medieval European name Cathay), who
maintained an empire for more than two centuries (916-1125) over
parts of North China, Manchuria, and Mongolia. In origin the Qidan
had been only seminomadic, relying on agricultural crops, especially
millet, as well as on sheep, horses, and pigs. They rose to power by strad-
dling the frontier between steppe and sown, where they could combine
the military force of nomad cavalry with the economic sustenance of
peasant tillage. The federation of tribes that founded the empire was led
by the imperial Yelt clan, who prolonged their rule by adopting the Chi-
nese institution of hereditary monarchy and many of the forms of Con-
fucian government. As studied by K. A. Wittfogel (Wittfogel and Feng,
1949) and others, the Liao empire, as it called itself, was a dual state: its
southern section encompassed 16 prefectures of North China (out of
some 300 in the Song empire; see Map 13), and these were governed in
the Chinese style through institutions of civil bureaucracy inherited from
the Tang. The much larger northern part of the Qidan domain was gov-
erned by men on horseback as before. Thus, while the Qidan emperor’s
officials for the southern area were being recruited through a classical
examination system, the mounted archers of the north were being mobi-
lized and trained to serve in his elite guard, the ordo (from which derives
our term “horde”). Eventually a dozen ordos were set up in separate ar-
eas, totaling perhaps 600,000 horsemen, a mobile shock force held in re-
serve.

This dual state rested on a population of perhaps 4 million, which
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made it somewhere about 1/15th the size of the Song empire to the
south. Yet the Liao cavalry had such striking power that the Song finally
paid them annual subsidies to keep peace on the border. The Northern
Song emperors at Kaifeng bought off the Qidan by concluding treaties
in 1005 and 1042 under which the Song accepted inferior status and
paid an annual tribute. In 1044 similar terms were accepted in a treaty
with the Tangut rulers of the Western Xia (Xixia) state in northwest
China. For all its wealth and progress, the larger Song empire lacked
the determination more perhaps than the means to conquer these bar-
barians.
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It is a striking fact, as Needham tells us, that gunpowder had been
created by Chinese alchemists in the ninth century. Against the nomad
invaders the Chinese used both simple bombs and fire-lances. This great
breakthrough in military technology evidently had little significance for
the classically trained Song statesmen. Here we find Confucianism slow
to mount on the back of technology.

In 1125 the Liao state was taken over by the Tungusic Ruzhen
(Jurchen) tribes from northern Manchuria, who took the dynastic name
of Jin or “Golden.” At first the pattern of dual government was contin-
ued. Like the Liao, the Sino-nomadic Jin empire could combine the
horses of the grasslands and the grain of North China to mount military
assaults and force the Song southward. From their founding in 960 the
Song had had their capital at Kaifeng on the Yellow River at the head of
the Grand Canal, but by 1126 the Jin attacks forced them to abandon
North China. Song resistance to the Ruzhen Jin attacks was hamstrung
by controversy over whether to fight or to appease the invaders. The
issue came to a head in 1141 when the chief councilor and negotiator
(Qin Gui) arranged the murder of a leading fighter, General Yue Fei,
who was thereby immortalized as a model for later Chinese patriots.
In 1142 the Southern Song by treaty ceded North China down to the
Huai River and agreed to be a vassal of and pay annual tribute to the
Jin. The North China plain combined with the lower Yangzi region had
been the heartland of Chinese life, so that now for the first time a con-
siderable segment of the Chinese people came under non-Chinese rule
(see Map 14).

Once they had conquered North China, the Ruzhen of the Jin dy-
nasty (1115-1234) totaled about 6 million in a North China population
of about 45 million. The Qidan remaining from the Liao dynasty of
916-1125 may have made up about 4 million out of this total, so that
the Ruzhen had to govern some 35 million Chinese subjects. For this
task they relied at first on sinicized Qidan and on Han Chinese who had
served the Qidan. They also recruited officials from the pool of Chinese
government clerks. But the Ruzhen emperors soon found they had to
sustain their central power in competition with their own Ruzhen tribal
leaders, military aristocrats from the north who expected to control
lands and peoples they had conquered. In self-defense the Jin emperor
built up an imperial bureaucracy patterned on Confucian ways of gov-
ernment. Finding they needed classically trained examination candidates
to staff this bureaucracy, in the last quarter of the twelfth century the Jin
rulers at Kaifeng set up Ruzhen-language schools, translated the Con-
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fucian classics into Ruzhen, and set examinations for Ruzhen candi-
dates. The major flow of recruits, however, came from the Han Chinese:
in the quarter century after 1185 the expanded Chinese examinations
produced at least 5,000 metropolitan (jinshi) degree-holders. Also im-
portant, as Peter Bol points out, was the spread of Confucian culture:
“Tens of thousands acquired an examination education.”

“Sinicization,” however, is an inadequate description of what the
Ruzhen rulers were seeking. Instead of “becoming Chinese,” they were,
on the contrary, developing their role as supporters of civil order (wen
zhi, “civilization”). Their role had a supra-ethnic value as the means by
which Chinese subjects and nomadic invaders could live together in
peace and prosperity under a universal empire. In other words, China’s
original “culturalism” (the “Confucian” way of thought and action)
could be promoted by non-Chinese rulers, who maintained their ethnic
identity while functioning as rulers over China and Inner Asia. The
Ruzhen thus developed the theoretical foundation for the multiethnic
empire that would be brought to its highest point under their eventual
descendants, the Manchus.

In claiming their dynasty’s “legitimate succession” to its predecessors
(zhengtong), the Jin rulers were aided by their adoption of traditional
centralizing institutions and also by their performance of the appro-
priate imperial rituals. As outlined by Hok-lam Chan (1984), these rit-
uals began with the reverence for the forces of nature and especially for
the ancestors as practiced by the Shang; they maintained the belief in
the Mandate of Heaven asserted by the Zhou along with the doctrine of
benevolent rule by sage kings as propounded by Mencius and inter-
preted by the Confucian scholar-elite. The correlative cosmology of Ear-
lier Han, centered around the cyclical theory of the Five Phases, was also
continued. This theory, postulating correspondence between the order
of nature and human events, had stressed the importance of the phase,
color, and so forth to be associated with, and so legitimate, each dy-
nasty. Han Wudi, for example, chose the Earth phase for Han plus the
color yellow, the number 5, and so on. Later dynasties, small and big,
continued to assert their legitimacy according to the Five Phases cycle—
for example, Tang claimed its affinity to Earth in succession to Han,
while the Song claimed Fire and the color red as its symbols of legiti-
macy. The Jin rulers therefore claimed the Earth power in succession to
the Song.

The Ruzhen had moved their capital from Ha’erbin to Beijing in
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1153 and then to the Northern Song site at Kaifeng in 1161. Some em-
perors achieved new heights of brutality by beginning a regular practice
of having top officials flogged in open court in front of the emperor, quite
contrary to the classic Chinese exemption of literati and especially of-
ficials from corporal punishment. Some executed hundreds of kinsmen,
officials, and military leaders, trying to forestall opposition.

One of the last Jin emperors, on the other hand, has come down in
history as a model Confucian ruler. In his era occurred a cultural revival
led by Chinese Confucianist subjects of the Jin state morally committed
to supporting the inherited culture of civil order. Between them, the
Confucianist-minded Ruzhen rulers and their Chinese literati officials
asserted that a non-Chinese dynasty could indeed support a “Chinese”
(that is, Chinese and Inner Asian) cultural tradition. In any case, the Jin
dynasty’s legitimacy was formally established when its official history
was written under the Mongol Yuan dynasty.

The advent of Neo-Confucianism in Southern Song set up broader
criteria for dynastic legitimacy. Such factors as victory in warfare, gov-
ernment procedures like the promotion of an imperial cult of ancestors,
plus rituals and symbols, scholastic theories, control by intimidation,
and mutual surveillance and popular (or elitist) acceptance all figured in
legitimation in China much as they did in West Asia and Europe. But
thanks mainly to Confucian scholarship, the Chinese criteria were far
more unified and homogeneous. To some degree the Song philosophers’
stress on the universality of their cosmology and values accommodated
the non-Chinese invaders. On the level of political theory China was
thereafter prepared, whenever the need arose, to accept government by
tribal peoples of Inner Asia.

In the final analysis, the legitimation of non-Chinese rule in China
consisted of the fact that it could not be avoided and so had to be ratio-
nalized. As Korean observers would later find, in China under the Man-
chus Chinese scholars might hate Qing rule but would leave no record of
the fact. This inner hatred and outer acceptance was like that of most
victims of despotism then and now. It required that one practice self-con-
trol and a sort of hypocrisy, a “feigned compliance,” outwardly accept-
ing while inwardly denying the validity of the ruling power. For most
people this could lead to a seeming indifference to politics as none of
their business, just as the rulers claimed.

Looking ahead, we may posit that the dynasties of conquest—Liao,
Jin, and Yuan—form a connected sequence of incursions of Inner Asian
military power into China and must be viewed as a single, if sporadic
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process. Liao lasted longest but occupied only a strip on the northern
edge of North China. Yuan occupied all China but was the briefest. This
puts the Jin dynasty in the strategic position of having learned how alien
invaders could govern China’s heartland, the North China plain, by co-
opting Chinese personnel inherited from the defeated Northern Song. Jin
rule in China seems comparatively neglected, overshadowed by the
Mongol conquest.

China in the Mongol Empire

The Mongol conquest was a forerunner to the Western imperialism of
nineteenth-century China, when Chinese society was again laid open to
the culture shock of discordant foreign influences. The Yuan dynasty
(1279-1368), in other words, must be examined as the seedbed of im-
portant phenomena that we see in the Ming and Qing (1368-1644—
1912).

As a first step we must note the dramatic achievements of the Mon-
golian people in the creation of their great empire. The Mongol war
machine was the culmination of a millennium of the mounted archer’s
military prowess all across Eurasia. After Chinggis Khan united the
tribes in 1206 and his Mongol hordes erupted in all directions, his sons
and grandsons ruled four khanates respectively in Persia, South Russia,
Central Asia, and China (see Table 3). As conquerors, the Mongols’ fe-
rocious destructiveness gave them a bad reputation, especially among

Table 3. Divisions of the Mongol empire under
Chinggis Khan’s successors

Great Khan (East Asia): Ogodei (third son of Chinggis), 1229-1241; Mongke
(Mangu),* 1251-1259; Khubilai,* 1260-1294 (ruled over all China after 1279);
Mongols expelled from China by Ming, 1368

Khanate of Chaghadai (Djaghatai, in Turkestan): Chaghadai (second son of
Chinggis), 1227-1242; western part incorporated after 1370 in empire of Timur
or Tamerlane, 1336-1405

Kbhanate of Persia (Il-khans): built up by Hulegu™; capture of Baghdad, 1258;
dissolution after 1335
Khanate of Kipchak (Golden Horde) on lower Volga: built up by Batu,* 1227-

1255; dominated Russia; conquered by Tamerlane and broken up in fifteenth
century

*Grandsons of Chinggis Khan.
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moral-minded Confucians. For example, their first invasion of the Jin
empire in North China had left more than 9o towns burned to rubble.

The Mongols extinguished the Jin in 1234, and finally conquered the
Southern Song only 45 years later, in 1279. Between those two dates they
ruled the North China heartland, which had already experienced a cen-
tury of alien domination, and learned that the empire could be con-
quered on horseback but not ruled on horseback, much as nineteenth-
century European imperialists would learn that bayonets were no use for
sitting on.

Eventually Chinggis’s ablest grandson, Khubilai Khan, who reigned
as chief of the Mongol world from 1260 to 1294, built his capital at
Beijing (see Map 15). He became emperor of China in 1271, calling his
dynasty Yuan (“origin”) and ruling in Chinese style. Yet he was dis-
tracted by imperial politics and rivals for power. He also had to cater to
his Muslim constituency as defender of the faith; and for the Mongol fol-
lowers of Tibetan Lamaism he had to be a Buddhist universal ruler. This
diversity of faiths reflected the cosmopolitanism of the multiethnic Mon-
gol world, where even Nestorian Christianity from Central Asia had its
devotees within the ruling family.

Although it is obvious that the humiliation of inferior status in their
own country inflamed Chinese anti-Mongol feeling both at the time and
in retrospect, the actual conditions of Chinese life in the Yuan era, as
John Langlois (1981) suggests, present a mixed picture that calls for
more reappraisal than it has yet been given. On the score of militarism,
first of all, there is little doubt of the Mongol influence. The Chinese clas-
sical ideal had been that every farmer should also be potentially a self-
sustaining soldier. Under the dynasties from Qin to Tang the army had
been conscripted. The Qin-Han required all able-bodied males to serve
for two years as a corvee obligation. Sui and early Tang used the fubing
militia system, by which certain families, in return for tax exemptions,
supplied soldiers to be available for service and provide their own equip-
ment and rations. The early Tang had some 633 militia units, each of
about 1,000 men, located mainly in the northwest and around the cap-
ital. The fubing were abolished in 749, and late Tang and Song raised
hired-service mercenary armies whose personal qualities generally put
them in bad repute.

In contrast, the Inner Asian tribesmen were by nurture and custom
potential cavalrymen who easily became after their conquests a profes-
sional and also hereditary armed force. Each-farmer-a-soldier had been
only an ideal, but each-hunter-a-soldier easily became a fact. The Ru-
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zhen’s basic unit of 300 families had supported 1oo soldiers. Chinggis
Khan by 1206 had under him 95 units, each of 1,000 with their sup-
porting families and assigned pastures. Just as the Mongols were the first
Inner Asians to conquer and rule all of China, so their greatest contri-
bution to the empire was in military matters. As Ch’i-ch’ing Hsiao
(1978) says, the Mongol conquerors “remained chiefly concerned with
power. They tended to think in military terms” and gave China a new
army organization that “contained most of the members of the conquer-
ing nation.”

Once China was taken over, the Mongol garrison troops had to get
their livelihood from their own agriculture and that of their slaves on the
depopulated lands allotted to them in North China. The fighting capac-
ity of their hereditary military households soon deteriorated. Mongol of-
ficers formed a segregated and self-perpetuating salaried aristocracy—
the superior military wing of the imperial bureaucracy—but in general
the Mongol soldiery in China became impoverished. They married Chi-
nese women, but many lost their lands, even had to sell their families,
sometimes absconded and became vagrants. To be hereditary soldiers in
peacetime turned out to be a disaster.

One question debated by historians has been the degree to which
Mongol rule made the Confucian government of China more despotic.
The answer seems to be affirmative, but the reasons do not lie wholly
with the Mongols. Perhaps the founder of the Ming would later be
the most positive witness. The Mongols were despised—Chinese liked
to say that they stank so that you could smell them downwind—and
Mongol rule lasted less than a century, more brief than Ruzhen rule had
been in North China. Except along the Great Wall the Mongols could
not take root. But this does not mean some of their ways were not imi-
tated.

In ruling China the Mongols’ first problem was cultural. As full no-
mads from Outer Mongolia without much earlier contact with China,
the Mongols were too different in speech, dress, customs, and back-
ground to bridge the cultural gap between themselves and the Southern
Song Chinese. Being generally illiterate and comparatively few in num-
ber, in government they used West Asians (Uighur Turks, Arabs, even
some Europeans like Marco Polo) and Sino-Ruzhen personnel of the
conquered Jin empire. Southerners were slighted as of dubious loyalty,
and they responded by avoiding government service. Yan-shuan Lao (in
Langlois, 1981) has illustrated how southerners with top degrees were
willing to be masters of private academies but refused to teach in gov-
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ernment schools, which would make them officials even though at the
lowest rank.

On the whole the cultural gap made for light government. Yuan pun-
ishments were apparently less severe than the Song; there were fewer
irregular exactions added to the taxes. While Khubilai to be sure patron-
ized Lamaism and Daoism as well as orthodox Confucianism, he pur-
sued no literary inquisition. Mongol princes could enjoy their appanages
and squabble among themselves. The Mongols could garrison key
points, but they could not administer the government, police local com-
munities, censor Chinese literature and drama, or provide China’s intel-
lectual and cultural leadership.

Comparing the Liao, Jin, and Yuan dynasties, Herbert Franke (in
Schram, 1987) suggests that all three had a looseness of administration
almost like colonial governments because of the oil-and-water mixture
of Chinese and tribal ways. Thus, in their multiethnic, multilingual re-
gimes each nationality used its own script—Qidan, Ruzhen, or Mongol.
The Chinese continued to expect hereditary succession in a hierarchy of
authority, whereas the invaders determined successors by election in a
somewhat democratic or at least collective assembly of chieftains. For
the Chinese the laws were uniform and pervasive, whereas the nomads
applied to each person his customary tribal law. This diversity made for
less centralization and not for monolithic despotism.

Since the examination system was not restored until 1315, the lack
of administrators was made up by the increased use of yamen clerks.
Many Chinese entered government by this route, but the clerks’ weak-
ness in Confucian indoctrination as well as the lack of Mongol surveil-
lance fostered widespread corruption. To sustain Mongol power in the
local scene, the Mongols used an extra layer of territorial officials. To
critical places the court sent omnicompetent Mongol and sometimes
Chinese officials who could act in both military and civil capacities,
trouble shooters called darugaci (dalubuachi), who held their commis-
sions directly from the emperor. In the last decades of Yuan rule, Confu-
cian ways were being studied and used by Mongol governors to good ef-
fect, but they were undone by civil war among their unsinicized and
diehard countrymen.

One trait of the Mongols was their nomadic yen to keep on the
move, seeking more loot and slaves. Having expanded over the known
world and finally overrun China, they used the captured Song fleet with
its experienced captains and crews to send expeditions overseas. Yuan
fleets of thousands of ships attempted to conquer Japan in 1274 and
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1281, invaded Vietnam and Champa (in southern Indo-China), the Liu-
qiu Islands, and in 1292 Java, all without success. Burma and Siam were
also invaded. While the Mongol warriors had an urge to expand, they
did little to get China’s sea trade into the early maritime world system
that was beginning to take shape on the sea routes around Asia. Mongol
rule brought China several decades of domestic peace and caravan trade
across Asia. A number of Europeans reached China by this route. It is a
plausible theory that bubonic plague, which drastically reduced China’s
population in the years roughly from 1331 to 1354, was also transmit-
ted through Mongol channels to Europe, where it became the Black
Death of 1348-1349.

Khubilai’s great public works such as the second Grand Canal system
contributed to some degree of economic prosperity (see Map 16). The
sea trade from West Asia and India was still largely in Arab hands be-
cause, as noted above, the Islamic diaspora had brought Muslim mer-
chants to China not only over the Silk Road but also by the Spice Route
that carried spices from the East Indies to China as well as to the eastern
Mediterranean for Europe. Muslim merchant groups active in caravan
trade across Central Asia as well as in maritime commerce were regu-
lated and given loans by the Mongol rulers to invest in trade. As tax
farmers they also helped the Mongols collect the agrarian surplus and
channel some of it into trade. Commercial growth was signaled by the
extensive issue of paper money, superintended by Muslim financiers at
court.

By not using the southern Chinese in government but leaving their
local communities intact, Mongol rule stimulated private Chinese schol-
arship. Many thousands of Chinese scholar-gentlemen found themselves
unemployed by the state and free to pursue private ends, to become
leaders in their communities and preservers of the Confucian Way. Thus
the Yuan era saw the rise of Chinese drama, and painting flourished.
Among these private scholars Zhu Xi’s stress on the moral self-
cultivation of the individual as the foundation of social order and good
government was vigorously promoted. While the Zhu Xi school urged
study of the practical world, the followers of another Neo-Confucian
philosopher, Lu Xiangshan, advocated a more inward-looking contem-
plation. Along with these more philosophical trends developed the
school of statecraft, a pragmatic how-to-govern approach to political
institutions. Both these schools of thought, the moral and the utilitarian,
stressed the virtue of loyalty, not so much to a given dynasty as to the
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Neo-Confucian Way. The Yuan era also saw a new attention to law as
an antidote to arbitrary government.

Interpreting the Song Era

No high period of civilization can be characterized in simple terms. Yet
scholarly interpretations of a great period have often become part of its
historical record. So comprehensive and spectacular were the changes of
the Song era that a Japanese historian (Naitd6 Konan) saw in them the
birth of “modern” China, by which he meant the China that persisted
until the late Qing in his own day, early in the twentieth century. Naito
saw two levels of power in this modern era: the despotic emperor with
his “entourage and underlings,” and “local Chinese society beneath the
centrally appointed bureaucrats.” This new modern age was character-
ized by the “decreasing importance of government for the vast majority
of the Chinese people, accompanied by the increasing importance of cul-
ture” (Fogel, 1984). As part of this process Naito saw the shift that
we have noted from government by an oligarchy of aristocratic clans to
government by a stronger imperial-dynastic clan through a trained and
examined bureaucracy and local gentry-elite. Removed from daily infor-
mal contact with his old oligarchic colleagues, the emperor became more
autocratic. “The result,” as Denis Twitchett (in CHOC 3) puts it, “was
a growing gulf both between the emperor and society and between the
emperor and the officials through whom he ruled.” Naito’s thesis, he
adds, “has stood up remarkably well to the progress of modern re-
search.” Yet it does not deal in particular with the enormous drama of
the Song efflorescence and the nomadic conquests that helped check
it. An updated appreciation of China’s spectacular growth under the
Song and Yuan dynasties and of factors that eventually stunted it seems
overdue.

A theory seems to me to emerge from the works of many scholars
when surveyed and connected by a single observer. Others have ex-
pressed much the same thing in somewhat different terms. The hypo-
thesis may be stated as follows: (1) that early China created a politicized
state organized for purposes of central control both by bureaucratic
methods of philosophic persuasion and by the imperial autocrat’s use of
violence; (2) that non-Chinese invaders from Inner Asia became integral
participants in the Chinese polity by their military prowess and admin-
istrative skill; and (3) that the resulting Sino-nomadic imperial power



The Paradox of Song China and Inner Asia 127

continued to maintain the primacy of central political control over the
subordinated processes of economic growth and cultural diversification.

In short, from the very beginning, the non-Chinese invaders helped
maintain the political domination over economic and cultural life that
had been inherited from ancient China. Politics was still (or especially) in
command. The propensity for control above all was reinforced by the
Neo-Confucian ideology that stressed loyalty to authority in a hierarchic
social order and esteemed agricultural self-sufficiency over the less con-
trollable growth of trade and foreign contact. Yet along with this persis-
tent and increasing autocracy in government went the attendant trend
mentioned above, “the increasing importance of culture” for the Chi-
nese people. In other words, we are discussing here two levels: the state
and the society lying beneath it.

Thus Naitd’s second point about the diminished role of government
and increased role of culture in local society is borne out by the forma-
tion of gentry society outlined above. This growth at the local level,
however, left the emperor and court at his higher level still autocratic.

The influence on China of the great fact of alien conquest under the
Liao—Jin—Yuan dynasties is just beginning to be explored. Its economic
impact seems still uncertain. Certainly it was traumatic and probably,
over all, a tremendous psychological disaster. Its effect on Ming China
soon became quite obvious.



6

Government in the

Ming Dynasty

Legacies of the Hongwu Emperor

During the 276 years of the Ming from 1368 to 1644 China’s population
doubled, from about 8o million to about 160 million. Destructive do-
mestic warfare was largely avoided, and great achievements in education
and philosophy, literature and art, reflected the high cultural level of the
elite gentry society. But the Yuan-to-Ming transition was not very prom-
ising. The Ming regime was first militarized to drive out and hold off the
Mongols and subsequently tried to maintain domestic stability and
avoid influence from outside China. The Chinese resurgence that threw
out the Mongol conquerors did not attempt a continuation of the Song
but tried in theory to go back to the models of Han and Tang, all the
while in fact continuing certain features of the Yuan.

The character of the Ming dynasty began with the mentality of the
dynastic founder, Zhu Yuanzhang, who reigned as the Hongwu (“Vast
Military”) Emperor from 1368 to 1398. He was a peasant who had
starved and begged as a boy, got his literacy from Buddhist priests, and
joined an anti-Mongol religious sect. Rising as a rebel warlord, he bested
his competitors in violence in the lower Yangzi region, got Confucian
scholars’ help in issuing pronouncements and performing rituals to
claim the Mandate, drove out the fissiparous Mongol princes in 1368,
and built a great capital at Nanjing (see Map 17).

The personality of this new autocrat, though extolled like that of
any dynastic founder, on balance seems to have been a disaster for
China. Ugly to look at, Hongwu was fiercely energetic, had violent fits
of temper, and became paranoidally suspicious of conspiracies against
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himself. Frederick Mote (in CHOC 7) observes that many peculiarities
of Ming rule stemmed “from the personal characteristics of this strange
and powerful man.”

Hongwu’s aim was to maintain centralized control over the world’s
largest and most diversified state. To this end he issued a flood of admo-
nitions and regulations to guide his subjects’ conduct—law codes, com-
mandments, ancestral instructions, a series of grand pronouncements,
village and government statutes, and ceremonial regulations. As Edward
Farmer says, these codes constituted a blueprint of the ideal social order
and included sanctions to back it up. Hongwu was less a militarist than
an ideologue, full of ideas.

When it came to practical action, Hongwu from his own experience
understood the plight of the farming villages and used the repertoire of
statecraft devices to hold down the land tax, to plant trees against ero-
sion, to maintain the dikes on the Yellow and Yangzi Rivers, to keep the
granaries stocked against famine, to support mutual-responsibility sys-
tems to suppress banditry and encourage the gentry to succor the needy.
But his economic vision was limited to the conventional Confucian view
of agriculture as the source of the country’s wealth, trade as ignoble and
parasitic, and frugality as the prime imperial virtue. His government
tried to foster self-sufficient communities and so to have the populace
police themselves, the army to feed itself, and the rural populace to pro-
vide the corvée labor for local roads and yamen services. His frugality
extended to paying officials purely nominal salaries so that they had to
maintain their establishments by nonstatutory fees. Thus Hongwu’s ver-
sion of no-new-taxes led inevitably to corruption.

Hongwu’s main concern, however, was military. Because China had
to prevent a Mongol resurgence, he copied the Yuan military system, es-
tablishing Chinese garrisons at strategic points and creating a hereditary
military caste of soldiers who would sustain themselves by farming but
be ever ready for war. Where the Mongol princes had formed a scattered
nobility with big estates, Hongwu now made his commanders into a
Chinese military nobility with ranks and emoluments superior to those
of the top civil officials—at least until he suspected them of treason and
killed a great number.

When required to choose between wen and wu—the civil and mili-
tary complexes in imperial government—Hongwu was on the side of vi-
olence despite all the laws and moral homilies that he put out. Finding
his prime minister plotting against him in 1380, he had him beheaded,
along with everyone in his family or remotely connected, which totaled
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over the years about 40,000 persons. (Guanxi networks have their dan-
gers!) Continued beheading of officials and several later purges may
have swelled this total to 100,000 victims. The resulting loss of talent
and reign of terror hardly allowed Confucian government to prosper.
Beating (flogging with large or small bamboo staves) for punishment and
humiliation in open court became a regular feature of Ming terrorism.
The victim was held prone by men at his hands and feet and his bare but-
tocks were bastinaded while the prescribed blows were counted one by
one. No ritual could have been more demeaning or life-threatening, for
the skin was soon broken and infection of bloody tissue was hard to
avoid. In 1519, for reccommending that the emperor not continue to stay
in the south away from his duties, 146 men were beaten, 11 of whom
died. In 1524 officials objected to imperial honors for the emperor’s
mother and father because he had inherited the throne from his cousin:
134 were beaten and 16 died. One gets the impression that the emperor
and his bureaucrats were often locked in an institutional struggle that
imperial violence could not resolve.

Hongwu’s mistakes of judgment can be traced in general to his all-
consuming determination to assert and maintain his personal control.
Thus Hongwu’s obsession to hold central power (an imperative inher-
ited from history) led him in 1380 to abolish the central secretariat and
prime ministership so that he as emperor would be the civil and military
CEO of the realm. This gave him control but also an extraordinary bur-
den. One top specialist on Ming administration, Charles Hucker, notes
that in one eight-day period Hongwu received 1,600 dispatches (called
memorials) in which 3,391 issues were presented. At the rate of 200 doc-
uments in a To-hour day, each document could get on average three min-
utes’ consideration. In previous regimes day-to-day administration had
been handled by a prime minister (or chancellor) with a staff. In the
Ming and Qing governments this burden now fell upon the emperors.
Since not all of them were supermen, the imperial office often became a
bottleneck, and the government more easily sank into inefficient routine.

In abolishing the prime minister’s office and secretariat, Hongwu had
decapitated the civil bureaucracy. Its echelons of personnel and paper
work had been headed by the prime minister as the top official of the
Outer Court (the six ministries, censorate, and other offices at the cap-
ital). This meant that the Ming emperors had to govern through their
personal entourages (the Inner Court), which led to reliance on eunuchs
in administration as well as in military and other special matters. Even-
tually the court would have 70,000 eunuchs.
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Fiscal Problems

The most glaring inadequacies in Hongwu’s legacy, from the viewpoint
of a fiscal historian like Ray Huang (1974), were in finance. To begin
with, there was no separation between the government’s funds and the
emperor’s. The third emperor Yongle (1402-1424) usurped the throne in
a civil war and moved the capital to Beijing because that was his area of
personal strength and also the strategic point for keeping the Mongols in
check. In the Imperial City that surrounded the Forbidden City (palace
complex) in Beijing was a three-square-mile area where more than 50
service offices or supply shops employed about 100,000 artisans and
others to meet the needs of the imperial household, without any distinc-
tion between public and private functions. This accorded with the fact
that the emperor’s personal life and ceremonial conduct were a key part
of the state’s activity and subject to the scrutiny and comment of Confu-
cian scholar-moralists in many ways.

Under eunuch management, palace expenditures went up without
reason. So did the cost of the emperor’s personal troops, the Embroi-
dered-uniform Guard, who acted not only as bodyguards but also as
special police and ran a fearsome prison for political offenders’ “special
treatment.” The Guard began in 1382 with about 16,000 men but even-
tually grew to 75,000.

Hongwu himself, whatever his court and heirs may have done, aimed
at extreme frugality. He set the land tax at about 10 percent of the agri-
cultural product, not an onerous rate. By this seemingly benevolent
lightness of taxation, he starved his government of revenue. From a
modern point of view this prevented its performing service functions
that could have helped the economic life of the people. In place of the
government he expected local communities to make all sorts of private
outlays in connection with tax payments. For control and tax purposes,
the peasantry were organized from 1381 in registered groups of 110
households in a system known as ljjia. Each year ten households headed
by one leading household took responsibility for superintending tax pay-
ments and labor services (corvée) of the whole group. They also updated
the official Yellow Registers of all lands and families. These duties ro-
tated year by year for ten years and then began again in a self-perpetuat-
ing cycle.

This ingenious arrangement shared with similar inventions, like the
baojia mutual surveillance and security system, a major drawback. It
was a blueprint to show the masses how to perform the many kinds of
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duties devised for them by scholar-administrators; but its details left lit-
tle room for alterations. When the system had to be adjusted to the reali-
ties of terrain and personal relations in village life, abuses kept creeping
in so that in no long time it was riddled with corruption. As examples of
this disastrous syndrome, let us look at taxation, army maintenance, and
the provision of currency, all of which became sooner or later inade-
quate. Underlying all these problems was the freezing of government
structure and institutions in the rigid mold decreed by the founder, so
that the Ming administration was eventually unable to adjust them to
China’s changing needs.

In taxation, first of all, to obviate the burden of conveying to Beijing
the revenues from localities all over the empire, transfers were arranged
to move income directly from a specific revenue source to an authorized
expenditure. The result was a complex criss-crossing network of auto-
matic or at least statutory income and outgo, that hardened into inflex-
ible precedent yet could not be policed against corruption because it was
not kept in view by any one official. Ray Huang concludes that the ma-
jor concern in the Ming fiscal system “was always governmental stabil-
ity.” Because every fiscal office had to get its revenue from innumerable
different sources, the local officials could not assert their independence
or improve the quality of their administration. No financial base was
ever developed adequate to sustain a rebellion. “The empire’s fiscal op-
erations were so fragmented as to make them virtually safe from cap-
ture.”

This fragmentation of revenue and expenditure left the central gov-
ernment impotent. A vast panoply of yamen runners, clerks, and other
subofficial persons was almost constantly engaged in collecting the many
kinds of taxes at the various times they were alleged to be due during the
year. Since the land tax in its total amount was not inordinately burden-
some to the economy, the real burden was the inefficiency of collection
and the overstaffing of collecting agencies. In other words, millions of
middlemen lived off the revenue system by participating in its cumber-
some processes.

For example, there was no budget item to finance the maintenance of
the Grand Canal. It was maintained by local corvée labor without any
financing from the central government. By the mid-fifteenth century
there were 11,775 grain boats handled by 121,500 officers and troops,
who were supposed to receive their pay from their army rations. Since
these transportation troops were seldom paid, they had to rely on car-
rying private cargo in their grain barges. In general, since every item of
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revenue had been listed before received as an expected payment, and the
standing orders for delivery led to nominal disbursal before funds were
collected, there was no flexibility possible. Any calamity like a flood re-
quired crisis management to raise special funds.

Second, the Ming records praising the self-sufficiency of the military
in farming for their own food supply are unreliable. Ray Huang says that
the army nowhere near paid for itself. The record stated the ideal, not
the facts: Military officials kept no records, and Ming historians wanted
to make the dynasty look good. The whole military farming program
was a blueprint put out with no preparation, research, or experimenta-
tion to guide it. No control agency was set up, and administration was
very lax. Households were pressed into military service but frequently
deserted. Soldiers did not receive regular pay but only occasional un-
scheduled awards. The system merely turned soldiers back into farmers.
The military establishment declined because its rations were cut. Soldiers
therefore sold or mortgaged their land. The army went more and more
unpaid, and its ranks were thinned by desertion. Military units shrank in
size down to about 10 percent except on the frontiers, where the army
had to be supplied. But since the unrealistic legend of a self-sufficient
army still persisted, its financing methods could not be abolished or reor-
ganized.

Third, the currency system was a failure, quite unable to keep up
with the growth of trade. At first the government relied on paper cur-
rency, but Hongwu was unaware that unlimited paper money produces
inflation, so he kept on handing out paper currency as awards. By 1425
the paper notes had only 1/40 to 1/70 of their original value. In the end,
paper currency went out of use. Meanwhile, the government forbade the
use of silver.

China’s copper coins were made by casting, not stamping, and all
had to be trimmed by hand. The Ming produced far fewer coins than the
Song, although the demand was much greater. Often the government
minted no new coins at all, and private counterfeiters filled the vacuum.
The job of minting was then given to the provinces. But when producers
used some lead in the mixture they lowered the coins’ value. There con-
tinued to be a great coin shortage. Government failure to do a proper
minting job led to most coins’ being counterfeit, and their value declined
to 6,000 to 1 tael of silver as opposed to the old standard of 1,000 to 1
tael. In short, the Ming government signally failed to provide a copper
coinage for the use of the people, just at the time when growth of trade
was increasing the need for money.
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During the sixteenth century, the growth of foreign trade led to a
sporadic but massive importation of silver especially from Japan and by
various routes from the New World. As a result, China’s original com-
modity economy became monetized. Payments to government in goods
and services under the reform trend known as the Single Whip were
gradually combined and commuted into money payments. The lijia tax
payments demanded from local residents were gradually absorbed into
the land tax even when preserved in the accounts. In doing their lijia la-
bor service, instead of working on the roads or other public works, those
who could would hire substitutes. Finally, they simply made money pay-
ments instead of performing services.

Unfortunately, the inflow of Japanese and New World silver did not
give China a silver currency. Both copper cash and silver bullion were
used in what amounted to a sort of bimetallic system. Local day-to-day
transactions among the people used copper cash, though the government
could seldom refrain from debasing it. But it was not possible to main-
tain a minted currency of fixed value in silver because the Ming never
tried to mint silver dollars. Tax payment in raw bullion was not planned
but merely resorted to out of necessity in the failure of all other curren-
cies. In the clumsy circulation of pure lump silver, the unit of account
(the ounce or tael) varied from place to place and also as between trades
and between agencies of government. Twenty different silver tael units of
account might be in common use in one city at one time, requiring a dif-
ferent “currency” for each major commodity, like salt or cotton cloth,
and for payments going to certain other places. Each ingot had to be
weighed and also assayed for its purity. The resulting multiplicity of sil-
ver tael units, and exchange arrangements among them, represented the
domination of the money manipulator, who profited by this complexity,
over any investor who wanted to put his money into planned productive
enterprises.

The fiscal establishment seems to have followed the founder’s strong
sense of frugality because of his conviction that profit was in itself evil.
Mercantile interests were felt to be inherently in conflict with those of so-
ciety and the state and had to be curbed as far as possible. At the same
time the state had to refrain from “enriching itself” because any gain to
the government, in this naive view, automatically meant a loss to the
people. The government failed to develop its potential economic power
and resorted instead to political control as its basis of governing. It thus
persistently neglected to build up the minimum financial strength re-
quired to operate its fiscal machinery. It neglected to invest even in trans-
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portation facilities for the public. In this niggardly situation the ex-
tensive commandeering of services from the general population was
unavoidable.

Overall, says Ray Huang, when certain sectors of China showed a
tendency to grow through industry or foreign trade, the Ming govern-
ment saw no reason to help them but rather opposed such a growth of
imbalance which “in turn would threaten the empire’s political unity.” Tt
was better to keep all the provinces on the same level as the more back-
ward sectors.

Huang concludes that both Song and Yuan were more sophisticated
and showed a higher quality of administration than the Ming. “The
T’ang, the Sung and the Yuan never imposed such a rigid fiscal structure
as did the Ming” nor did their top government officers assume so little
operational responsibility. “The Ming system represents a significant
break in Chinese fiscal history. From this time onwards the main aim of
governmental finance was to maintain the political status quo and it
ceased to exhibit any dynamic qualities.” In keeping with this dictum
was the spectacular Ming withdrawal from the maritime world.

China Turns Inward

Southern Song and Yuan had seen a great advance in Chinese shipbuild-
ing, nautical technology, and maritime trade to Japan and Southeast and
South Asia. By 1400 the countries in sea trade with Ming China had
been known for hundreds of years, while Chinese merchant shipping
had been exporting silk, porcelain, and copper coins. Concurrently with
his five military expeditions north against the Mongols, the Yongle Em-
peror ordered the Grand Eunuch Zheng He to mount naval expeditions
on the routes of trade to the south of China. Zheng He was a Muslim
originally surnamed Ma, whose father had made the pilgrimage to
Mecca. He led a can-do group of eunuchs whom the emperor commis-
sioned to perform special tasks.

Zheng He’s seven voyages between 1405 and 1433 were no small
affairs (see Map 18). The shipyards near Nanjing from 1403 to 1419
alone built 2,000 vessels, including almost a hundred big “treasure
ships” 370 to 440 feet in length and 150 to 180 feet abeam. J. V. G.
Mills (1970) estimates they must have displaced about 3,000 tons
apiece. With four to nine masts up to 9o feet high, a dozen water-tight
compartments, and stern-post rudders, they could have as many as 50
cabins and carry 450 to 500 men. The fleet of the first voyage of 1405—
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1407 set out with an estimated 317 vessels, of which 62 were treasure
ships. (The Spanish Armada of 1588 would total 132 vessels.) Zheng He
was accompanied by a staff of 70 eunuchs, 180 medical personnel, 5 as-
trologers, and 300 military officers, who commanded a force of 26,800
men. The first three voyages visited India and many ports en route. The
fourth went beyond India to Hormuz, and the last three visited ports on
the east coast of Africa, as far south as Malindi (near Mombasa), where
Song porcelains and copper coins had long preceded them. Detachments
of the fleet made special side trips, one of them to Mecca. As one major
function Zheng He carried tribute envoys to China and back home
again. He conducted some trade but mainly engaged in extensive diplo-
matic relations with about 30 countries. Though seldom violently ag-
gressive, he did fight some battles.

Three points are worth noting. First, these official expeditions were
not voyages of exploration in the Vasco da Gaman or Columbian sense.
They followed established routes of Arab and Chinese trade in the seas
east of Africa. Second, the Chinese expeditions were diplomatic, not
commercial, much less piratical or colonizing ventures. They exchanged
gifts, enrolled tributaries, and brought back geographic information and
scientific curiosities like giraffes, which were touted as auspicious uni-
corns. Third and most striking, once these voyages ceased in 1433 they
were never followed up. Instead, the records of them were destroyed by
the vice-president of the War Ministry about 1479 and Chinese overseas
commerce was severely restricted until 1567. In the great age of sail that
was just dawning around the globe, Ming China was potentially far in
the lead but refused to go on. It took the Europeans almost another half
century even to get started. After 1433 it would be another 37 years be-
fore Portuguese explorers on the west coast of Africa got as far south as
the Gold Coast, and 59 years before Columbus set sail with three small
vessels totaling 450 tons.

Edward Dreyer describes how the great Chinese voyages were
stopped by Confucian-trained scholar-officials who opposed trade and
foreign contact on principle. Ray Huang stresses the regime’s fiscal crisis
that made funds really unavailable for these very costly ventures. For ex-
ample, the Ming intervention in North Vietnam in 1407 had been re-
pulsed by 1428 at considerable cost to the Chinese court, which had to
recognize Vietnam as an independent tributary state in 1431. The of-
ficials at Beijing were also jealous of the eunuch power that the Yongle
Emperor was using in military and security channels to counter the
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growing hold of the classical examination graduates upon the Ming gov-
ernment.

By mid-century Beijing also faced a revival of Mongol power and
border raids. In 1449 a sycophantic chief eunuch took the emperor out
to chastise the Mongols. Instead, the Mongols captured him. When the
Mongols approached Beijing to trade him in a deal, a new emperor was
quickly installed. Ming policy became transfixed by the Mongol menace.
Arthur Waldron (1990) has traced the interminable policy discussions
among officials who generally feared to attack the Mongols yet refused
to let them trade with China so as to reduce their raiding. After 1474 and
during the sixteenth century the building of brick-and-stone-faced long
walls with their many hundreds of watchtowers created today’s Great
Wall (see Map 17). It proved to be a futile military gesture but vividly ex-
pressed China’s siege mentality.

The decline of Ming naval power, once shipbuilding was restricted to
small-size vessels, opened the door to a growth of piracy on the South
China coast, ostensibly by Japanese but in fact mainly by Chinese. In-
stead of counterattacking, the Ming forced a costly Chinese withdrawal
from the seacoast, vainly aimed at starving out the pirates. This defen-
sive posture included restricting foreign trade by demanding that it all be
in the guise of tributary trade. Sarasin Viraphol (1977) describes how the
import of Siamese rice by Sino-Siamese merchants had to be conducted
as if it were connected with tribute missions. The tribute system reached
its high point under the Ming as a form of defense connoting not power
but weakness.

In short, anticommercialism and xenophobia won out, and China re-
tired from the world scene. The military declined and bureaucrats ran
the show except when the big eunuch establishment, handling surveil-
lance and investigation for the emperor, produced from time to time, un-
der weak rulers, eunuch dictatorships that terrorized the scholars. The
contradiction between Ming China’s superior capacity for maritime ex-
pansion and conservative Neo-Confucian throttling of it suggests that
Ming China almost purposely missed the boat of modern technological
and economic development.

This disparaging judgment comes out of the context of the late twen-
tieth century, when technology and growth have created innumerable
disorders in all aspects of life all over the world without disclosing as
yet the principles of order that may postpone the destruction of human
civilization. In time the self-contained growth of Ming China with its



I40 RISE AND DECLINE OF THE IMPERIAL AUTOCRACY

comparative peace and well-being may be admired by historians, who
may see a sort of success where today we see failure.

Factional Politics

In the domain of literati thinking, the ideas of the statesman-philosopher
Wang Yangming (Wang Shouren, 1472-1529) gained many adherents
and inspired scholars to follow a new bent in Neo-Confucianism. Wang
was a very competent scholar-official and general who suppressed rebel-
lions over a number of years and also devoted himself to building up the
local community through the use of the Community Compact (xiang-
yue). This institution was one of Confucianism’s closest approaches to
revivalism. As a philosopher, Wang pursued the idea of Zhu Xi’s contem-
porary, Lu Xiangshan, in developing a less practice-centered and more
contemplative approach to moral training and self-cultivation. Wang
taught that the world of principle is a unity and lies within as well as out-
side one. Therefore, one should learn to be guided by intuitive knowl-
edge achieved through careful thought and meditation. This had Bud-
dhist overtones. Wang’s famous insistence on the unity of theory and
practice really demanded, as Willard J. Peterson (1979) notes, “the unity
of moral knowledge and social action.” Wang Yangming’s teaching had
wide influence in Japan as well as in China.

After the Ming collapse, Qing critics would later decry Wang’s influ-
ence as too abstract, passive, and individual-centered. This contributed
to the view that Ming learning had fostered a righteous morality over
practical technology. Neo-Confucian classical training in the schools of
both Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming taught Ming officials to assert that
ethical conduct was the root of good government, while technology was
a matter for craftsmen and inferiors.

This stress on moral principles in turn provided the stuff of factional
attacks between rival groups of scholar-officials. Factionalism thus in-
spired the moral homilies of bureaucrats, who criticized the emperor’s
errant ways or combatted the sinister eunuch influence. The most notori-
ous of many cases began under the Wanli Emperor’s reign of 48 years
(1573-1620).

In the first decade of this reign, the senior grand secretary (Zhang
Juzheng) with great determination enforced austerity and accumulated
funds in the central treasuries. He was not afraid to step on toes and
attack sinecures, providing he always had the emperor’s approval. He
did not aim at reform but at making the regime solvent. However, his
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methods cut corners and flouted conventions. After he died, his high-
handed ways were condemned in retrospect.

The Wanli Emperor then became so disenchanted with the moralistic
attacks and counterattacks of officials that he was thoroughly alienated
from his imperial role. He finally resorted to vengeful tactics of blocking
or ignoring the conduct of administration. For years on end he refused to
see his ministers or act upon memorials. He refused to make necessary
appointments. The whole top echelon of Ming administration became
understaffed. In short, Wanli tried to forget about his imperial responsi-
bility while squirreling away what he could for his private purse. Con-
sidering the emperor’s required role as the kingpin of the state, this per-
sonal rebellion against the bureaucracy was not only bankruptcy but
treason.

The malfeasance of Wanli and the corruption of powerful eunuchs
helped inspire a new level of factionalism in the Lower Yangzi provinces.
They produced more than their proportion both of land tax revenues for
the court and of prominent officials. Eventually a reform movement cen-
tered in the Donglin (“eastern forest”) Academy near Wuxi, where a
group of these generally high-minded Confucian scholars exhibited a
preoccupation with morality that lent animus to their attacks on officials
high and low. The practical problems of government were seldom in
their sights, but Confucian principles were extolled as absolutes and
their targets in the administration were damned accordingly. It has be-
come difficult to say what group had the better of the argument because
it concerned ethical demands and personal vituperation more than the
practical problems of administration. In the 1620s the eunuch dictator
who came into power after the death of Wanli terrorized the Donglin
scholars with great violence, though some of them survived to have the
last word against him. The factionalism of the late Ming led to divided
counsels and imperial inaction just when the dynasty needed vigorous
leadership.

By the early 1600s the Dutch and British East India Companies,
added to the Portuguese and Spanish trade already under way, were re-
sponding to the activity of Japanese and Chinese merchants and officials
in a lively international commerce. Within China, large-scale production
of ceramics, silk, and cotton cloth accompanied the spread of trade in
salt and cereals, the growth of cities, and of a more affluent merchant
class engaged in interregional trade. The flow of silver into China was
only one factor in this growth. A number of historians point to late
Ming achievements in literature, art, and urban life as harbingers of a
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dynamic renewal in society and culture as well as in the economy. But
commerce and Western contact threatened to upset the political order.
The Japanese in the early 1600s in decisive fashion closed their country
to Western merchants and missionaries. In China a new dynasty sup-
planted the Ming but inherited their anxiety about foreign trade and
Western contact. China’s late Ming renewal seems to have been frus-
trated.



7

The Qing Success Story

The Manchu Conquest

The Manchu conquest of 1644 showed once again that taking over
China might be easier from outside than from inside because the essen-
tial mixture of militarism and civil administration, wu and wen, could be
put together outside the Wall more readily than within it. Geography
was the key to this opportunity. Manchuria in the sixteenth century had
been brought under the Chinese type of intensive agriculture only in the
southernmost region below Mukden (modern Shenyang). The Ming had
recognized the frontier nature of this region by organizing it in military
districts rather than under a civil administration only. By establishing he-
reditary and registered military units at strategic points, separate from
the civil administration of the agricultural area, the Ming sought to
maintain both a military buffer against nomadic inroads and a check
upon any separatist tendencies of local Chinese officials; for they could
not overlook the fact that South Manchuria was a hostage to fortune
that could be cut off from North China at the bottleneck of Shanhai-
guan, where the Great Wall escarpment comes to the sea (see Map 19).

In their rise to power the Manchus took full advantage of their stra-
tegic position on a frontier where they could learn Chinese ways and yet
not be entirely subjected to Chinese rule. The founder of the state, Nur-
gaci (1559-1626), began as a minor chieftain on the eastern border of
the agricultural basin of South Manchuria. The people he came to lead
were a mixed lot but mainly descendants of the seminomadic Ruzhen
tribes who had established their Jin dynasty in North China in the
twelfth century. Like Chinggis among the Mongols, Nurgaci brought
adjoining tribes under his personal rule and early in the seventeenth cen-
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tury set up his Later Jin dynasty, with its capital at Mukden. His son and
successor, the very able Hong Taiji (Manchu name Abahai), subjugated
Korea on the east and made alliances with the Mongol tribes on the west
in Inner Mongolia. In 1636 he gave the name Manchu to his people and
proclaimed the Qing (“Pure”) dynasty. Meanwhile, a written Manchu
language had been developed and some of the Chinese classics translated
into it.

By 1644 the Manchus had made several incursions into North China
but had not yet been able to defeat the Ming. The Ming regime in China
had grown progressively weaker. Rebellion was already endemic. A Chi-
nese rebel named Li Zicheng had raided widely in Northwest China and
even into Sichuan and the Yangzi valley. He had finally secured literate
advisers and begun to set up a framework of dynastic government. In
1644 he succeeded in capturing Beijing and had the dynastic succession
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within his grasp. But he proved unable to consolidate institutionally the
position that he had won by force.

The Ming military in North and Northeast China had meanwhile
become thoroughly disaffected toward the still squabbling literati-
officials at the capital, who came mainly from the Lower Yangzi.
Through their predominance in the examinations, the landed families of
this east-central region were heavily represented in the Beijing govern-
ment but manifested few warlike capacities. Able Ming commanders
were well acquainted with the Manchu striking power, yet as the Ming
forces in North China still outnumbered them, some hoped the Man-
chus could be used within the Wall. This led the Ming general Wu San-
gui and several of his colleagues to welcome the Manchus, whom they
had been fighting, to come into North China and help suppress the re-
bels in Beijing. The Manchus, once inside the Wall, proceeded to take
over.

Studies of this turbulent period by Frederic Wakeman, Jr. (1985), and
Lynn Struve (1984) among others point up the very different concerns
animating the Lower Yangzi landed families and the Ming commanders
in North China. Between them the Manchus found their opening. In vig-
orous campaigns they destroyed the rebels in the north and then took
over the Lower Yangzi heartland. They made use of Confucian rituals
and precedents and showed also a capacity for imperial ruthlessness. For
example, the Ming holdouts at Yangzhou on the Grand Canal were mas-
sacred in a ten-day orgy that sent a message to all adjoining areas. Ming
officials and commanders faced the severe choice between disloyalty and
death. When the wife of one Ming official heard in 1621 that the Man-
chus had captured him, she assumed he would die rather than shift his
loyalty and so she led 42 “household retainers and relatives” into sui-
cide. The more practical-minded husband, however, had decided the
Mandate had passed, and he had surrendered to serve the Manchus.
When in 1677 his grandson, a high Qing official, refused to surrender to
the anti-Qing rebels and was killed, his wife led 38 members of his
household in suicides that “went on through the night.” With such loy-
alty from Chinese officials (and their wives), the Manchus could govern
the empire. Some Ming officials chose death, but some became high ad-
ministrators for the Manchus and helped smooth the takeover.

Though the Manchus seized Beijing in 1644, their conquest of China
remained incomplete for a whole generation. Three of their Chinese col-
laborators, General Wu Sangui and two others, took over large satrapies
in South and Southwest China and entrenched themselves in territorial
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power. In 1673 these so-called three feudatories rebelled and took over
most of the southern provinces. The young Kangxi Emperor, just start-
ing to rule, needed eight years to reestablish Qing control. His rich
Lower Yangzi base was of help. So also was the feeling of loyalty to the
Qing. Wu Sangui, after all, had been twice disloyal, both to the Ming
and to the Qing.

The efficiency of Sino-barbarian rule was quickly proven. Destruc-
tion at the end of the Ming was mainly due to Chinese rebellions, partic-
ularly the one led by Zhang Xianzhong, which significantly lowered the
population of Sichuan. Both Zhang and his competitor Li in the north-
west tried in vain to enlist the help of scholars and set up a dynastic-style
regime. Both failed. The Manchu success where Chinese rebels had
failed was essentially an achievement in the creation of political institu-
tions.

Institutional Adaptation

The Manchus’ first problem had been to develop beyond the state of
tribal politics. This they did by creating from about 1601 a unified ter-
ritorial administration over their lands, paralleled by a military organi-
zation of all the Manchu fighting men in eight divisions, each with a
different flag or banner. The Manchu bannermen had lands assigned to
them, but these lands were kept scattered, and the banners did not be-
come territorial units. Mongols and Chinese who came over to the Man-
chus were taken into the system and organized in their own banner
units. The resulting 24 banners were all fighting men personally attached
to the emperor. Pamela Crossley (1990) has traced their origin to the
Turkic-Mongolian institution of hereditary military servitude. The em-
peror was not their father in Confucian style but rather their owner in
the nomad style. The bannermen enjoyed booty in warfare and stipends
of rice and cash in peacetime. They cherished their highly ritualized slav-
ery as “an emblem of their importance to and intimacy with the court.”
It called forth their loyalty in the highest degree. Witness the fact that
about 150,000 invincible bannermen (only 169,000 were even listed on
paper at the time) took over Ming China, albeit helped by Chinese col-
laborators.

Although the banner organization was advertised as multiethnic,
Chinese bannermen actually made up three quarters of the total in 1648,
while 8 percent were Mongols and only 16 percent Manchus. By 1723
the Manchu component rose to 23 percent, still far from one third of the
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total. In any case, bannermen (as well as Chinese bondservants) were a
great improvement on eunuchs as trustworthy servitors of the emperor
and adjuncts of the Inner Court. They formed a talent pool from which
individuals could be chosen to function as civil bureaucrats. Nurgaci had
appointed his sons to head the banners, but their power was brought un-
der central control in a state council. In this way the originally personal
relations between the head of the state and his loyal chieftains and tribes-
men were institutionalized.

Finally, the early Manchu rulers, like the Jin and Yuan emperors be-
fore them, took over the terminology, forms, and ideas of Confucianism
and used them, as they were meant to be used, for the support and main-
tenance of political authority. They promoted study of the classics and
the veneration of ancestors, set up the state cult of Confucius, talked and
wrote of the “way of the ruler” (like the Japanese in Manchukuo three
centuries later), extolled the Confucian virtues, and accepted the idea
that the ruler rules by virtue of his moral goodness.

More than a decade before the Manchus’ entrance into China, they
had created in Mukden a miniature civil administration in imitation of
Beijing. The Six Ministries and other elements typical of Ming govern-
ment were formally established and staffed by a bureaucracy in which
Manchus, Mongols, and Chinese were represented. By the time they en-
tered North China and assumed the Mandate of Heaven they were fully
prepared to solve their fundamental problem, how to rule in the Chinese
way but maintain their identity as Manchus.

Several circumstances aided them. Unlike the Mongols, they had no
vast empire to the west to distract them from the all-important problem
of China. Having come from the frontier of South Manchuria, rather
than from the Mongolian steppe, they did not have to leap the great cul-
tural gap between the steppe and the sown. Because of the unusually
long and vigorous sixty-year reigns of two early emperors, three rulers
during 133 years provided a strong executive leadership: the Kangxi Em-
peror (reigned 1662-1722), Yongzheng (1722-1736), and Qianlong
(reigned 1736-1796). They were all hard-working and conscientious
sovereigns who commonly saw their ministers every day at dawn, stud-
ied the classics assiduously, and maintained a vigorous personal rule.

The various devices by which the Manchus sought to preserve their
dynastic vitality and identity are an interesting study. By spending sum-
mers in Inner Mongolia, the Manchu emperors set a quite un-Confucian
example of physical fitness for riding, hunting, and shooting. They
closed their homeland to Chinese immigration and maintained North
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Manchuria as a hunting land outside the Chinese agricultural economy.
To check Chinese immigration from South Manchuria northward, they
reinforced a willow palisade several hundred miles long (a big ditch with
willows planted along it) to mark the boundary beyond which the Chi-
nese should not expand (see Map 19). They organized Manchuria under
a Manchu military government. North of the Chinese pale in the south,
Manchuria remained a sparsely populated vacuum down to the late
eighteenth century—a tempting prize for Russian and Japanese imperial-
ists later.

The Manchus also sought to preserve themselves by maintaining
their racial purity. They banned intermarriage between Chinese and
Manchus and fostered differences of custom between the two groups.
Manchu women, for example, did not bind their feet (see Chapter
8). Manchus were not supposed to engage in trade or labor. The Man-
chu clan organization was preserved by their shamanistic religious sys-
tem.

Manchu military control of China was maintained by the establish-
ment of banner garrisons at strategic points. The only Chinese troops
given a recognized existence were provincial forces that were used
mainly as a constabulary on the post routes and against bandits but
which lacked any training as a striking force.

In order to preserve strong leadership, the early Manchu emperors
arranged that the imperial princes should be pensioned and given wealth
but not allowed to become territorial lords. They were kept at Beijing
out of power. Until 1860 the dynasty avoided government by empresses
and by eunuchs, which had resulted so often in previous dynasties in pal-
ace intrigue.

In the civil administration of China the Manchus used a system of
dual appointments, whereby both Chinese and Manchus were placed in
charge of important functions. Jonathan Spence (1990) has shown how
at first they relied on Chinese allies from South Manchuria who had been
enrolled usually as Chinese bannermen or bondservants, especially de-
pendent upon and loyal to the Manchu rulers. Eventually the formula
was to have capable Chinese do the work and loyal Manchus check up
on them. At the capital Manchus outnumbered Chinese, but in the prov-
inces Chinese officials far predominated. In order to draw into their ser-
vice the most able and promising Chinese, the Manchus saw to it that the
examination system continued to function with highest prestige and ef-
ficiency.
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The devices of synarchy (joint administration by two or more par-
ties) were fully used, not only by having Mongol and Chinese banners
within the banner system but also by dual administration through joint
Chinese and Manchu presidents of the Six Ministries at the capital
(hence called Boards by Westerners) and the pairing in the provinces of
Manchu and Chinese governors-general and governors. Often a Manchu
governor-general was in charge of two provinces that were each under a
Chinese governor. These high officials reported jointly to the emperor di-
rect while in each province the central organization sent its routine re-
ports to the Six Boards at the capital. The censors in 15 different circuits
as well as at the capital continued to investigate and report on official
conduct. Censorial remonstrances might also be presented (not often) di-
rectly to the emperor.

As part of their system of control the Manchu rulers tried to preserve
the Manchu language and followed the Qidan, Ruzhen, and Mongol ex-
amples in creating a Manchu documentation that was generally unavail-
able to Chinese officials. Most important was the Imperial Household
Department, which had its own treasury and was staffed by the em-
peror’s bannermen and bondservants. As a secret echelon of government
parallel to the formal ministries at Beijing, it collected enormous reve-
nues from lands, trade monopolies (including the antigeriatric root from
the northeast called ginseng), customs taxes (including the Guangzhou
trade), the salt gabelle, silk textile manufactories, loans, fines, and trib-
utes. All this helped the dynasty to profit from the growth of trade and
industry. While this inner government began as a device to keep the pal-
ace eunuchs under control, to obviate their inveterate corruption, in due
time it became corrupt itself. Yet in this way the Qing rulers preserved
under their own immediate control large resources beyond the reach of
the civil administration.

The Qing established control in Inner Asia by first organizing the
Mongols in the Ming fashion under separate leagues and with assigned
pasturage. This immobilized and divided the Mongols beyond hope of
unification under a new Chinggis Khan. The Qing also supported the
Yellow Lamaist sect of Tibetan Buddhism, which had spread among the
Mongols and oriented them toward Lhasa. These arrangements in Inner
Asia were under a special Ministry of Dependencies, Lifan Yuan, while
the Board of Rites continued to handle the tribute missions arriving from
contiguous areas like Korea and Vietnam and also arriving from foreign
countries by sea.
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The Manchus attempted no social revolution. They slaughtered
those who resisted but confirmed the status of Chinese gentry families if
they accepted Qing rule. The most visible evidence of this, required from
all male Chinese, was the distinctive Manchu tonsure—keeping their
foreheads shaved and braiding their back hair in a queue. The Qing also
had perforce to accept the inadequacies of the Ming government: its
fiscal weakness due to a tax structure that collected less than five percent
of the gross national product, and its anticommercialism—for instance,
the inefficient use of pure silver exchanged in a great variety of units of
account (taels or ounces). As Inner Asians themselves, the Manchus also
shared the Ming lack of interest in maritime trade and relations.

In his reign from 1722 to 1736 the Yongzheng Emperor propped up
the administrative system with useful reforms, first in taxation. He
found that especially in the fertile Lower Yangzi provinces, well-
connected landlords connived with yamen clerks to reduce their own
taxes by wily subterfuges and put the tax burden mainly on the farming
populace. Madeleine Zelin (1984) has described how Yongzheng’s audi-
tors tried without much success to collect taxes from the gentry land-
owners. In one reform the accumulated small surcharges were substi-
tuted by a single surcharge of 15 to 20 percent on the basic rather low
land tax. Provinces used the proceeds partly to pay higher official sala-
ries to “nourish honesty.” But the networks of personal connections
or guanxi that helped each individual’s career were far too deeply inlaid
in the structure of government to be eliminated. Today they are still a
problem.

In administration Yongzheng escaped the stifling effect of bureau-
cratic procedure by developing an “eyes only” type of dispatch (memo-
rial) inaugurated under Kangxi which came directly to the emperor from
certain provincial officials and was returned to them with the emperor’s
red notations—a whistle-blowing device that gave him informants
throughout the bureaucracy. In 1729 he also set up a secret Office of
Military Finance of selected top officials to handle urgent business. It
became the chief agency of the Inner Court, and became known to for-
eigners as the Grand Council.

The Grand Council when finally developed was an unusually effec-
tive center of Inner Court decision-making—first, because of its infor-
mality. The number of councillors averaged about seven. They were
Manchus, Chinese, and occasionally Mongols serving for indefinite
terms while also carrying on their duties in high posts in the Outer



The Qing Success Story 151

Court, all in complete secrecy. Their 32 secretaries were talented young
men with a future.

Second, Beatrice S. Bartlett (1991) has shown how the Grand Coun-
cil built up its own secret files, including the eyes-alone palace memorials
sent directly to the emperor. Much important documentation was in
Manchu. Much of the Council’s editorial work concerned bannermen
(predominantly Chinese) who were specially devoted to the emperor.

The Jesuit Interlude

The Ming-to-Qing dynastic transition in the first half of the 1600s coin-
cided with the arrival of Europeans in East Asia by sea. Missionaries fol-
lowed the trade routes. China’s first contact with Europe was an extraor-
dinarily fruitful interlude because the Jesuit missionaries were learned
men capable of dealing with Chinese scholar-officials in intellectual
terms. By 1601 the Italian Jesuit Matteo Ricci was permitted to reside in
Beijing on an imperial stipend as a Western scholar. His successors were
given charge of the office of astronomy that fixed the official calendar.
The Jesuits’ success in using astronomy, cartography, European clock-
work, the technique of mnemonics (memory training), and other exotica
to attract Chinese scholars’ interest had been accompanied by a clever
policy of “accommodation.” They accepted early Confucianism as an-
cient ethics, attacked only Buddhism and Neo-Confucianism, and sanc-
tioned their Christian converts’ reverence for their ancestors as a “civil
rite” compatible with Christian faith.

The Jesuit order was under attack in Europe on several fronts. Soon
the mendicant friars of the Dominican and Franciscan orders, coming to
China from the Spanish Philippines and trying to preach to commoners,
denounced the Jesuits, who catered mainly to the Chinese elite. The dis-
pute was referred to the Pope, who sent two envoys to explain to the
Qing emperor the papal supremacy in matters of religion. Within the
palace Jesuits also became involved in Manchu court politics. Result: in
1724 the emperor banned Christianity as heterodox. Jesuits were al-
lowed to remain only in Beijing.

This self-destruction of the Catholic mission to China is a well-
known tale, like the original success story of Matteo Ricci so vividly re-
counted by Jonathan Spence (1984). Beginning with a translation of Eu-
clid’s geometry, the Jesuits published in Chinese, in addition to their
Christian works, more than a hundred treatises on Western science and
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technology. The possible influence of these writings in China awaits
fuller exploration, but there is no doubt of the importance of the Jesuit
cultural outpost and the exchanges of ideas it did (and did not) make
possible.

Meanwhile, China’s influence on the eighteenth-century European
Enlightenment has been pursued along two main lines: first on the level
of political thought among the philosophers, and second through the
vogue of “chinoiserie” in gardens, pagodas, furniture, ceramics, and
other lines. China’s impact on Europe through the Jesuits is a large field
of study.

Growth of Qing Control in Inner Asia

The Manchu dynasty’s vitality in the eighteenth century was manifested
in its expansion in Inner Asia, specifically in Mongolia, Tibet, and Chi-
nese Turkestan. This last was a vast region that included the Yili (Ili)
grasslands north of the Mountains of Heaven (Tianshan) and south of
them the arid desert and oases of Kashgaria.

Since the peripheries of empires must either be taken under control
or be lost, the Qing in the 1600s moved to counter the spread of Russian
fur traders and explorers across Siberia and into the Amur valley on the
north of Manchuria. By developing water transport from south to north
the Qing military were able to outnumber and overawe the few Russians
at the end of their trans-Siberian supply route. The result, with Beijing
Jesuits doing the interpreting and drafting, was the multilingual land-
mark treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689. Together with a later treaty of 1727,
these negotiations set a Sino—Russian boundary, let a Russian ecclesiasti-
cal mission function quietly in Beijing, and permitted a rather exiguous
Russian caravan trade to reach the capital.

West of Manchuria the Mongol tribes were kept under control by
Qing administrative arrangements and by the religious sect of Yellow
Hat Lamaism centered under the Dalai Lama in Lhasa. This made Tibet
one key to power in Mongolia and brought Qing forces to stay in Lhasa.
Like Khubilai Khan in the thirteenth century, the Manchu emperors used
religions for political purposes: Russian Orthodox Christianity for Rus-
sians in Beijing, Catholic Christians for European contact at the court,
and Yellow sect Lamaism in Tibet and Mongolia.

In between on the Far West, however, lay the mountains and deserts
of Chinese Turkestan. Here the Qing confronted an unstable frontier on
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which the Western Mongol tribes became in the sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth centuries a warlike and expansive force, threatening the stabil-
ity of the Qing overlordship in Mongolia. To meet this danger, Qing
bannermen led a series of expeditionary forces over routes familiar to
their Han and Tang predecessors and during the 1750s subjugated the
Western Mongols in Yili.

Typically for conquerors, the Qing found it imperative to take over
the adjacent oases of Kashgaria south of the Tianshan, and here they
found still another but more formidable religious community to deal
with—Islam. In Kashgaria the populace generally lived by the Islamic
calendar, and their religious, educational, and cultural life was domi-
nated by the leaders of the faith. Once Qing rule was established by con-
quest in the 1750s, order was imposed on the Muslim population by ap-
pointing local chieftains as governors (begs). As Muslims, the begs left
legal cases to be settled by Islamic law. The Qing rulers at Beijing col-
lected taxes, especially on trade, and tried to keep order. But imperial
Confucianism could not digest and could only occasionally co-opt the
self-sufficient and all-embracing order of Islam.

In this way the High Qing rounded out its imperial frontiers far be-
yond the scope reached by the Ming. In short, Inner Asia was now taken
over by the rulers at Beijing, part of whose success no doubt lay in the
fact that as Manchus they were Inner Asians themselves and flexible in
ideology. The Qing hegemony over Inner Asia after 1755 began a new
era in the perpetual interplay between agrarian China and the tribes of
the steppe. China was the nomads’ supply house for grain, silk, and
other products they wanted. The Chinese and the Inner Asian tribal peo-
ples formed a geopolitical community. In the end the Chinese nation of
the twentieth century would have its own version of a colonial empire to
deal with in Inner Asia.

The era from late Ming to 1800 or so showed continued Manchu cre-
ativity but within a context of mounting problems. For example, when
we note how the final Qing conquest of the Western Mongols in the
1750s consolidated the Qing continental control over Mongolia, Central
Asia, and Tibet, we must also note the Western context. The contempo-
rary struggle between the British and French empires during the Seven
Years” War of the 1750s secured Canada and India for British sea power
and enterprise. Thus, while the Qing gained control of the marginal car-
avan routes of arid Central Asia, Britain began to conquer the world’s
seas at a higher level of power altogether.
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The Attempted Integration of Polity and Culture

To retain power, which was their primary aim, the Qing rulers faced
two tasks—first to preserve the social and political order of imperial
Confucianism, and second to retain power as non-Chinese rulers. These
aims overlapped but were not identical. As eventually became evident,
Manchu rule was trapped by history into opposing in China the senti-
ment of ethnic nationalism that was obviously becoming a major moti-
vation among states in the rest of the world.

In the first task—Confucian governance—the dynasty’s major aim
was to integrate its rule with Chinese culture in mutual dependence. The
politics was clearcut: dynastic power established by warfare was sanc-
tioned by the need for unity under one ruler, unchallenged. This unity in
turn was sanctioned by the need for order, and order depended upon cer-
emonies and proper behavior, with punitive force held in reserve.

In today’s media environment where citizens observe events directly
with less need but more supply of symbols, it is not easy to appreciate the
importance of ritual and ceremony in an earlier time. One basis of the
government of imperial China was the proper performance of ceremo-
nies at all levels of society. The son kowtowed to his father as his father
might do toward the emperor and his officials, for the essence of the civil
order was to differentiate the hierarchy of relationships. Proper conduct,
it was hoped, externalized one’s inner values; but even in the absence of
inner feelings, one’s performance of ritual could provide a common for-
mal bond with others. In this way the appearance of harmony could as-
sure it. As Naquin and Rawski (1987) put it, “luan was the disorder that
could arise within the state, the community, the household or the indi-
vidual when ethical norms and correct ritual were not followed. The de-
sire to promote order and prevent luan permeated Chinese society from
top to bottom.”

The emperor was the great promoter of order. Before the public his
position was asserted and reinforced by a variety of activities, beginning
with his daily solicitude for his mother and his performance of ceremo-
nies for the reverence of his dynastic ancestors. Another strength of Con-
fucian government lay in its constantly seeking the moral approval of
the people governed. This was done by its support of books and educa-
tion in the teachings of Neo-Confucianism; its maintenance of the ritu-
als marking the seasons of the year and the interplay of relations be-
tween man and nature; and its daily demonstration of the exemplary
conduct of the ruler which gave him, it was hoped, a virtue that com-
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manded obedience. The ruler’s activities included several that aimed at
the public welfare, such as dike-building for flood control and maintain-
ing the ever-normal granaries for famine relief and grain loans in time of
dearth. The ruler also encouraged morality by the bestowal of rewards
on aged and virtuous persons, especially chaste widows.

With this wide support of morality went the menace of the criminal
law and punishment of malefactors against morality, especially against
the dynasty. This application of the law against evildoers or the mere
threat of evildoing included the uninhibited investigation of people in
their households and personal lives and the use of judicial torture to en-
courage confessions. The ankle squeezer used in court was stepped up so
as to maximize pressure, and it could turn bones into jelly when skillfully
applied. When in doubt as to what law had been violated, the magis-
trate-judges could fall back on the statute against “doing what ought not
to be done,” whatever it might have been.

By these rewards and punishments it was hoped the common people
could be kept in the proper path. The punishment of relatives was a reg-
ular part of the punishment of the criminal. The ancient device of group
responsibility meant in effect guilt by association.

In the theocratic Chinese state that extolled the emperor as Son of
Heaven, heterodoxy was perpetually guarded against. The strategic elite
stratum was the local leadership that began with the roughly one million
lower gentry or holders of the first-level (shengyuan or jiansheng) de-
grees, which did not qualify one for official appointment but conferred a
privileged status and opportunity to seek higher degrees. To these were
added possibly five million male commoners, more or less, who had
achieved some amount of classical education. With their help, the indoc-
trination of the common people was pursued by the elite as a Neo-Con-
fucian duty.

As an example let us cite the use of the Sacred Edict (shengyu) of the
Kangxi Emperor issued in 1670 as 16 maxims for the guidance of daily
conduct. Each maxim seven characters long, they conveyed, as Victor
Mair (in Johnson et al., 1985) says, “the bare bones of Confucian ortho-
doxy as it pertained to the average citizen.” After 1670 appeared com-
mentaries, paraphrases, adaptations, and so on, in a considerable liter-
ature. The idea of explicating classical texts in written colloquial
versions seems to have begun in the Yuan dynasty. A precedent in the
early Ming appeared as the Six Maxims of the Hongwu Emperor. The
Qing Sacred Edict was now used in the Community Compact or village
lecture system originally promoted by Zhu Xi, which in the Ming and
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Qing continued to combat heterodoxy and give a religious tinge to the
support of orthodoxy.

For example, in the poorest back country among minority peoples,
magistrates would use vernacular versions and have the text sung as an
incantation. The usual community meetings might use ritual, incense,
candles, flower vases, and musicians, plus the singing of a cantor along
with drums and clappers. The audience would be told when to kneel,
bow, and kowtow. The magistrate might also record notes on the meet-
ing, how the villagers responded, their styles of behavior and the amica-
ble settlement of conflicts. In the early eighteenth century efforts were
made to have sessions on the Sacred Edict twice a month. The text used
would be modified to suit the audience, either in simple vernacular or
embellished with classical allusions or with memorable jingles for the
simple country folk.

After all this the Yongzheng Emperor had issued in 1724 his “ampli-
fied instructions” on the Sacred Edict, approximately 10,000 characters
long. The emperor wanted things to be clear. However, his text could
hardly be comprehended by most of his audience, and officials therefore
developed vernacular paraphrases. These versions were generally ex-
pected to be read aloud to the people even if the Mandarin dialect could
not be understood by them. An orator would speak the local dialect. At a
reading session the aged, over 8o or 9o, would sit behind the gentry and
be served tea while the commoners “were ordered to stand and listen.”
An increasing concern about heterodoxy is evident in the phraseology of
the Ming Six Maxims, the Sacred Edict of 1670, and the amplified in-
structions of the Sacred Edict of 1724. Mair lists ten versions of the ex-
plication, which he sees as examples of “the bearers of high culture con-
sciously and wilfully trying to mold popular culture.” But it is still too
early to say what was achieved.

Another area for imperial leadership was in popular religion, in par-
ticular the deification of public figures famous in earlier times. The most
prominent example is that of Guan Yu (162-220), who began as a body-
guard of the founder of one of the Three Kingdoms. Prasenjit Duara
(1988) notes how Guan Yu became a ubiquitous folk deity, the god of
loyalty, of wealth, of literature, protector of temples, patron of actors
and secret societies, as well as the god of war. Many social groups thus
used him as a mythic symbol. In 1614 the Ming gave him imperial rank
as Guandi. In 1725 “the Guandi cult was brought under systematic im-
perial control.” The best endowed of the hundreds of popular Guandi
temples in every county was “selected as the official Guandi temple.” By
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1853 the Qing raised his worship in the official sacrifices to the same
level as that of Confucius. He was thoroughly Confucianized as a master
of the classical teachings; Guandi became a heroic protector and pro-
vider, a warrior loyal above all to constituted authority and the estab-
lished order. Duara concludes that cults like those of Guandi served to
integrate the village with the larger society. Guandi’s many symbolic
functions at the popular and imperial levels reinforced one another.

Similarly, James L. Watson (in Johnson et al., 1985) has traced how
“the promotion of state-approved cults in South China was so successful
that by the mid-Ch’ing [Qing] local gods had been effectively superseded
by a handful of approved deities.” An example was the Empress of
Heaven (Tian Hou), also known as Ma Zu, the patron goddess of fisher-
people, sailors, and maritime merchants. She emerged as a minor deity
on the coast of Fujian in the tenth century. The cult began with a woman
of the Lin family who took thought for the safety of mariners and be-
came known as “Aunt Lin.” Gradually she became a goddess incorpo-
rated into the state-approved pantheon through established bureaucratic
procedures not unlike the validation of saints in the Catholic Church.
The emperor took formal note of the goddess’s service to the state and
conferred honorific titles upon her, beginning in 1156. In 1278 she was
commended by no less than Khubilai Khan. By 1409 she was the celestial
concubine who protected the people. The Qing emperors, as they sought
to control the southern coast, made her more important. Finally in 1737
the emperor made her “Empress of Heaven.” In Taiwan there were of-
ficial and unofficial temples to this goddess, who became the patron of
several merchant guilds with interests in Fujian, as well as of pirates who
preyed upon the merchants.

When dominant local lineages adopted her as their patron deity, she
provided a useful symbol at both the official and the local levels. The lo-
cal elites who used the goddess were cooperating in a way approved by
the state. She had become a symbol of joining the mainstream Chinese
culture. The cult incorporated people from widely varied social back-
grounds who might have different beliefs about it. Yet by approving
what the people accepted, the state strengthened its integration with the
culture.

Another form of integration which amounted to integral subordina-
tion was ensured by what David Johnson (in Johnson et al., 1985) terms
the “structure of dominance”—the fact that few commoners could be
independent of their relations with rural landlords if they were tenants
or with urban employers if they were apprentices. This sense of depen-
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dence upon superior authority was reflected in the cultural activities of
the common people. The written records of popular culture included a
wide range, from almanacs to the scriptures of religious sects. Local
operas or other dramas were organized and enacted at market towns or
at the village level or often by lineages. But throughout the popular cul-
ture dissident voices were not permitted to be heard and were destroyed
if possible.

The integration of polity and culture sustained the Manchus’ legiti-
macy in their second task—to preserve their power as an alien dynasty.
Already the dry rot of assimilation was reducing the Manchu garrison
troops to penury. Unable to survive on their farm lands, many troop-
ers had lost both land and livelihood, and had even married Chinese
women. Meanwhile the Manchu leadership, still in control of the state,
had to keep the loyalty of the Chinese gentry-elite. To absorb the ener-
gies of Chinese scholars produced by the examination system far in ex-
cess of the posts available, the Manchu emperors became great patrons
of literature and sponsored enormous projects of criticism and compila-
tion. This was not simply smart opportunism but inhered in the dis-
charge of imperial duty. Certain emperors of Han, Sui, Tang, Song, and
Ming had all sponsored official catalogs of their imperial libraries. In
1409 the third Ming ruler sponsored the Yongle dadian, an encyclopedia
in 10,000 manuscript volumes into which many works were copied. The
Kangxi Emperor produced the famous Kangxi Dictionary and an enor-
mous encyclopedia in 5,020 chapters. R. Kent Guy (1987) points out
that such projects manifested the emperor’s responsibility for and con-
trol over all writings in parallel with his responsibility for and control
over the education and thought of all scholars.

During the decade after 1772, the Qianlong Emperor, who in his
reign sponsored some 6o publications, pursued a project to collect and
reproduce all major Chinese works in the four categories of the classics,
histories, philosophy, and belles lettres. The resulting Complete Library
of the Four Treasuries was derived from the examination of 10,869
works, of which 3,697 were deemed worthy of inclusion. They were too
large to print, and only seven copies each in 36,500 chapters (juan) were
made by hand. The printed catalog alone ran to 4,490 pages. (Pulitzer
Prize committees inundated with books today should take heart.) The
advocates of the Qing scholarship of evidential research (kaozheng,
“rectification through investigation”) dominated the project.

Guy shows how the critiques of histories and classical commentaries
drafted by unofficial scholars of the conservative “Song Learning” or of
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the more venturesome “Han Learning” of the kaozheng movement were
edited by the bureaucrats of the compilation commission under the
watchful eye of the paternal autocrat. The whole process buttressed his
legitimacy, for it showed he was doing his job. Chinese emperors “had
very different prerogatives over scholarship and intellectual life than
those to which we are accustomed in the West.” They were “not only po-
litical leaders, they were sages and stewards of the classical canon.” This
doctrine, one may add, had survived at the center of the Chinese polity
ever since the Shang.

Increasingly the Manchu court used this vast book collection mech-
anism to conduct a literary inquisition. Although Guy believes it had not
been the original aim, as Western scholars first assumed, an effort was
made to suppress all works that reflected badly on alien rulers. In
searching out rare books and complete texts for inclusion in the mas-
ter library, the compilers were able at the same time to search out all
heterodox works that should be banned or destroyed. They paid high
prices for rare works and even conducted house-to-house canvasses. The
works proscribed included studies of military or frontier affairs, criti-
cism antibarbarian in tone, and above all items that extolled the preced-
ing Chinese dynasty of the Ming. Altogether, some 2,320 works were
suppressed. Ostentatious punishments raised the level of terror among
the thousands of literati and officials involved. A certain Wang Xihou
had printed a dictionary that criticized the Kangxi Dictionary and trea-
sonously printed in full the taboo temple names of the Qing emperors.
For this Wang was executed and 21 of his family were enslaved. The
Jiangxi governor who had supported the publication was also executed.

Truly the price of alien despotism was eternal vigilance. In the sor-
cery scare of 1768 Philip Kuhn (1990) has demonstrated how the Qian-
long Emperor tried to combat the soul-stealing that was popularly be-
lieved to be achievable by clipping off part of a man’s queue. It was a
form of sorcery that menaced the public. Soon, however, the worried
emperor saw in queue-clipping a seditious attack on the Qing tonsure as
the symbol of loyal subjection to his rule. Qianlong’s worried demands
for evidence built up a widespread record because prolonged courtroom
torture could elicit from impoverished monks and beggars whatever
confessions the officials desired. In the end the Grand Council’s closer
look revealed that the “evidence” tortured out of people had all been
fabricated.

This imperial sensitivity to the slightest sign of sedition, even at the
very height of Qing magnificence, calls into question how far the Man-
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chus had really succeeded in both avoiding assimilation themselves and
fostering Chinese fealty to them. This raises an unresolved question.
Right down to 1911 did not the effort to keep the dynasty in control re-
quire an unbudging conservatism that held China back?

The same question may be asked of the scholar-official class. W. T. de
Bary (1991) in describing “the trouble with Confucianism,” vividly re-
minds us how defenseless were the Confucian scholars vis-a-vis the state
power. They had no power base of their own except as they remained
loyal to the ruler or joined in factions formed by like-minded colleagues.
Seventeenth-century critics after the Ming disaster had no theoretical ba-
sis for questioning the imperial autocracy. They resurrected fengjian
(“feudal”) ideas: for example, to strengthen the local magistrate against
the corrupt yamen underlings and local gentry by dropping the rule of
avoidance and letting him stay longer in office in his native place. This
would give the magistrate more incentive and opportunity to improve
local conditions. But the Qing would not accept the risk of fostering lo-
cal interests. Except for a sprinkling of conscientious questioners, Qing
scholars found their security lay in supporting orthodoxy. Critical views
might seem heterodox. Even the most trenchant critics of dynastic gov-
ernment, like Huang Zongxi in the seventeenth century, assumed the ne-
cessity of a single exemplary ruler exercising the final power of the state.
Lacking much contact with Western books or ideas, the literati as of
1820 remained integrated in the Neo-Confucian establishment.

Overall, details of city life and literati culture show government play-
ing only a minor role in the mid-Qing era of high civilization. Yet within
certain regions of the Chinese subcontinent the state’s economic activity
was sometimes spectacular. At Jingdezhen the imperial porcelain-mak-
ing industry employed about 100,000 workers. The fires of two to three
hundred kilns would glow in the night. In the late 1600s several million
pieces of porcelain were sent to Europe every year. Similarly, the imperial
silk manufactory at Suzhou by 1685 counted 8oo looms and 2,330
workers. Commercialization continued apace as did privatization of
business. Eighteenth-century textile factories with hundreds of looms
and workers were hailed in Maoist China as “sprouts of capitalism” that
would have modernized China’s economy if not cut short by Western im-
perialism. Meanwhile, the merchant class came to the fore. At Beijing be-
fore 1800 there were about 23 native-place guilds catering to merchants
from other provinces; by 1875 they would total 387. So one might con-
tinue with impressive examples of commercial growth.
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In their survey of eighteenth-century China as visible in its macro-re-
gions, S. Naquin and E. S. Rawski (1987) begin by noting the good re-
pute of China in the European Enlightenment before the denigration
that accompanied closer contact in the nineteenth century. They point
out that European observers of the earlier era were generally “dazzled by
Chinese sophistication and splendor.” The 120 years after Kangxi’s con-
solidation of Qing rule in the 1680s was a “dynamic” time when the
Chinese empire expanded to its greatest extent as part of the resumption
of a surge of economic growth and social change that had begun in late
Ming. European savants of the Enlightenment were rightly impressed
with China’s grandeur.

If we ask whether such grandeur amounted to eighteenth-century
Chinese “prosperity,” we fall into the trap of holistic generalization that
our study of macroregions aims to avoid. The vitality of new develop-
ments in core areas says something about potentialities for the future,
not about current conditions countrywide. We know that gross national
product, because it averages millionaires and paupers, may statistically
show a nation to be well off even when many of its citizens are destitute.
It is even harder to generalize meaningfully about premodern times.
Naquin and Rawski caution that “it is important to be impatient with
national-level generalizations.” In the absence of census and trade fig-
ures, research on local history in the High Qing gazetteers and local re-
cords faces great but onerous opportunities.

Given the overhang of long-established customs and institutions, a
hypothesis may be offered concerning the comparison of China and Eu-
rope in early modern times: In China, the economic and social develop-
ments of the Late Imperial age were less innovations than continuations.
Though comparable to Europe in bulk, activity, and sophistication, eigh-
teenth-century China was at the end of a period of high civilization that
had begun in the Northern Song eight centuries before, while Europe of
the Enlightenment was just embarking on a quite new phase of world
history. Or to put it another way, new things in China could arise only
within the inherited matrix of imperial autocracy and gentry society that
would remain dominant throughout the nineteenth century. This is the
focus of our next section.






PART TWO

Late Imperial China
I1600—I911T

LATE IMPERIAL CHINA from 1600 to 1911 saw a doubling
if not actually a tripling of population and a corresponding
growth in production and trade and the institutions that sup-
port them. The disorder of the seventeenth-century transition from
Ming to Qing dynastic rule was followed by a High Qing period
from about 1680 to the early nineteenth century. Only after ca.
1820 did Western contact begin to get out of control. By that time
the decline of the Qing dynasty had already begun.

In this dramatic story of material growth and political decay the
autocratic state maintained in theory its claim to dominate all as-
pects of Chinese life, but in fact it played a minor part in the dy-
namic growth of Chinese economy and society of Late Ming and
Qing. In Part Two our main interest therefore shifts from politics to
economics, from the state to the society.

The old Victorian stereotype of a China that remained passive
and unchanging while the progressive West exploded over the
globe is long since out of date. Instead we have to imagine as of
1750 an Asia of big countries—Japan at 28 million was larger than
France or Germany, while both China at, say, 200 million and In-
dia at perhaps 1oo million were much bigger still. Europe was
merely a peninsula of the Eurasian land mass, crowded between the
Mediterranean and Baltic Seas. The Americas had perhaps 10
million Native Americans, while the European element consisted
mainly of settlements up the St. Lawrence River and along the At-
lantic and Gulf coasts, in addition to the older Iberian settlements
of Mexico and Central and South America. Thus a mere 250 years
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ago the world population was distributed much differently than to-
day.

After about 1750 the Industrial Revolution brought a great in-
crease in the use of steam in manufacturing and transport. Its auto-
motive, electronic, and other successors have remade the human
condition worldwide. But we still lack unanimous agreement on
precisely what has been happening. Even the question of just how
the Industrial Revolution got started even today is a subject of dis-
pute among economic historians. The importance of a dozen or
more factors in the process is still being evaluated. These factors in-
clude the growth of the market, use of the factory system, inven-
tions, science and technology, public education, the security of pri-
vate property, the agricultural revolution, foreign trade, population
growth, supply of capital and credit, increased supply and produc-
tivity of labor, rate of investment, and the like. These factors all
stimulated industrialization in Europe. Perhaps the real dynamic
lay in their interaction as mutual stimulants.

Our inherited images of early modern China show her deficient
in many if not most of those factors. A comparable industrializa-
tion did not occur in nineteenth-century China; yet the disparity in
technological and material development that so impressed the Vic-
torians is now viewed from a new perspective that stresses the vast
size and maturity of China’s domestic trade and the growing power
of her merchant class in the Ming and early Qing, a power only in-
directly acknowledged in the official records. Even Adam Smith
could perceive that China’s home market was as big as that of all
the different countries of Europe put together. The extensive inter-
provincial trade meant that China was already highly commercial-
ized yet largely self-sufficient. Lancashire textiles, for example,
failed to sweep the Chinese market simply because China’s hand-
woven “Nankeen” cotton cloth was a superior and on the whole
cheaper product for local purposes; it still supplied most of North
China’s needs as late as 1930. After the long struggle to “open”
the Chinese market, China’s chief imports for mass consumption
turned out to be a drug, opium, and a fuel, kerosene—a product
more of geological conditions than of Western industrial preemi-
nence. China’s modern economy when it did develop would be to a
large extent in Chinese hands.

The reasons why the late Qing achieved so little industrializa-
tion despite its enormous material growth were not only economic



LATE IMPERIAL CHINA T600-I9TT 165

but also social, political, and cultural. This is not a question that
can be settled simply by applying economic concepts. Thus in Part
Two, before turning to the Western invasion after 1820, we will
note two elements: first, the extent of China’s domestic growth and
of certain institutional constraints that would limit its capacity to
industrialize; and second, the dynamism of the Chinese overseas—
Maritime China—and the foreign trade that would contribute to
China’s entrance into the outside world.






3

The Paradox of Growth
without Development

The Rise in Population

An increase in population has usually been accompanied (indeed facili-
tated) by an increase in trade. One can hardly occur without the other. In
the Western experience, commerce provided the conditions that allowed
industrialization to get started, which in turn led to growth in science,
technology, industry, transport, communications, social change, and the
like that we group under the broad term of development. In China such
development did not occur, at least not on anything like the scale in the
West. Researchers like Philip Huang (1990) believe that in looking at
China we must give up our common assumptions based on European ex-
perience and the reaction to it of European economic theorists like Adam
Smith and Karl Marx. China’s economy had its special problems. For
one thing, China was so large that evidence can be found for very diverse
conditions and trends in different areas at the same time.

To begin with, the massive increase of population that in Europe was
at first attributed to industrialization occurred also and during the same
period in China, even though there was no comparable industrialization.
An estimated population of 6o million as of AD 2 in mid-Han had been
matched by roughly the same figure in mid-Tang, suggesting a thousand
years of ups and downs with only a modest overall increase. Then the es-
timated total rose under the Song to well above roo million but was re-
ported as considerably less under the Mongols and the early Ming. By
the time of the Qing takeover in the seventeenth century the total seems
to have risen only slowly during a period of 600 years.

The Manchu dynasty in 1651 recorded 1o million families or house-
holds, each of which was estimated at six persons. But we know that the
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official population estimates of dynasties erred on the short side. This
was because tax payments were due from an administrative area partly
according to the estimated population total. This created an incentive
for short reporting both by the people and by the authorities responsible
for tax payments. China before the 1980s never had a genuine census of
the modern type, recording precise data as of a given date on age and sex
distribution, marital status, migration, and the other minutiae necessary
for scientific analysis. The Chinese figures, on the contrary, resulted from
registration and estimation for government purposes, to find out the
numbers capable of cultivating land, laboring on public works, bearing
arms, or paying taxes. Popular cooperation was not to be expected.
Whole categories of persons were omitted. Uniform schedules, accurate
maps, trained enumerators, all were lacking. The estimates were often
products of bureaucratic ritual. Henan province, for example, during
much of the nineteenth century reported an increase of 1,000 persons ev-
ery other year!

One may guess that the Chinese population by 1600 was close to 150
million. The Ming—Qing transition may have seen a decline. From 1741
to the outbreak of the great Taiping rebellion in 1851 the annual figures
rose steadily and spectacularly, beginning with 143 million and ending
with 432 million. If we accept these totals, we are confronted with a situ-
ation in which the Chinese population doubled in the 50 years from
1790 to 1840. If, with greater caution, we assume lower totals in the
early eighteenth century and only 400 million by 1850, we still face a
startling fact: something like a doubling of the vast Chinese population
in the century before Western contact, foreign trade, and industrializa-
tion could have had much effect.

To explain this sudden increase we cannot point to factors constant
in Chinese society but must find conditions or a combination of factors
newly effective during this period. Among these is the almost complete
internal peace maintained under Manchu rule during the eighteenth cen-
tury. There was also an increase in foreign trade through Guangzhou
and some improvement of transportation within the empire. Control of
disease, like the checking of smallpox by variolation, may have been im-
portant. But of most critical importance was the food supply.

Confronted with a multitude of unreliable figures, economists have
compared the population records with the aggregate data for cultivated
land area and grain production in the six centuries since 1368. Assum-
ing that China’s population in 1400 was about 8o million, Dwight
Perkins (1969) concludes that its growth to 700 million or more in the
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1960s was made possible by a steady increase of the grain supply, which
evidently grew five or six times between 1400 and 1800 and rose another
so percent between 1800 and 1965. This increase of food supply was
due perhaps half to the increase of cultivated area, particularly by migra-
tion and settlement in the central and western provinces, and half to
greater productivity—the farmers’ success in raising more crops per unit
of land.

This technological advance took many forms: one was the continual
introduction from the south of earlier-ripening varieties of rice, which
made possible double-cropping. New crops such as corn (maize) and
sweet potatoes as well as peanuts and tobacco were introduced from the
Americas. Corn, for instance, can be grown on the dry soil and marginal
hill land of North China, where it is used for food, fuel, and fodder, and
provides something like one seventh of the food energy available in the
area. The sweet potato, growing in sandy soil and providing more food
energy per unit of land than other crops, became the poor man’s food in
much of the South China rice area.

Productivity in agriculture was also improved by capital investments,
first of all in irrigation. From 1400 to 1900 the total of irrigated land
seems to have increased almost three times. There was also a gain in
farm tools, draft animals, and human fertilizer (night soil), to say noth-
ing of the population growth itself, which increased half again as fast as
cultivated land area and so increased the ratio of human hands and of
night soil available per unit of land. Thus the rising population was fed
by a more intensive agriculture, applying more labor and fertilizer to the
land.

In this broader perspective, population growth in China over the last
600 years has averaged only about four tenths of one percent a year, not
a rapid rate overall. But the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
doubling and redoubling of numbers was something like the contempo-
rary European population explosion triggered partly by the spread of the
potato. Recently, some have speculated that the contemporary early
modern growth in China, Russia, and Europe was due to a global warm-
ing of the climate in early modern times, which lengthened the growing
season. Possibly this is a major explanation of China’s growth, but it still
awaits detailed study and cannot be called a probability.
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Diminishing Returns of Farm Labor

Despite enormous growth in population and food supply, the Late Impe-
rial era saw a decline of productivity per laborer in agriculture. This de-
cline struck at the very sector that Confucian scholar-officials regarded
as the root of the state and were most committed to fostering. Indeed,
their studies and manuals of agricultural technology were models for
their day. Unfortunately, the authors were not input-output economists.
Because farm families were so busy and hard-working, most observers
missed the fact of diminishing returns, especially in rice culture.

The technology of rice culture had steadily advanced along with the
increase of production. After the fall of Northern Song to the Jin dynasty
in 1126, emigration from North China southward increased, and the
Yangzi valley and areas to the south grew in population and rice culture
simultaneously. Land was converted to paddy by vigorous effort. Robert
Hartwell (1982) reports, for example, that between 1170 and 1225 new
dikes or polders “resulted in the reclamation of nearly all the arable land
from Lake T’ai to the sea and from the mouth of the Yangtze to the
coastal districts of northern Chekiang.” All along the southeast coast
from Zhejiang to Guangzhou new land was formed by diking fields in
the coastal lowlands. Meanwhile, the terracing of hills and mountains
increased rice acreage all across South China.

The hand-cultivation of rice requires the fine-tuning of many factors:
choice of seed and cropping pattern, the ploughing, irrigating, and fertil-
izing of fields, the transplanting, weeding, harvesting, winnowing, and
drying of the crop, and its storage, transportation, and sale. There are
many fine points to consider. Increasing skill and unremitting effort can
often increase rice yields in comparison with alternative crops or house-
hold handicrafts. Yet the almost indefinite growth of rice yields when
abundant labor power is available cannot forever obviate the law of di-
minishing returns.

Today, looking at the terraced fields that mold the landscape in so
many parts of China, an observer may be impressed by the beauty of the
level contours imposed by man upon nature and awed by the past invest-
ment of muscle power they represent. The economic-minded may calcu-
late the productivity per farmer possible in such a scene. Rice was able to
supply more calories per unit of land than any other crop, making it the
staff of life in China from Song times onward. But it is indeed labor-in-
tensive.

Consider, for example, the extra labor required to add another ter-
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race on top of several already in use: the physical effort in climbing the
terraces to prepare the new top field, to bring up seedlings for transplant-
ing, to adjust the flow of irrigation, to carry up and apply fertilizer, to
monitor, weed, and finally hand-harvest the crop. Kang Chao (1986) es-
timates that in China’s labor-intensive farming system, labor input into a
unit of land may be 1o to 20 times the labor input usual in extensive
plow cultivation elsewhere. In effect, the rice farmer was married to hard
labor. As time went on, the total rice crop grew along with the popula-
tion. Dwight Perkins has shown how the cultivated area increased with
population growth, though the new increments of land were of course
less accessible and efficient. When effort was shifted from rice to other
crops or from agriculture, say, to handicraft production, the same limita-
tion would sooner or later begin to operate. The farmer got less and less
product for every increase of his effort.

While “population pressure,” meaning a surplus of people making
land more scarce than labor and labor therefore cheap, has been one of
the major generalizations about China, the judgment of “overpopula-
tion” is a technical question for economic historians. There is as yet no
consensus on how great it has been in China at what times and places.
Maijor statistics of land and people are still in dispute. Yet one can point
to several facts leading to the general conclusion that population pres-
sure has slowed China’s economic and industrial growth.

Land hunger, for one thing, has led to a steady encroachment of
farmers on China’s lakes. Peter Perdue (1987) has found that around the
big Dongting Lake in Hunan by the present century some 9oo dikes had
been built, stretching almost 4,000 miles. Reduction of lake area re-
duced the catchment basin for flood waters, exacerbating the flood prob-
lem. R. Keith Schoppa (1989) has traced how the Xiang Lake near
Hangzhou over the course of nine centuries was filled in and disap-
peared.

Behind this land hunger lay a steady worsening of the man-to-land
ratio. In the era of the equal-field land allotments between 485 and the
mid-7oos, cultivated land per household had been estimated at 8o mou
(a mou or mu is roughly one sixth of an acre). By the twelfth century it
was around 20 to 30 mou, and in 1936 the average for a family farm in
China would be estimated at 3.6 mou. The precise significance of terms
and statistics in the voluminous but various Chinese records bedevils the
work of researchers, but there can be no question as to the long-term
downward trend in the man/land ratio.

Another noteworthy datum to indicate the plight of Chinese farmers
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is the fact that the great Chinese inventions in technology such as silk,
porcelain, canal locks, the clock escapement, the stern-post rudder,
printing, gunpowder, the mold-board iron plow, and all the rest so copi-
ously set forth by Joseph Needham and his coworkers came generally to
an end in the Song. Thereafter the abundance of muscle power made la-
bor-saving inventions less needed. Kang Chao notes that the 77 inven-
tions for use in agriculture (like the bucketed water wheel or noria for ir-
rigation) listed in a 1313 handbook were not appreciably added to in
later such works.

Farm household industries making silk and tea, or later weaving cot-
ton, offer another line of evidence. It seems strange that after the Song
cities of Kaifeng and Hangzhou were established, no great cities of over a
million emerge in China until the nineteenth century. This seems to be
partly because industry, as Chao puts it, was “ruralized,” or as Philip
Huang says, “familized.” That is, handicrafts by farm women produced
goods more cheaply than could city factories or silk filatures. Farm
women could run their own unobtrusive sweatshops at home to manu-
facture household supplies and marketable goods for less than a livable
wage. It was less a symptom of incipient capitalism than of the Chinese
farmer’s ingenuity in supplementing his inadequate return from too-
small plots of land. Handicraft products could be sold at the local mar-
kets that grew up in the Song and after to eke out a bit of extra in-
come. They bespoke the farm family’s abject poverty, which obliged the
farmer’s wife and children to keep at work spinning and weaving to gain
only a pittance that would nevertheless help fend off starvation.

Can the recorded growth in China’s population and production be
reconciled with evidence of “immiseration,” a worsening of living stan-
dards at least in some areas? Economists are still arguing over this anom-
aly. To allege “overpopulation” in a China that doubled its population in
the Ming and again in the Qing, preparatory to doubling once again af-
ter 1949, may seem to fly in the face of the evidence. The issue, however,
is not whether the population could feed itself and continue to increase
but whether its overall standard of living could be maintained.

Several results flowed from this population pressure in the late nine-
teenth century: machines competed with cheap manpower in transport
and industry and so seemed to threaten popular livelihood. Poverty
meant lack of purchasing power and lack of a market for manufactured
goods. Lethargy in mechanization and in standardization handicapped
China’s capacity to compete even as a source of handicraft products—
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witness India’s supplanting China in tea production and Japan’s rise to
dominance in silk production.

China’s loss on the land in the per capita productivity of her farm la-
bor force was exacerbated by the artificial weakening of her woman
power, through the practice of footbinding.

The Subjection of Women

The low status of women in the old China is cited in all accounts of the
family system. But merely to state that women married outside their
families of birth, did not own property, and were seldom educated does
not give the busy reader a graphic picture. This lack can be met in part
by focusing on the very distinct custom of footbinding.

When my wife and I lived in Beijing for four years in the early 1930s,
three things impressed us as unusual. First, we were non-Chinese but be-
cause of earlier imperialist foreign invasion we enjoyed the privileges of
the Chinese ruling-class elite. The police did not bother us. Second, man-
power was so abundant and cheap that our easiest transportation was
by ricksha with an intelligent human horse between the shafts. He could
go faster if you asked him. If trotting about and sweating in the cold gave
him a bloody cough, he could always find us a successor. Third, all
women of middle age or over had bound feet, stumping about awk-
wardly on their heels as though the front sections of their feet had been
amputated. Traveling in the countryside of five North China provinces,
we never met a farmer’s wife over the age of 30 whose feet were not
bound. All three of these undesirable phenomena—foreign special privi-
leges, an excess of manpower, the bound feet of women—were part and
parcel of the culture.

In the old China women were first of all the product and the property
of their families. Until well into the present century their subjection was
demonstrated and reinforced by the custom of footbinding. So general
has been Chinese avoidance of the topic of footbinding that modern Chi-
nese publication on it is meager. Westerners studying China naturally im-
bibe Chinese sensitivities, and few are muckrakers by temperament. Yet
footbinding darkened the lives of most Chinese women for several cen-
turies, with social and psychic repercussions that call for historical ap-
praisal. Most obvious was the economic loss through the impairment of
farm women’s muscle power and capacity for labor.

The first thing to note about footbinding is that the feet did not cease
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to grow. They were simply made to grow into a deformed shape. Imag-
ine yourself a girl child who—for some six to ten long years, beginning at
age 5 to 8 and lasting until 13 or 15, the years of your childhood and get-
ting your growth—has her feet always bound in long strips of binding
cloth night and day with no letup in order to deform them into 3-inch-
long “golden lilies.” To make your feet thinner under the constant pres-
sure, your four minor toes on each foot are pushed down around and un-
der the balls of your feet. If you tried to walk in a normal way, you
would be putting your weight on your toe bones under your feet. Fortu-
nately, however, you cannot do this because in the meantime in order to
make your feet shorter the binding cloths have compressed them from
front to back. Under this constant pressure your arches have gradually
been broken and bowed upward so only the back edge of your heels can
support your weight. As the arch is gradually broken, the flat of your
heels and the balls of your foot (or plantar) are gradually moved from
horizontal to perpendicular, facing each other, so that an object like a sil-
ver dollar can be inserted in the narrow space between them. The result
is that you will never run again and can walk on the base of your heels
only with difficulty. Even standing will be uncomfortable. After your feet
have stopped growing the pain will be gone, but you will continue to
wear your binding cloths partly to give your feet support, and partly be-
cause they are unlovely objects, horribly misshapen and ugly to look at.
You let no one see them unshod.

This self-inflicted and inexorable pain in your formative years is wel-
comed in theory as a way to get a good marriage that may help your
family with a fine bride price. Marriage brokers stressed the importance
of foot size. Your mother went through it all and helps you do the same.
She teaches you the art of not blocking circulation lest it produce gan-
grene and pus, of keeping your bent-under toenails manicured so they
will not puncture your skin, of changing the bindings daily to keep the
pressure even, of washing to reduce the smell, massaging your legs to re-
duce the pain, and wearing cute little shoes to advertise your achieve-
ment and entice male attention. As you go into marriage hoping to pro-
duce a male baby, you find your life confined largely to household duties.
If you happen to be a servant standing before your bound-foot mistress,
she may let you lean against the wall to reduce the discomfort of stand-
ing. In a very literal sense you cannot run away. Among other things,
your unused leg muscles have atrophied and your legs become ungainly
spindles.

Missionaries in the 188os estimated from what they had heard that
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about 10 percent of the girls who underwent footbinding did not survive
it. Of course a large proportion of Chinese children suffered mortality in
any case. We shall never be able to quantify such an immeasurable ques-
tion, but there is evidence that girls during the first years of foot-binding
had trouble sleeping, to say nothing of moving about. Some placed their
feet at night beneath their mother or rested them on a bed-board, in ei-
ther case to dull the pain by making their feet numb from lack of blood
circulation.

Behind footbinding lay a male sexual fetish that has been noted by
many but seldom really investigated. Apparently footbinding had begun
at court in the tenth century. Howard Levy (1966) reproduces a poem
from the early Song statesman-poet Su Shi (Dongpo, 1036-1101):

Anointed with fragrance, she takes lotus steps;

Though often sad, she steps with swift lightness.

She dances like the wind, leaving no physical trace.

Another stealthily but happily tries on the palace style,

But feels such distress when she tries to walk!

Look at them in the palms of your hands, so wondrously small
that they defy description.

The cruelest aspect of footbinding was that the peasant masses
among the Chinese imitated the upper class. Among Mongols, Manchus,
and most other minorities footbinding was not practiced. The Manchu
(Qing) emperors inveighed against it, as did iconoclastic scholars. But
among Chinese farm women who had to lead lives of hard work,
footbinding became widespread. We lack studies of when and how far
this happened. Apparently the custom was maintained in some areas but
not in others. But binding was a widespread practice in the nineteenth
century, and its effects were still visible in the 1930s.

What was the psychic and social, to say nothing of the economic,
cost of footbinding? Village women accepted it like the pains of child-
birth and ridiculed anyone with normal feet. Did they believe the male
theory that footbinding produced muscles that increased a husband’s
enjoyment of copulation? In mutilating themselves did they suffer any
loss of self-respect, of self-confidence? Did true Confucianists apply to
women the dictum that our bodies as given us by our parents are sacred
and should not be allowed to suffer mutilation? Whether the great prop-
agator of Neo-Confucianism Zhu Xi backed footbinding is disputed.
He did not champion female freedom. In the end could a bound-foot
woman feel anything but inferior? a victim of remorseless fate? fearful



176 LATE IMPERIAL CHINA 1600—-1911

of breaking convention? The trauma, conscious or unconscious, must
have become part of the personality of Chinese women.

Unfortunately, footbinding is not a social practice that can be studied
comparatively. Wasp-waisted Victorian women who had the vapors
from fashionably constricting their mid-sections are not comparable,
any more than African women who gradually elongated their necks by
adding brass rings around them. Possibly the practice of clitoridectomy,
in certain parts of Africa, performed by women upon women, is in some
ways comparable, yet as a social iniquity visited upon hundreds of mil-
lions of women, footbinding is in a class by itself, a unique aspect of Chi-
nese culture. Consequently it is not a topic listed in general works of so-
ciology. Strangely, social historians of China, both men and women,
have hardly yet acknowledged its existence. It is the least studied aspect
of Chinese society. The fascinating complexity of marriage arrangements
and the general inequality meted out to women have been brilliantly ex-
plored, but not footbinding. Its avoidance perhaps represents the occu-
pational quirk of sinologists, a secondary patriotism or sinophilia that
may lead otherwise hard-headed scholars to want to say no evil of the
object of their researches.” Nevertheless, a social evil that becomes insti-
tutionalized though shameful to recall must still be faced. African slav-
ery in the United States has been healthily confronted by historians from
many angles. Footbinding in China should not be swept under the rug. It
was a fact with causes and repercussions still to be understood.

Domestic Trade and Commercial Organization

The expansion of China’s domestic trade, which accompanied the
growth of population, began with agriculture. Raising farm products
and producing farm handicrafts for sale gradually swelled the arteries of
trade within macroregions and then between regions. Thus the raw cot-
ton of North China could be taken down the Grand Canal to the textile
production centers of the Lower Yangzi. The Shanghai area became for
a time a leading exporter of cotton yarn to Guangdong. Specialized
products like the ceramics of the Jingdezhen kilns in Jiangxi would nat-
urally be sold across regional boundaries in all directions, while the

*For an outstanding example of sentimental sinophilia see my statement in Foreign
Affairs, October 1972, that in a certain context the Maoist revolution was “the best
thing” that had happened to the Chinese people in many centuries.
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brick tea supply of central China went up the Han River for exchange at
the tea-horse markets on the Inner Asian frontier.

William T. Rowe’s (1984, 1989) masterly study of Hankou (1760—
1890) offers a primary example of this commercialization. In addition to
water transport up and down the Yangzi, Hankou was the crossroads of
water-borne commerce on the Han River from the northwest and on the
Xiang River south through Hunan all the way to Guangzhou. This route
might exchange rice for spices from Southeast Asia. Timber, rice, and
later opium came down the Yangzi from Sichuan, and salt came up-river
from the salt flats on the coast north of Shanghai. The best tea came
north from the hills of Fujian province. By the nineteenth century there
was a considerable interregional trade within China, while silk and tea
exports were going abroad in greater quantities from Guangzhou and
later Shanghai and Fuzhou.

This growth of domestic trade was naturally accompanied by a
growth in marketing systems. Villagers visited their standard markets,
which in turn were tributary to central markets on up the scale. As itiner-
ant merchants moved about within the area, these markets provided an
outlet for a farmer’s handicraft products like raw silk or woven cloth, in
addition to food products.

More commerce led to the growth of market towns (zhen) devoted to
trade and industry that were not originally created to be administrative
centers. Particularly in the Yangzi delta, the new-grown towns saw
handicraft workshops begin to use labor on a capitalist basis. The town
elite were merchants, while a freely mobile labor force began to appear
as a genuine proletariat, often organized into labor gangs managed by
boss contractors. More and more farmers shifted their focus from farm-
ing to handicrafts, while others went into the growing sector of trans-
portation.

China’s extensive water-transport network was already available to
accommodate the growth of trade. One index to growth was the increase
of shipping by the many varieties of Chinese junk on the Yangzi and its
tributaries and along the coast. They carried the sugar of southeast
China from ports like Shantou (Swatow) and Xiamen (Amoy) to south-
ern Manchuria and returned with cargoes of soybean cake to use in the
south as fertilizer.

Another index to growth was the proliferation beginning in the late
eighteenth century of trade guilds and particularly of native-place guilds,
that is, associations in various provincial centers to accommodate mer-
chants and others who shared the same place of origin. Rowe traces the
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rise of the guild organizations that handled specific trade goods like tea
or textiles and the native-place guilds like that of the Ningbo merchants
at Hankou. These guilds that served traders from a distance in the inter-
regional trade provided them not only with the amenities of a meeting
place in their guild halls but also might provide warehouse space, living
quarters, a shrine to the patron deity of the guild, an opera stage, a
school for examination candidates, and a widespread membership.

Guilds were financed by entrance fees and might own real estate and
be landlords with large rent payments coming in. They could also raise
funds by bond issues. They put out and enforced regulations concerning
trades; they were engaged in and might organize boycotts as well as me-
diating disputes. As staple trades became well established, the guilds had
increasing functions and influence. With public spirit as well as concern
for their own interest, they maintained fire-watching towers and fire-
fighting teams in the easily inflammable city. In the local harbor they
might maintain rescue boats. They would contribute to charities and pay
for soup kitchens in time of famine, and for watchmen against disorder.
They might keep up a thoroughfare, build bridges, or improve the water
supply. They exhibited a Confucian “public-mindedness.” In short, the
guilds became municipal institutions, capable of organizing militia or
boycotts or mediating in trade disputes but without being under the di-
rect control of the local magistrates.

Naturally, the growth of trade led to improvements in fiscal technol-
ogy. The Ningbo bankers who from the late eighteenth century domi-
nated the Shanghai banking world developed an arrangement known as
the transfer tael in order to balance their accounts from day to day. The
Shanxi remittance banks, built up by family partnerships in towns along
the Fen River, the ancient heartland of the Sui and Tang dynasties, devel-
oped during the nineteenth century a capacity to transfer funds by letters
of credit and orders on their branches elsewhere so as to obviate the
cross-country shipment of silver bullion under convoy against bandits.
Rowe lists as innovations “bills of exchange, deposit banking, book
transfers of funds between depositors, overdraft credit and . . . negotia-
ble and transferable credit instruments.”

This admirable commercial growth in Late Imperial China unfortu-
nately occurred in a context that enmeshed both farmer and merchant
in long-established situations that they could not easily change. Late
Imperial China’s commercialization was not followed by industrializa-
tion on the Western model even though researchers have found abun-
dant evidence for the kind of proto-industrialization in China that was
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followed by industrialization in Europe. Thus the rise of commercial
towns, of merchant entrepreneurs managing a putting-out system of
household handicraft production, and the appearance of an urban wage-
labor class or proletariat can all be documented in certain parts of China
like the Yangzi delta. Yet these Europe-like phenomena were superficial
to certain long-lasting rural facts in China: the farm household had so
little land that sideline and handicraft production especially in silk and
cotton became an integral part of its subsistence. The farm household
was thus commercialized, to be sure, but through a maximum of labor
input, far beyond the point of diminishing returns, and a minimum input
of capital. Both their agricultural income and their handicraft income
were necessary for the farm family’s mere subsistence. The result, as
Philip C. C. Huang (1990) puts it, was that “in agriculture wage labor-
based farms could not compete with familized peasant cultivation. In in-
dustry urban workshops could not compete with low cost home produc-
ers.” The farm economy was tied to involution, that is, growth of prod-
uct without any increase of productivity per hour of labor. In this
involuted situation a market economy in Adam Smith’s sense could not
operate. The expectations of economists like Smith and Marx, derived
from the European experience, were not adequate to explain the hard
facts that had accumulated in China.

Although the merchant class was growing in strength and capacity, it
remained subject to the arbitrary action of officials seeking contributions
for meeting crises like floods or defense, and also seeking to be paid off
with gifts from holders of licenses, monopolies, and properties. Indus-
trial investment by merchants continued to take second place to their in-
vestment in land and real estate in an attempt to protect themselves by
joining the still dominant class of landed degree-holders (gentry). With
the onset of urbanization, subordination of merchants to officials slack-
ened, but merchants never broke free of official supervision, if not domi-
nation.

Merchant-Official Symbiosis

The merchant was kept in check by the official as an ally whose activities
could be used and milked in the interest of either the officials personally
or of the state. As Etienne Balazs pointed out, commercial transactions
were always subject to the superintendence and taxation of the officials.
Government monopolies of staple articles, like salt and iron in ancient
times, or like tea, silk, tobacco, salt, and matches more recently, ex-
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pressed the overriding economic prerogatives of the state. No merchant
class had been allowed to rise independently and encroach upon these
prerogatives.

This was ensured in practice by the official disregard for rights of pri-
vate property. This meant that official patronage and support were nec-
essary to protect any big commercial undertaking. The result was a close
community of interest between the merchant and the official. Both could
profit where neither could succeed alone. Merchants, bankers, brokers,
and traders of all sorts were therefore a class attached as subordinates to
the bureaucracy. As handlers and manipulators of goods and capital,
they assisted the officials in extracting the surplus not only from com-
merce but also from agriculture.

By Late Imperial times merchants were accorded a status that re-
flected the importance of wealth in the growing economy. They could
move with some ease into the gentry class through purchase of land and
examination degrees and through intermarriage. Unlike Europe, China
had little organized foreign trade in which a merchant could invest. In-
deed, for 200 years the Ming had banned private trade abroad, as we
have seen. Though less profitable than commerce, land was more secure
and so remained the great object of investment. The merchant class pro-
duced landlords more readily than independent commercial capitalists.

China’s premodern financial system also inhibited capitalism. Sav-
ings that represented accumulated capital were ordinarily invested in
moneylending because of the high interest obtainable. Usurious rates
were an index of the farmer’s high seasonal demand for money, both to
pay his taxes and for subsistence until the next harvest. Short-term cred-
its to farmers paid higher interest than long-term industrial loans. As a
result there was less incentive for investment of savings in industrial pro-
duction.

In short, capitalism failed to prosper in China because the merchant
was never able to become established outside the control of the landlord
gentry and their representatives in the bureaucracy. In feudal Europe the
merchant class developed in the towns. Since the landed ruling class
were settled in their manors upon the land, the European towns could
grow up outside the feudal system instead of being integrated in it.
Medieval burghers gained their independence by having a separate habi-
tat in these new towns, and a new political authority to protect them,
in the persons of the kings of nation-states. In China these conditions
were lacking. The early abolition of feudalism and the dependence of the
emperor and his officials upon the local gentry left no political power
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outside the established order to which the merchant could turn for spe-
cial protection. The towns usually grew up first as administrative cen-
ters. The essential connection of the gentry with officialdom drew them
into the towns both as cultural centers and as walled havens against ban-
dits or irate peasants. The gentry family’s best security lay not in a sole
reliance upon landowning but in a union of landowning with official
prerogatives. Family property in itself was no security, but officials who
were family members could give it protection. Thus, the gentry class, as
an elite stratum over the peasant economy, found their security in land
and office, not in trade and industry. Between them, the gentry and of-
ficials saw to it that the merchants remained under control and contrib-
uted to their coffers instead of setting up a separate economy.

Private enterprise might develop freely in small-scale farming, bro-
kerage, or petty trading within the grip of government taxation, but this
was not a capitalist type of private enterprise. From the peasants’ more
assiduous cultivation of their privately owned land, the bureaucracy
would garner a greater surplus by taxation. By the same principle, they
also stood ready to collect from the merchant or industrial producer any
surplus he might accumulate. Many merchants appear in the records of
ancient China but seldom as a class having political power. The growth
of commerce was less important to the rulers than continued supervision
of the agricultural economy. The Ming and early Qing depended upon
land taxes more than trade taxes.

In premodern China, the merchant had an attitude of mind quite dif-
ferent from that of the Western entrepreneur extolled by our classical
economists. According to the latter, the economic man can prosper most
by producing goods and securing from his increased production what-
ever profit the market will give him. In old China, however, the economic
man would do best by increasing his own share of what had already been
produced. The incentive for innovative enterprise, to win a market for
new products, had been less than the incentive for monopoly, to control
an existing market by paying for an official license to do so. The tradi-
tion in China had been not to build a better mousetrap but to get the of-
ficial mouse monopoly.

A modern-minded entrepreneur in Late Imperial China had also to
contend with the bureaucratism of officials in government. To put Chi-
nese bureaucratism in a Western perspective, let us first recall that in
1800 the great Ohio-Mississippi-Missouri River basin of the Middle
West was largely uninhabited, save for a few million Native Americans,
whereas the great Yangzi River system supported the livelihood of at
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least 200 million people. China had invented bureaucracy 2,000 years
before, whereas the American civil service legislation began mainly in
the 1880s, following the Grant administration and just a hundred years
before that of Ronald Reagan. Our brief century of experience has
barely begun to acquaint us with institutional pitfalls that are an ancient
story in China.

The imperial officials were held responsible for all public events
within their jurisdiction but not for all public funds. Budgeting and ac-
counting procedures were rudimentary. The bureaucracy lived by what
we today would call systematized corruption, which sometimes became
extortion. This went along with the system of intricate personal relation-
ships that each official had to maintain with his superiors, colleagues,
and subordinates.

“Squeeze” operated through forms of politeness rather than secrecy.
Junior officials in the course of their duties gave their superiors custom-
ary “gifts.” But like all prices in old China, the amount of such a gift
resulted from the working out of a personal relationship. The squeeze
system was no more cut-and-dried than any other part of the man-to-
man bargaining that pervaded Chinese life. The extralegal sums that
passed between officials were larger but no different in kind from the
small commissions extracted from every money transaction by under-
paid household servants.

Nepotism supported the squeeze or “leakage” system by giving an
added sanction for personal arrangements contrary to the public inter-
est. Even classic texts extolled duty to family, and particularly filial piety,
as superior to any duty to the state. Thus the interest of the imperial ad-
ministration at the capital, which needed the sustenance of revenue from
the provinces, was constantly in conflict with the multifarious private in-
terests of all the officials, each of whom had to provide for his relatives
and his further career.

High office commonly meant riches. The favorite minister of the
Qianlong Emperor (Heshen), when tried for corruption and other crimes
by that emperor’s successor in 1799, was found to have an estate worth
in our terms of that period more than one billion dollars—probably an
all-time record. I would not suggest that Westerners have been back-
ward or less adept in the art of graft. But in China, corruption has re-
mained longer into modern times an accepted bureaucratic institution,
unashamed and unafraid. It did not provide a helpful milieu for entre-
preneural capitalism.
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Limitations of the Law

It is a minor paradox that dynastic China had a well-developed legal sys-
tem that was, however, of little help in fostering capitalism. By pre-mod-
ern standards the Chinese legal codes were monuments of their kind.
The great Tang code of the eighth century and its successors in the Song,
Yuan, Ming, and Qing periods still invite analysis. Early European ob-
servers were well impressed with Chinese justice. It was only after the
eighteenth and nineteenth century reforms of law and punishments in
the modern West that Chinese law seemed “backward.”

Nevertheless, the Chinese concept of law was fundamentally differ-
ent from legal conceptions in the West. First of all, the law was not re-
garded as an external and categorical element in society; there was no
“higher law” given to mankind through divine revelation. Moses re-
ceived his golden tablets on a mountain top, but Confucius reasoned
from daily life without the aid of any deity. For his rules of propriety, he
did not claim any metaphysical sanction. He merely said they came from
the moral character of the natural universe itself, from this world, not
from another world beyond human ken. It followed that legal rules were
but one expression of this morality—models or examples to be followed,
or working rules of administration or ritual observance. So the breaking
of such rules was a matter of practical expedience rather than of reli-
gious principle. Laws were subordinate to morality. Their sanction lay in
reason or the common social experience that underlay morals. This sys-
tem avoided the unhappy dualism that grew up in the West between the
letter of the law and the dictates of commonsense morality.

The Chinese imperial code was chiefly penal, a corrective for the
untutored. It was also administrative, and prescribed the details of the
rites. The code was partly accumulated out of administrative decisions.
It was nearly all public law, referring to procedures, marriage, inheri-
tance, and other matters relative to and important in government ad-
ministration. The law occupied a comparatively small share of the pub-
lic scene. The people generally avoided litigation in the magistrate’s
court, where plaintiffs as well as defendants could be interrogated with
prescribed forms of torture and everyone would have to pay fees to the
yamen underlings. The magistrates hired personal law secretaries to ad-
vise them; aside from these there was no legal profession, no private
lawyer class to represent clients. Justice was official, weighted on the side
of the state and social order. It operated vertically, from the state upon
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the individual, more than it did horizontally, to resolve conflicts between
one individual and another.

Within its limited sphere, the Qing legal system was elaborately or-
ganized, and it functioned, once it got into action, with a good deal of
exactitude. The five punishments (beating with the light and heavy bam-
boo, penal servitude, exile, and death) were imposed by a hierarchy of
magistrates’ courts running from the county magistrate’s yamen up
through the prefecture and province to the capital and eventually, for
death sentences, to the emperor. Cases were reported to and reviewed
by superiors. Appeals could be made. Magistrates were under deadlines
to apprehend criminals and could be severely disciplined for wrong
judgments. The great Qing code listed 436 main statutes and about
1,900 supplementary or substatutes, which provided specific penalties
for specific crimes. The magistrate’s problem was to find the statute most
applicable to a given case. In doing so he might follow precedent or rea-
son by analogy, but the law was not built up by cases, and although
thousands of cases were collected and published with private commen-
taries to help the magistrates, there was rather little development of gen-
eralized doctrine and principles. The statutes were sometimes contradic-
tory and their applicability uncertain. In general, the law was neither
primary nor pervasive within the state. To appeal to the letter of the law
was to disregard true morality or to admit the moral weakness of one’s
case.

One major aim of this legal system was to preserve the Confucian
hierarchy of relationships, the social order. Thus penalties for the same
act varied according to the social and especially the kinship status of the
actors. Filial disobedience was the most heinous crime. A son who
merely struck his parent could be decapitated, while a parent who beat
his son to death, if provoked by the son’s disobedience, would deserve
only 1oo blows (by custom “100” was normally 40 blows) of the heavy
bamboo and might be let off entirely. A wife’s striking her husband de-
served 100 blows, whereas a husband’s striking his wife was punishable
only if she was badly injured and lodged a complaint. A younger man’s
scolding his paternal uncle was more heavily punished than his scolding
the grandson of his great grandfather’s brother. Contributing to the
death of one’s parent was a capital offense even when quite unintended.
T. T. Ch’ii (19671) cites a Qing case: “Teng Feng-ta fell while engaged in a
fight, his opponent on top of him. The latter picked up a stone and
Teng’s son fearing that it would be hurled at his father grabbed a knife
and made for the attacker. The latter moved and the knife entered Teng’s



The Paradox of Growth without Development 185

father’s belly, killing him. The authorities considered that the son had
sought to rescue his father. They presented his case to the emperor and
asked that his sentence be reduced from ‘dismemberment’ to ‘immediate
beheading.” This was granted.” Behind such provisions lay a concern to
maintain the ritual order as one support of the social order. Punishment
was the necessary ritual retribution when the social order had been vio-
lated.

In short, the law was not an independent specialty, like modern law
in America, but a tool of administration in general. Within the broad
view of the Confucian philosophy in which the ruling class was edu-
cated, the law was a means to be used in the ceaseless struggle to sustain
a moral order. Many Chinese officials, in Thomas Metzger’s (1977) view,
“felt themselves to be poised between harmony and chaos . . . Confu-
cians perceived the society around them as corrupted and in tension
with ideals almost beyond the possibility of implementation.” But this
was a moral problem. They could find no refuge in the mere letter of
the law.

Nineteenth-century Westerners were most concerned over the Chi-
nese system’s lack of due process to protect the individual. An accused
person might be arrested arbitrarily and detained indefinitely, was pre-
sumed guilty, might be forced to incriminate himself through confession,
and had no advice of counsel nor much chance to make a defense. The
individual was unprotected against the state.

Since formal law mainly served the interests of the state, private or
civil law remained only informally developed in this legal system. Reso-
lution of conflicts among the people was therefore achieved through var-
ious customary and nonofficial channels. Conflicts arising from business
deals and contracts might be settled within craft or merchant guilds.
Disputes between neighbors might be mediated by village elders, neigh-
borhood associations, or gentry members. In particular, the heads of
extended family (lineage) or clan organizations, in addition to maintain-
ing the religious rituals of ancestor reverence, supporting schools for
clan members’ children, and arranging their marriages, would make
every effort to keep their members out of court by assuring their tax
payments and settling disputes among them. After all, the legal system
was part of the government, which remained superficial, far above the
level of daily life in the villages. Most conflicts were therefore resolved
extralegally by mediation and appeals to old customs and local opinion.

This nondevelopment of Chinese law along lines familiar to the West
was plainly related to the nondevelopment of capitalism and an indepen-
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dent business class in old China. There was no idea of the corporation as
a legal individual. Big firms were family affairs. Business relations were
not cold impersonal matters governed by the general principles of the
law and of contract in a world apart from home and family. Business
was a segment of the whole web of friendship, kinship obligations, and
personal relations that supported Chinese life. In old China due process
of law, sanctity of contract, and free private enterprise never became the
sacred trinity that they became in the capitalist West.

This chapter has suggested that nineteenth-century China would be
slow to industrialize. The reasons would be social and political as well as
economic. The Chinese state and society, in other words, had become in-
ured to counterproductive attitudes, goals, and practices that would im-
pede modernization. The Confucian disesteem of profit, the rulers’ con-
cern always to maintain control, the law’s unconcern for protecting
private investment, the officials’ custom of utilizing the merchant, dimin-
ishing productivity and footbinding on the farm all combined with the
scholars’ overweening pride and the common people’s xenophobia to
create inertia. Late Imperial China could not easily respond to the attack
of Western commerce and culture.

Nonofficial capitalist enterprise and state fostering of industry failed
to take center stage in nineteenth-century China. We are left with the im-
pression that as of 1750 or so the preindustrial societies of China and
Europe had much in common; indeed, they probably seemed in appear-
ance to be more like each other than either one was like the Western
states that would emerge transformed by the Industrial Revolution in the
nineteenth century. Yet we must acknowledge that such a similarity in
appearances was superficial. Beneath the surface lay great differences in
social structure, culture, and ideas, as the nineteenth century would
demonstrate.



9

Frontier Unrest and the

Opening of China

The Weakness of State Leadership

Whether China was opened by British gunboats or opened of its own ac-
cord is no longer a great issue for debate. Growth of population and for-
eign trade were both impelling China toward greater contact with the
outside world. This trend precipitated rebellions on both domestic and
foreign frontiers. Meanwhile, the one thing essential for the industrial-
ization of late-comers like Japan or Russia was government leadership.
Unfortunately, in nineteenth-century China, government grew weaker
and more myopic just when its strength and foresight were needed.
By the end of the eighteenth century, population pressure was in-
creasing the vulnerability of the populace to drought, flood, famine, and
disease. These in turn presented the creaking machinery of Qing govern-
ment with problems it could not meet—flood control, famine relief, in-
creased need for taxes, increased difficulty in getting them. The problem
is illustrated by Pierre-Etienne Will’s (1990) study of famine relief. In the
mid-Qing era, officials maintained the ever-normal granary stocks, com-
batted price increases, appraised famine conditions, shipped grain in
from other provinces, and supervised its careful distribution. But in the
1800s after the population had doubled, the official system broke down,
and gentry managers more and more had to take on the public task of
famine relief. Such weaknesses combined with official demoralization
and self-seeking to make government less effective and weaken its pres-
tige. The nineteenth century became a long story of dynastic decline.
Three motifs dominated China’s nineteenth-century experience—
domestic rebellion, foreign invasion, and the efforts of the ruling elite to
control both and preserve their rule (see Table 4). Since attempts at re-
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Table 4. Events in China, 1796-1901

Domestic Foreign Official and elite
rebellion invasion response
White Lotus
1796—-1804
Turkestan
1826-1835
Anglo—Chinese Increasing
Opium War militarization
1839-1842 under local elite
Taiping Suppression of
1851-1864 rebellions
Nian Anglo-French
1853-1868 1856—-1860
Chinese Muslim Qing Restoration
SW 1855-1873 ca. 1861-1876
NW1862-1873
Self-strengthening
1861-1894
French
1883-1885
Sino- Japanese Reform movement
1894-1895 1895-1898
Imperialist
encroachment
1898
Boxer Rising Boxer War Qing reforms
1898-1901 1900 I90I-I9I1

bellion, invasion, and control became even greater in the twentieth cen-
tury, this chapter offers only a foretaste of more recent disasters and
achievements.

Recent studies have remade our image of imperialism in China. The
Hobson-Lenin thesis at the turn of the century stressed the economic ill
effects of imported foreign manufactures destroying native handicraft
livelihood and of foreign finance capitalism impoverishing native gov-
ernments. More recent research has led to a less stark economic picture,
in which foreign trade, investment, and technology sometimes stimu-
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lated native growth and technological progress. Today’s historians are
more likely to stress the social disruption and psychological demoraliza-
tion caused by foreign imperialism. In these dimensions the long-term
foreign invasion of China proved to be a disaster so comprehensive and
appalling that we are still incapable of fully describing it. Innovations
like Christian missions, Western education, and foreign investment be-
came two-edged, often seen as forward steps in our long-term foreign
view yet also frequently destructive of China’s contemporary well-being.
At stake was an entire way of life, a civilization on a grander scale than
the economics or psychology of imperialism.

On balance I believe “imperialism” has become a catch-all term like
“feudalism,” too broad to accept or deny overall, more useful in adjecti-
val form to characterize concrete situations. In any case, China’s nine-
teenth-century troubles began at home with rebellion, not invasion.

The increasing weakness of Qing government was graphically dem-
onstrated in its initial inability to suppress a domestic rebellion at the
end of the Qianlong reign. Other small risings followed. Manchu skill
was evident in calming domestic rebels in Sichuan and Xinjiang, but the
same formula when applied to the handling of Western rebels at Guang-
zhou would prove disastrous. We therefore look first at the problems of
domestic rebellion and then at the forces operating to create rebellion in
the foreign trade.

The White Lotus Rebellion, 1796-1804

In the countryside, manpower and food supply were the sinews of war-
fare, which might be mobilized to unseat the reigning dynasty. Conse-
quently, cults such as the White Lotus Society, a religious sect dating
from the Mongol period, sometimes had to be secret in self-defense. In
mobilizing its adherents, the White Lotus Society appealed to the hopes
of poverty-stricken peasants by its multiple promises that the Maitreya
Buddha would descend into the world, that the Ming dynasty would be
restored, and that disaster, disease, and personal suffering could be ob-
viated in this life and happiness secured in the next. In the late eigh-
teenth century the sect had spread through the border region where the
provinces of Hubei, Sichuan, and Shaanxi join, in the region north of
the Yangzi gorges and on the upper waters of the Han River. This moun-
tainous area, rather inhospitable to agriculture, was a domestic frontier
area only recently opened to settlement under official Qing auspices.
Migration of poor settlers, although encouraged officially, had not been
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accompanied by an equal development of imperial administration over
them. The communities of settlers lived on the very margin of subsis-
tence and tended to be a law unto themselves. The leaders of the White
Lotus cult soon added to their popular appeal an anti-Manchu racial
doctrine.

The rebellion began in 1796 as a protest against the exactions of mi-
nor tax collectors. Though the imperial garrisons were able to get each
small uprising under control in turn, new outbreaks continued to erupt,
too numerous to control. The populace had already organized self-de-
fense corps against the aborigines to the south and had collected arms
and food. When these groups rebelled, they could move into easily de-
fensible mountain redoubts before the imperial forces could arrive. The
systematic corruption permitted under the now senile Qianlong Em-
peror handicapped the imperial military. They lacked supplies, morale,
and incentive as well as vigorous leadership. Both sides ravaged the pop-
ulace instead of fighting.

The White Lotus Rebellion was suppressed only after the Jiaqing
Emperor assumed real power upon the death of the Qianlong Emperor
in 1799 and supported vigorous Manchu commanders. By pursuing the
rebels tenaciously, on the one hand, and establishing tighter control of
the manpower and food supply of the area, on the other, the Manchu
generals eventually put down the rebellion. First of all, the Qing mobi-
lized the villagers to build several hundred walled enclosures in which
the local peasantry could be concentrated. These walled villages were
then protected from the rebels by newly organized local militia, who
could by this time be enrolled more easily because the devastation of the
countryside had seriously hindered their farming and sustenance. In this
way the populace was brought under imperial control. Meanwhile the
militia were trained to join in the campaign of extermination against the
rebels. At the same time a policy of conciliation was pursued toward the
men the rebels had impressed into their bands, so as to secure their sur-
render; and other measures were taken to prevent refugees from continu-
ing to join the rebels. By this combination of force, leniency, and admin-
istrative arrangements, the imperial commanders gradually starved the
rebels of their new recruits and food supplies.

The policy of “strengthening the walls and clearing the countryside”
eventually sapped the strength of the rebellion, and it died out about
1804. But the repercussions of the uprising were enormously damaging
to the dynasty. It had cost the imperial regime the rough equivalent of
five years’ revenue (200 million ounces of silver). Worse still, it had de-
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stroyed the Manchu banner forces’ reputation for invincibility. It was
found that the militia troops when properly trained became professional
soldiers, warlike and dangerous, and subsequently an effort had to be
made to recover their arms from them.

In 1813 the sect of the Eight Trigrams, a sort of White Lotus off-
shoot, staged a rising in a North China county and actually sent a group
to try to invade the Forbidden City in Beijing. Even though it was soon
suppressed, Susan Naquin (1976) concludes that 70,000 people were
killed in the process.

While these stirrings of peasant rebellion gave an ominous cast to the
early decades of the nineteenth century, an equally dire situation was de-
veloping in China’s maritime relations. Here again the bearers of bad
news were Chinese, not foreigners, but Chinese who had gone abroad in
defiance of Ming and early Qing prohibitions. In short, a neglected wing
of the Chinese people, which we call Maritime China, was about to be-
come a major force in Chinese history.

Maritime China: Origins of the Overseas Chinese

The contrast between Maritime China and Continental China was al-
most as great as that between China and Inner Asia. Few classically edu-
cated chroniclers, concentrated as they were upon imperial government,
ever went to sea. Chinese seafarers did not write memoirs. Because the
sea, unlike the steppe, did not harbor rivals for power, it had been given
little importance in Chinese history. Yet Chinese life from the start had
had a maritime wing more or less equal and opposite to the Inner Asian
wing.

Once we approach the sea from China, we meet a fundamental fact
of geography known as the monsoon, a seasonal wind that blew north in
summer from the equatorial zone and south in winter. The predictability
of these monsoon winds was far more reliable than the rainfall on which
North China agriculture depended. Consequently, seafaring had devel-
oped in Neolithic times long before written history, a fact that accounts
for Neolithic type-sites being found in Taiwan. With the monsoon, navi-
gating to and from the island was not difficult, even if punctuated by
summer typhoons.

Many thousands of years later the reliability of sea transport facili-
tated the Qin-Han absorption of the area of Guangzhou and North
Vietnam as part of China’s first unified empire. Access to the area by
land alone, following barge routes on rivers and portage roads connect-
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ing them, could never have reached so far with power adequate to take
control. Experienced and massive coastal seafaring was essential to this
early extension of the empire to southernmost China. The conclusive ev-
idence is the funerary ship model excavated in Guangzhou of the Han
period, with a centered stern-post rudder—a key invention of nautical
technology that appeared in Europe only a thousand years later. It be-
speaks a high degree of early Chinese nautical sophistication.

Given such early Chinese skill in seafaring, it seems strange to find
that the first long-distance international traders in the ports of Southeast
China were Arabs. After the founding of Islam in Arabia in the seventh
century, Muslim seafarers and invaders took off in all directions, as me-
dieval Europe soon became aware.

Those readers who missed the world history lecture on Islam may be
reminded that the religion was founded by the prophet Muhammad in
622 AD in Medina. Called Muslims, his followers believed in the One
God, Allah, in the teachings of Muhammad’s book, the Koran, in God’s
predestination, and in the Day of Resurrection. Their strict regimen of
five daily prayers attesting the faith, along with other duties like a pil-
grimage to Mecca, Muhammad’s birthplace, prepared them to wage a
Holy War against the infidel. Combined with Arab trading skill and sea-
faring, their faith impelled the Arabs on a Diaspora of expansion east
and west.

Muslim forces soon conquered Syria, Persia (Iran), Iraq, and Egypt.
Despite rebellions and civil wars, they took over North Africa and Spain
and invaded southern France until defeated in 732. Meanwhile, on the
east, Muslim forces had taken over Afghanistan, the lower Indus valley
in northwest India, and the Central Asian trading cities of Bokhara and
Samarkand. More important than the kaleidoscopic flux of wars and
rulers, Muslim cities from Baghdad to Bokhara became centers of
achievement in science and the arts.

By the tenth century, the Muslim states of conquest linked the sea
trade of the Mediterranean with that of the Indian Ocean and so made
possible a seaborne commerce that brought spices like pepper, nutmeg,
and cinnamon all the way from the islands that produced them in the
East Indies to their European market at Alexandria. This spice trade,
which eventually helped motivate European expansion to the Far East,
much earlier and more easily reached China, where spices were equally
prized for preserving food in the absence of refrigeration. The extensive
Muslim contact with China under the Mongols was both by land across
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Central Asia over the Silk Road and by sea at coastal ports. The story is
complicated by the fact that within the Muslim world Arabs were joined
by Persians and Turks and some Indians in the shifting configuration of
Muslim states and their rivalries. Against this complex background we
may imagine a plenitude of Chinese trading junks on well-established
coastal routes providing a matrix for the long-distance Muslim com-
merce at China’s big Fujian ports like Quanzhou (Arab Zayton).

While Arab traders had come first to China, Chinese merchant junks
began by at least the tenth century to trade at ports along the peninsulas
of Southeast Asia and the islands of the East Indies. Beginning even be-
fore the Tang, references in the dynastic histories to Chinese trade with
Southeast Asia grow more and more numerous. By the time of the Zheng
He expeditions of the years 1405-1433, Chinese trade goods were find-
ing markets all across southeast and south Asia and even the east coast
of Africa (see Map 18). A score or more of petty states recorded in 1589
as sending tribute to the Ming were mainly the ports of call on the two
trade routes that went respectively down the coast of Malaysia to the
straits of Malacca and through the Philippines and the island kingdom
of Sulu to the East Indies. Chinese traders naturally established their
agents or other connections at these ports of trade, where Overseas Chi-
nese communities of sojourners began to grow up. By 1818 ports of call
on the Malay peninsula like Ligor, Sungora, Patani, Trengganu, Pahang,
and Johore were listed in Chinese government records more realistically
as “non-tributary trading countries,” that is, places frequented by Chi-
nese merchants that paid no tribute to Beijing. This far-flung Chinese
trading community was already established when the Portuguese and
Spanish invaded East Asia in the sixteenth century.

As Wang Gungwu (1991) reminds us, Chinese sojourners’ communi-
ties abroad were not under Chinese official control. Growth of the Over-
seas Chinese settlement was not fostered nor even countenanced by the
Chinese imperial government. In China, while the gentry-elite let no
merchant subculture grow up comparable to that in Japan and Europe in
the sixteenth century, the Chinese abroad in Southeast Asia were under
quite different local, official, and social restraints. They were often able
to accumulate capital and became risk-taking entrepreneurs with their
own style of life. Their family enterprises in the British, Dutch, and
French colonial areas (in Burma, Malaysia, the East Indies, and Indo-
China) usefully benefited from the rule of European law. In Bangkok
and Manila they advanced through marriage ties with local patricians.



194 LATE IMPERIAL CHINA I600—19T1

Philanthropy and conspicuous consumption were less useful overseas
than in China, while economic development was more appreciated by
the local rulers.

In a way curiously reminiscent of the local gentry in China, the Over-
seas Chinese in Southeast Asia found their social level and functions
sandwiched between the European rulers and the local villages. Chinese
became brokers who helped in tax collections and in maintaining local
services like ferries, bridges, and bazaars. They were generally a stabiliz-
ing element in colonial communities, too few to seize power, interested in
profiting from services rendered as well as from local trade.

The example of the Chinese role at Manila is instructive. When the
Spaniards arrived in the Philippines in force in the 1560s and began to
build a colony based on Christian teaching and Filipino plantation labor,
they found themselves endangered by the breakdown of the Ming ban
on sea trade and the upsurge of Japanese maritime adventurers linked
with Chinese coastal pirates. The Ming prohibition of Chinese sea trade,
a dead letter long since, was lifted in 1567. By the time the Spaniards be-
gan to build their capital at Manila, 150 or so Chinese were on hand. By
1600 there were 25,000 living in a special part of Manila set aside for
them. (Chinese converts to Christianity were not so confined.) Two Chi-
nese communities thus began to develop—the commercial one of so-
journers who managed all the shops and crafts of a Chinese city, and the
mixed one of Christian mestizos who would become Filipino leaders
partly of Chinese descent.

In general Overseas Chinese created fraternal associations and secret
societies for protection of their interests, as well as guilds with their tem-
ples to Guandi and the Empress of Heaven for their commercial welfare.
Their trade was not dominated by large corporations with a modern ca-
pacity to invest and manage overseas transactions. The durable and sea-
worthy sailing junks that carried the trade were privately owned, and
their cargoes were generally the property of individuals or family mer-
chant firms. Many Chinese quickly learned the European commercial
technology of the day.

As time went on, these Chinese trading communities overseas be-
came the active outer fringe of a Maritime China that countered the
land-based and agrarian-centered style of the Ming and Qing empires.
As a minor tradition from early times, this Maritime China had grown
up in the ports where the river traffic from inland China met the ships
from Chinese enclaves abroad. Leonard Blusse (1986) notes that despite
Beijing’s ban on overseas trade, during Ming and early Qing about a
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hundred big Chinese junks traded every year with Southeast Asia. These
traders were ready to expand into international commerce as opportu-
nity allowed. Their principal entrepot on the China coast was Xiamen
(Amoy), a port in Fujian that, unlike nearby Quanzhou and Fuzhou, had
not been the site of an official superintendency of merchant shipping

(shibosi).

European Trading Companies and the Canton Trade

Sea trade with Europe quickened the growth rate of Maritime China.
The East India Companies, inaugurated about 1600 by the British and
Dutch, were powerful corporate bodies that accumulated capital from
joint stock investors and were empowered by their national kings to mo-
nopolize trade and govern territories abroad. These powerful engines of
commercial expansion created British India and the Dutch East Indies.
The British developed a staple trade with China in exports of tea, silk,
and porcelain and imports of silver, woolen textiles, and eventually
opium from India. At first they followed the routes and used the pilots of
the Chinese junk trade. Chinese and foreigners in international com-
merce became a trade-centered community that formed the first Sino—
Western meeting place of the modern age.

Although Xiamen had been a major focus of the Chinese trade to
Southeast Asia and up the China coast, after 1759 Guangzhou (Canton)
was made the sole port open for Europeans. The Canton trade, as it has
been known in the West, was organized on typical Chinese lines: the gov-
ernment commissioned a group of Chinese merchant families to act as
brokers superintending the foreign traders. Responsibility for each West-
ern ship was taken by one Chinese firm, acting as its security merchant.
The security merchants formed a guild, called the Cohong (hong means
trading firm), which answered the commands of the emperor’s specially
appointed superintendent of maritime customs for the Guangdong re-
gion. This official, usually a Manchu from the Imperial Household De-
partment of the Inner Court in Beijing, was known to foreigners as the
Hoppo. The Cohong and the Hoppo had the job of taxing the foreigners’
imports and especially their exports of teas and silks.

Until 1834, when the British East India Company lost its royal char-
ter to monopolize British staple trade with China, the Company fitted
into this special “Canton system.” Its supercargoes sent by the East India
Company board of directors in London lived in style in the British Fac-
tory (business center and residence) on the banks of the river outside the
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big provincial capital of Guangzhou during the trading season, from Oc-
tober to March. In the off season from April to September they retired
downriver to the Portuguese coastal settlement of Macao.

Since the Hoppo was accustomed to squeezing the Hong merchants
for special sums to meet imperial needs, these Chinese merchants were
often short of capital to purchase the cargoes of teas and silks to lade on
the East Indiamen, as contracted with the Company. Thus they tended to
go into debt to the British, and when official exactions kept these li-
censed merchants in debt or even bankrupt, the British complained
about this effect of the merchant guild monopoly. This shortage of in-
vestment funds for the tea and silk cargoes to England was a continuing
problem for the Company.

Another factor in the Sino—foreign trade was the continued importa-
tion into China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries of silver, espe-
cially from Japan and the Americas. Estimates suggest that as much as
$10 million worth of silver annually came into China’s domestic trade.
As in Europe, this inflow led to rising prices, greater monetization, and
increased commerce. In the middle decades of the seventeenth century,
however, events in Japan, Spain, and China combined in what some have
called a “seventeenth-century crisis” to reduce China’s silver import. The
consequences, including a sudden fall of prices, were disastrous. In this
way China was drawn into the international trading world long before
the fact was realized.

Late Imperial China’s foreign trade played a subordinate but impor-
tant role both as a source of imported silver and as a market to stimulate
production for export. One estimate is that as much as one seventh of
the tea that went to market in China was bought by the British East India
Company in its high period after 1759, especially after the rival Euro-
pean smugglers of China tea into the British market were undone by the
Commutation Act of 1784, which lowered the duties collected in Eng-
land.

An omen of China’s future was provided in 1793 when the British
East India Company, which would continue to rule India until 1858,
sent a diplomatic mission to China. Its head, Lord George Macartney,
took scientists and artists in an entourage of 100 on a 66-gun man-of-
war plus two escort vessels loaded with examples of British manufactur-
ing technology that the Qing court promptly labeled “tribute from
England.” The Industrial Revolution was gaining momentum, but re-
mained quite unknown to the senescent Qianlong Emperor. The British
requests for broader trade opportunities under a published tariff, as well
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as diplomatic representation at Beijing, were an invitation to China to
join the modern world then being born. Beijing politely and compla-
cently turned it all down. Twenty-three years later another embassy
under Lord Ambherst in 1816 was rudely treated and sent away. By this
time Britain and British India were already playing key roles in opening
China to international trade. Unfortunately, the Qing court was little
concerned with Maritime China and had no idea of the outside world it
would soon have to deal with. Its concern was to preserve its authority
both within China and on its sea and land frontiers. Early in the nine-
teenth century while trouble was brewing at Guangzhou, rebellion
flared up in Inner Asia over control of non-Chinese on the imperial fron-
tier.

Rebellion on the Turkestan Frontier, 1826-1835

From the oasis cities on the ancient Silk Road in Turkestan (Xinjiang)
trade crossed the Pamirs especially between Kashgar and the state of
Kokand west of the mountains. Early in the nineteenth century a crisis
arose on this frontier. The Central Asianist Joseph Fletcher (in CHOC
10) has described how saintly families, descended from the Prophet or
other early religious leaders, had great popular influence. In fact, one of
these lineages had ruled Turkestan for a time before the Manchu con-
quest of the 1750s. In exile west of the Pamirs in Kokand, they nursed
their claims and sometimes led cavalry raids across the mountain passes
into Kashgaria.

One scion of this line was Jahangir, who became a problem just after
the Daoguang Emperor came to the throne in 1821. Jahangir’s holy war
against the Qing was triggered by a dynamic conjunction of faith and
commerce. In brief, the westward trade of Kashgar was dominated by
merchants of Kokand, whose ruler paid tribute to the Qing emperor, the
usual practice in order to smooth the path of foreign trade. Kokand had
therefore enrolled as a tributary, had kept Jahangir confined, and in turn
had been paid a large yearly gift from the Qing as a reward for such ad-
mirable loyalty. But, as Kokandian merchants became more influential in
the principal market at Kashgar, Kokand asked for special privileges
there—lower taxes on its trade and appointment of its own resident to
superintend Kokandian traders in Kashgar.

When these demands were refused in 1817, Kokand released the im-
petuous Jahangir, who eventually achieved a devastating invasion of
Chinese Turkestan in 1816. A Qing relief expedition of 22,000 men
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crossed the arid trail from one oasis to the next and so reconquered
Kashgar in 1827. Jahangir was betrayed and sent to Beijing, where Dao-
guang had him ritually presented at the imperial temple of ancestors be-
fore being quartered.

The Qing reestablished its rule over the area, but Kokand’s commer-
cial power and military nuisance capacity had been amply demon-
strated. In subsequent negotiations Beijing’s envoys gradually worked
out an administrative settlement which by 1835 provided that (1) Ko-
kand should station a political representative at Kashgar with commer-
cial agents under him at five other cities; (2) these officials should have
consular, judicial, and police powers over foreigners in the area (most of
whom came from Kokand); and (3) they could levy customs duties on
the goods of such foreigners. In addition, the Qing indemnified traders
they had dispossessed during the hostilities.

As we shall see in the rest of this chapter, this was the background
from which Daoguang would approach the British problem developing
at Guangzhou. That Qing policy toward the British in 1834-1842
would be based on Qing experience on the trading frontier of Central
Asia in 1826-183 5 was perfectly natural. The Turkestan settlement with
Kokand in 1835 had been an exercise in barbarian management, which
achieved a stable frontier by giving local commercial concessions and
paying some money.

Opium and the Struggle for a New Order
at Guangzhou, 1834-1842

After 1759 European trade at Guangzhou under the Cohong and the
Hoppo was still nominally conducted as though it were a boon granted
to tributary states. Opium imports from India to China now precipitated
a crisis.

Opium was produced and sold at auction under official British aus-
pices in India and taken to China by private British and Indian traders li-
censed by the East India Company that (until 1858) still governed India.
Opium sales at Guangzhou paid for the teas shipped to London in a
thriving India—China—Britain triangular trade. The drain of silver to pay
for ever-increasing imports of opium began to alarm Qing administra-
tors: they noticed silver becoming more dear in terms of the copper coins
used by the populace to buy their silver for tax payments, and this
threatened both the government’s revenues and the popular livelihood.
The exhaustive research of Man-houng Lin (unpublished), has analyzed
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the Qing officials’ reactions to this monetary crisis. While pinpoint-
ing the outflow of silver to pay for opium, they remained generally un-
aware of China’s fiscal involvement in world trade. Many of the vari-
ables involved—such as silver imports from Japan, silver production in
Latin America, copper cash production in China, debasement, hoarding,
world trade depression—were still invisible to them.

In 1834 London ended the East India Company’s monopoly of Brit-
ish trade with China, and a British official was sent to superintend Brit-
ish trade there. Two issues thus urgently arose for China: how to stop the
opium trade, and how to deal with the British official.

Under the Guangzhou system the East India Company monopolists
had played ball with the brokers called Hong merchants, who handled
their trade ship-by-ship and collected duty payments for the Hoppo. But
after free trade broke out in 1834, the British private traders like Jar-
dine, Matheson & Co., who had been importing the opium, now began
also to export the teas and silks in place of the Company. The British of-
ficial sent to superintend them refused to deal like a trader with the Hong
merchants and demanded to deal with the Qing officials on a basis of
diplomatic equality. He was flouting the tribute system.

To accept Britain’s diplomatic equality would destroy the emperor’s
superiority to all other rulers, which helped him to maintain his position
in China. To tolerate the opium trade any further would not only further
upset the silver/copper exchange rate but would also damage his moral
prestige. Opium smoking, though less powerfully addictive than modern
derivatives, was a social curse that destroyed both individual smokers
and their families. Land was wasted for poppy growing, while the high
price of the drug as contraband led to violence and corruption between
smugglers and officials. The Chinese demand grew up in situations of de-
moralization not unlike the American inner cities of today. This tremen-
dous social evil was sparked by the lust for profit among the British In-
dian government, the foreigners who took opium to China, and the
corrupt Chinese distributors. To Americans of today this pattern sounds
distressingly familiar.

Several years of argument and uncertainty were due to the Qing ad-
ministrators’ doubts that they could destroy the Chinese smugglers or
embargo the trade of the British, whose new steam gunboats were the
last word in mobile firepower. Some in 1836 advocated legalizing the
opium trade since it could not be stopped. The intransigent opposition
to appeasement was led by ambitious Chinese officials who used as their
meeting place a poetry reading club at Beijing. This faction’s opportunist
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moral righteousness, which has been newly explored by James Polachek
(1992), won out in 1839 when the Daoguang Emperor sent an incorrupt
Imperial Commissioner, Lin Zexu, to compel the foreign traders to stop
bringing opium to China. Lin suppressed the Chinese opium purveyors
in Guangzhou, but he had to barricade the foreigners in their factories
before they finally surrendered their current stocks of opium. They knew
more opium, now higher priced, was en route from India and, moreover,
that the British government might recompense them for their losses.

Commissioner Lin’s righteous coercion precipitated war, in which
British commercial interests were heavily involved. Dr. William Jardine
went to London and helped Lord Palmerston work out the war aims
and strategy. The Jardine trading firm leased vessels to the British fleet,
lent pilots and translators, provided hospitality and intelligence, and
cashed the army quartermaster’s bills on London. But the British expedi-
tionary force led by new paddle-wheel steamers was sent to Guangzhou
and thence up the coast to secure privileges of general commercial and
diplomatic intercourse on a Western basis of equality, and not especially
to aid the expansion of the opium trade. The latter was expanding rap-
idly of its own accord and was only one point of friction in the general
antagonism between the Chinese and British schemes of international re-
lations.

In half a dozen engagements along the southeast coast, Britain’s gun-
boats won the Opium War of 1839-1842 and secured Qing agreement
to the Treaty of Nanjing in August 1842.

Joseph Fletcher has pointed out how the Anglo-Chinese treaty
settlements at Nanjing and later all followed the 1835 example with
Kokand. The treaty provisions included (1) extraterritoriality (foreign
consular jurisdiction over foreign nationals), an upgrading of an old
Chinese practice, (2) an indemnity, (3) a moderate tariff and direct for-
eign contact with the customs collectors, (4) most-favored-nation treat-
ment (an expression of China’s “impartial benevolence” to all outsid-
ers), (5) freedom to trade with all comers, no monopoly (long the
custom at Kashgar). Moreover, designated places for trade (now to be
called treaty ports) were an old Chinese frontier custom, and equal rela-
tions without the kowtow’s three kneelings and nine prostrations had
been common on the Kokand and Russian frontiers far from China
proper.

Manchu statesmanship was consistent on the two frontiers, but there
were two major differences: First, Britain, the United States, and France
were aggressive maritime powers from another world, a world of sea-
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borne commerce and war, ruled by law and treaty rights, and for them
the first treaty settlements of 1842-1844 were only the beginning of en-
croachment. Second, the concessions that the Qing could use to stabilize
Kokand-Kashgar relations far off in Central Asia could only damage
Qing prestige if used in China proper. The Manchus, when they took
power at Beijing, had inherited the tradition of China’s central superior-
ity. Anyone who ruled there had to exact tributary obeisance from out-
siders as part of the job of being Son of Heaven. So the unequal treaties
were a defeat that grew bigger as time passed.

To appease the British, the Qing gave them the barren island of Hong
Kong in perpetuity and opened the first five treaty ports. The top Man-
chu negotiator even visited Hong Kong on a British gunboat! Yet the
principles embodied in the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842 were not fully ac-
cepted on the Chinese side, and the treaty privileges seemed inadequate
from the British side. Consequently, the treaty system was not really es-
tablished until the British and French had fought a second war against
the Qing and secured treaties at Tianjin in 1858. Even then the new or-
der was not acknowledged by the reluctant dynasty until an Anglo-
French expedition occupied Beijing itself in 1860. The transition from
tribute relations to treaty relations occupied a generation of friction at
Guangzhou before 1840, and twenty years of trade, negotiation, and co-
ercion thereafter.

Inauguration of the Treaty Century after 1842

Although China’s treaties with Britain (1842—43), with the United States
and France (both in 1844), and with all of them and Russia in 1858 were
signed as between equal sovereign powers, they were actually quite un-
equal. China was placed against her will in a weaker position, open to
the inroads of Western commerce and its attendant culture. By the twen-
tieth century, after three generations of energetic Western consuls had
developed its fine points, the treaty structure was a finely articulated and
comprehensive mechanism. It was based first of all on treaty ports, at
first five in number and eventually more than eighty (see Map 20).
The major treaty ports had a striking physical and institutional re-
semblance to one another. Each had a crowded, noisy waterfront (bund)
and godowns (warehouses) swarming with coolies (a foreign word for
Chinese laborers), who substituted for machinery. All this activity was
under the supervision of Chinese compradors (foreign-hired business
managers), who managed affairs beneath the overlordship of the foreign
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taipans (firm managers). Each treaty port centered in a foreign section
newly built on the edge of a teeming Chinese city and dominated by the
tall white flagstaff of Her Majesty’s consulate. Its foreign institutions
included the club, the race course, and the church. It was ruled by a
proper British consul and his colleagues of other nations and protected
by squat gunboats moored off the bund. At Guangzhou, Xiamen, and
Fuzhou the foreign community got further protection by being estab-
lished on an island. At Ningbo, Shanghai, and other places the foreign
area was separated from the Chinese city by a river, canal, creek, or other
waterway.

These coastal enclaves began as offshoots of Western culture—like
cities in European colonies, outposts of empire. Yet from the beginning
they had a Chinese component, for alien invaders needed the help of
Chinese servants and shopmen just as much as the Chinese upper class
did. The treaty ports quickly became Sino—foreign cities where the for-
eigner played an increasing role in China’s urbanization.

Extraterritoriality, under which foreigners and their activities in
China remained answerable only to foreign and not to Chinese law, was
not a modern invention. In a manner rather like that of the Turks at Con-
stantinople, the Chinese government in medieval times had expected for-
eign communities in the seaports to govern themselves under their own
headmen and by their own laws. This expressed the Chinese imperial
preference for minimalist government, getting people to police them-
selves. This had been true of the early Arab traders in China. The British
and Americans at Guangzhou before the Opium War demanded extra-
territoriality because they had become accustomed to the protection of
their own laws in their relations with the Muslim states of North Africa
and the Ottoman Empire and had suffered from Chinese attempts to ap-
ply Chinese criminal law to Westerners, without regard for Western rules
of evidence or the modern Western abhorrence of torture. Most of all the
foreign traders needed the help of their own law of contract.

A further essential of the treaties was the treaty tariff, which by its
low rates would have prevented the Chinese from protecting their native
industries, in the event that they had recognized the desirability of doing
so before the 1890s. In the 1840s Chinese customs collectors were wont
to make their own deals with merchants and also lacked authority and
means to coerce the foreigners, so that the administration of even the
low treaty tariff was not impartial or effective in Chinese hands. Foreign
inspectors were therefore appointed as Chinese officials to run the Chi-
nese customhouse at Shanghai in 1854. The Chinese employment of for-
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eigners followed ancient precedents and was one of the most construc-
tive features of the treaty system. Under (Sir) Robert Hart as Inspector
General, the Westerners who served as commissioners of Chinese Mari-
time Customs became leading figures in every port, guardians both of the
equality of competition (by enforcement of the regulations for foreign
trade) and of the modest Chinese revenue of about 5 percent derived
from it. The growth of foreign trade gave Beijing and the coastal prov-
inces important new revenues that could be used for modern needs.

By the most-favored-nation clause (a neat diplomatic device) all for-
eign powers shared whatever privileges any of them could squeeze out of
China. The treaty system kept on growing as the fortunes of the Qing dy-
nasty deteriorated. The opium trade that had begun as a joint Sino-for-
eign traffic was taken into the country. After the 1880s China’s native
opium production began to supplant the Indian product, importation of
which ceased in 1917. The India-to-China opium trade had continued
for more than a hundred years under British auspices.

The “treaty century” would occupy the years from 1842 until 1943,
when the United States and Britain formally gave up extraterritoriality
as the linchpin of the unequal treaty system. By making the foreigner im-
mune to Chinese legal control, extraterritoriality put the Chinese ruling
class into a situation reminiscent of earlier times, obliged to govern
China under a degree of alien hegemony. The treaty century, measured
chronologically, would last almost as long as the Ruzhen Jin dynasty
(r115-1234) in North China and several years longer than the Mongol
Yuan dynasty (1279-1368). In cultural terms its influence would be
more pervasive than that of the Ruzhen, the Mongols, or the Manchus,
even though China’s sovereignty was only impaired and not supplanted
by foreign rule, as happened in the Yuan and Qing periods. This compar-
ison is still to be worked out by historians.

For example, how far was the invasion of Western traders in the
nineteenth century reminiscent of the invasions by Inner Asian tribes
who traded and fought on China’s frontier in the fourth to fourteenth
centuries? Or in Linda Cooke Johnson’s terms, to what extent was the
Shanghai International Settlement in its beginning stages comparable to
a native-place guild, with its headman (the consul) responsible for its
members and fostering their trade with official permission? The implicit
suggestion is that in China’s long experience the nineteenth century
brought less discontinuity than we might think.

The fact remains that 1842-1943 (or 1842-1949) can be seen as a
single period characterized by (1) China’s increasing openness to foreign
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contact, (2) foreign military invasions running from the peripheral at-
tacks of the British and French to the two invasions by Japan (1894—
1895, 1931-1937-1945), (3) Western commercial and religious inva-
sions beginning at Guangzhou as early as the 1830s and steadily increas-
ing at least until the 1930s, and (4) the Chinese comeback first under the
Nationalists and second under the Communists.

From the foreign side, the treaty century can be divided into three
phases. The first, lasting until the 1870s, was dominated by the British
commercial “imperialism of free trade.” After setting up the treaty sys-
tem in the warfare of 1840-1842, 1858, and 1860, Britain supported the
weakened Qing regime during its Restoration in the 1860s and later.

The second phase, roughly from the 1870s to 1905, saw the imperi-
alist rivalry in China of the industrializing powers, during which Russia,
France, Germany, and Japan as well as Britain all invaded Qing territory.
The brief Anglo-Qing co-dominion of the China coast was superseded
by the Anglo—Japanese alliance of 1902. The Europeans’ imperialist ri-
valry in Asia and Africa eventuated in their effort to destroy one another
in World War I.

Meanwhile, the more constructive third phase of the treaty century
in China (to be discussed in Part Three) lasted from the r9o0s to the
1930s and 40s.

The treaty century’s openness to foreign contact contrasts with the
closed posture of the Qing tribute system before 1842. Viewed from out-
side China, the third (or early twentieth-century) phase of the treaty cen-
tury was to be the preeminent era of foreign participation in the life of
the Chinese people, a high point of cultural interchange in world history
before the electronic age. The Chinese patriots’ understandable urge is to
create and possess their own history, minimizing foreign participation in
it. The fact that one cannot leave the Shanghai Municipal Council out of
the history of Shanghai nor Jardine, Matheson & Co. out of the history
of Hong Kong suggests that we must see the treaty century as an era of
international history as well as of Chinese history.
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Rebellion and Restoration

The Great Taiping Rebellion, 1851-1864

After 1850 the Qing regime was almost overwhelmed by widespread re-
bellions. The emperor’s inability to subdue the British barbarians in
1842, even though the Opium War was fought at only half a dozen
places on the seacoast, had shaken imperial prestige. In 1846-1848,
moreover, flood and famine were widespread among China’s expanded
population. It is not surprising that a great uprising finally commenced
in 1850.

It began in the southernmost provinces between the Guangzhou re-
gion and its hinterland. This area had been longest connected with the
growing foreign trade and had been last conquered by the Qing. Their
military hold was relatively weak in the very region that had been most
fully subjected to the upsetting effect of foreign trade. The local society,
as analyzed by Frederic Wakeman, Jr. (1966), was dominated by large
land-owning clans, whose militia bands in this area of weak government
often carried on armed feuds between clan villages or groups of villages.
Such local wars were fostered by ethnic fragmentation, due to the fact
that South China had received infusions of migrants from the north,
such as the Hakka people, whose customs set them apart both from the
earlier Han Chinese inhabitants and from the tribal peoples in the hills.
Finally, as population grew and conditions worsened, the foreign opium
trade gave a key opportunity to the antidynastic secret societies, whose
sworn brotherhoods, especially on the trade routes, offered mutual help
and a social subsystem to the alienated and adventurous. In the tradi-
tional pattern the natural candidates to lead rebellion would have been

206
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the branches and offshoots of the Triad Society, whose network was al-
ready widely dispersed among Chinese overseas and in foreign trade.

The fact that the Taiping movement did not join with these estab-
lished agencies of revolt springs from the personality of its founder,
Hong Xiuquan. The faith Hong preached was his own version of Old
Testament Protestant Christianity, and his Heavenly Kingdom of Great
Peace (Taiping Tianguo) ruled at Nanjing from 1853 to 1864. But many
things doomed it from the start, beginning with its theology. After Hong
had failed a fourth time in the Guangzhou examinations of 1843, he ex-
ploded in rage at the Manchu domination of China and then read some
Christian missionary tracts he had been given. These tracts, which re-
mained Hong’s major source of Christian doctrine, had been written by
the early Cantonese convert Liang Fa, who saw in the Old Testament a
story of a chosen few who with God’s help had rebelled against oppres-
sion. Liang stressed the righteous wrath of Jehovah, more than the
lovingkindness of Jesus, and gave Hong barely a fingerhold on Christian
theology. Nevertheless, the tracts seemed to explain the visions he had
during an earlier mental illness: God the Father had evidently called him
to save mankind, and Jesus was his Elder Brother.

Hong became a militant evangelist for a moral life to serve the one
true God. A month with a Baptist missionary with the memorable name
of Issachar Jacox Roberts in 1847 gave him examples of how to pray,
preach, sing hymns, catechize, confess one’s sins, baptize, and otherwise
practice fundamentalist Protestantism. With his first two converts Hong
created an iconoclastic monotheism potent enough to set up the Taiping
theocracy yet too blasphemous to win foreign missionary support, too
intent on the one true God to permit cooperation with secret socie-
ties like the Triads, and too bizarre and irrational to win over Chinese
literati, who were normally essential to setting up a new administra-
tion.

The God-Worshipers’ Society, as the sect first called itself, got started
in a mountain region of Guangxi west of Guangzhou, variously popu-
lated by Yao and Zhuang aborigines and Chinese Hakkas like the Hong
family, that is, migrants from North China several centuries before, who
retained a northern dialect and other ethnic traits, like opposition to
footbinding. As a minority in South China, the scattered Hakka commu-
nities were uncommonly sturdy and enterprising, as well as experienced
in defending themselves against their frequently hostile neighbors.

How Hong became the rebel king of half of China is a story like that
of Napoleon Bonaparte or Adolf Hitler, full of drama, the mysteries of
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chance, and personal and social factors much debated ever since. His
converts had the faith that God had ordered them to destroy Manchu
rule and set up a new order of brotherhood and sisterhood among God’s
children. Leadership was taken by six activists who became sworn
brothers, among whom Hong was only the first among equals. The chief
military leader was an illiterate charcoal burner named Yang, who had
the wit to receive God’s visitations and speak with His voice in a way
that left Hong sincerely speechless. Several of the other leaders were low-
level scholars. None was a mere peasant. They got their political-mili-
tary system from the ancient classic the Rituals of Zhou. Their move-
ment was highly motivated, highly organized, and at first austerely puri-
tanical, even segregating men from women.

Taiping Christianity half-borrowed and half-recreated for Chinese
purposes a full repertoire of prayers, hymns, and rituals, and preached
the brotherhood and sisterhood of all mankind under the fatherhood of
the one true and only God. Unlike the political passivity of Daoism and
the otherworldliness of Buddhism, the Protestant Old Testament offered
trumpet calls to a militant people on the march against their oppressors.
The original corps of Hakka true believers were the bravest in battle and
the most considerate toward the common people. And no wonder!
Hong’s teaching created a new Chinese sect organized for war. It used
tried and true techniques evolved during 1,800 years of Christian history
to inculcate an ardent faith in each individual and ensure his or her per-
formance in its service. Taiping Christianity was a unique East-West
amalgam of ideas and practices geared to militant action, the like of
which was not seen again until China borrowed and sinified Marxism—
Leninism a century later.

Guangxi in 1850 was far from Beijing, lightly garrisoned by Manchu
troops, and strongly affected by the influx of opium runners and pirates
driven inland along the West River by the British navy’s pirate hunting
along the coast. The growing disorder inspired the training of local self-
defense forces, including both militia and bandits, with little to choose
between them since all lived off the people. The small congregation of
God-Worshipers, like other groups, armed for self-defense, but secretly
and for a larger purpose. By late 1850 some 20,000 true believers an-
swered Hong’s call to mobilize, and they battled imperial troops sent to
disperse them. On January 11, 1851, his thirty-eighth birthday, Hong
proclaimed himself Heavenly King of a new dynasty, the Heavenly King-
dom of Great Peace.

The militant Taiping faith inspired an army of fierce warriors, who
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in the early years kept to a strict moral discipline, befriended the com-
mon people, and by their dedication attracted recruits and terrified op-
ponents. They carried a multitude of flags and banners, partly for identi-
fication of units. Instead of shaving their foreheads and wearing the
queue that the Qing dynasty required as a badge of loyalty (such a tan-
gible symbol!), the Taipings let their hair grow free and became the
“long-haired rebels,” even more startling for establishmentarians to be-
hold than student rebels of the Western counterculture a century or so
later.

Civil War

The war that raged from 1851 to 1864 was tremendously destructive to
life and property (see Map 21). Some 600 walled cities changed hands,
often with massacres. While the American Civil War of the early 1860s
was the first big contest of the industrial era, when rail and steamship
transport and precision-made arms were key factors, the Taiping—impe-
rialist war in China was the last of the premodern kind. Armies moved
on their feet and lived off the land. No medical corps attended them.
Modern maps and the telegraph were lacking. Artillery was sometimes
used in sieges, but the favorite tactic was to tunnel under a wall, plant
gunpowder, and blow it up. Navies of junks and sampans fought on the
Yangzi and its major lakes to the south, but steamships were a rarity.
Muskets were used, but much of the carnage was in hand-to-hand com-
bat with swords, knives, pikes, and staves. This required motivation
more than technical training.

An invading army might make up its losses by local recruitment, con-
scription, or conversion of captives, but a commander could not always
count on such troops’ standing their ground, much less charging the en-
emy. Imperial generals brought in Manchu and Mongol hereditary war-
riors, but the humid South often undid them, and their cavalry was
no good in rice fields. The struggle was mainly Chinese against Chi-
nese. Official reports of armies of 20,000 and 30,000 men, sometimes
200,000 and 300,000, make one wonder how they were actually fed and
what routes they traveled by, in a land generally without roads. Troop
totals were always in round numbers and should probably be scaled
down.

In 1851 the Taiping horde erupted northward, captured the Wuhan
cities, and early in 1853 descended the Yangzi to take Nanjing and make
it their Heavenly Capital. Their strategy was what one might expect of
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an ambitious committee dominated by an illiterate charcoal burner: ig-
norant of the outer world, they left Shanghai in imperial hands and
failed to develop any foreign relations. Dizzy with success, they sent in-
adequate forces simultaneously north to conquer Beijing and west to re-
cover central China. Both expeditions failed. Commanders operated
pretty much on their own, without reliable intelligence, communica-
tions, or coordination, simply coping with situations that arose. Ab-
sorbed in religion and warfare, the Taiping leaders were inept in eco-
nomics, politics, and overall planning.

Lacking trained administrators, they generally failed to take over and
govern the countryside as a base area for supplies of men and food. In-
stead, they campaigned from city to city, living off the proceeds of loot
and requisitions, much like the imperial armies. As Philip Kuhn (in
CHOC 10), remarks, they remained in effect “besieged in the cities”
while the local landed elite remained in place in the countryside. All this
resulted from their narrow religiosity, which antagonized, instead of re-
cruiting, the Chinese scholar-gentry class who could have run a govern-
ment for them.

Meanwhile, a watering down of their original faith and austerity hit
the movement. Within Nanjing the leaders soon each had his own army,
palace, harem, and supporters. They spent much time elaborating sys-
tems of nobility, honors, and ceremonies. Missionaries who called upon
the Taiping prime minister in 1860 found him wearing a gold-embroi-
dered crown and clad like his officers in robes of red and yellow silk.
Egalitarianism had continued for the rank and file only.

The original leadership had destroyed itself in a bloodbath in 1856
when the Eastern King, Yang, the chief executive and generalissimo,
plotted to usurp the position of the Heavenly King, Hong. Hong there-
fore got the Northern King, Wei, to assassinate Yang and his supporters,
only to find that Wei and his supporters, drunk with power, had to be as-
sassinated by the Assistant King, Shi, who then felt so threatened that he
took off to the west with much of the army, leaving Hong sitting on a
rump of his own incompetent kinfolk.

Both Nationalists and Communists of a later day have tried to sal-
vage from the Taiping movement some positive prototype of anti-
Manchu nationalism and social reform. The Taipings were against all
the usual evils—gambling, opium, tobacco, idolatry, adultery, prostitu-
tion, footbinding; and they gave special scope to women, who supported
and sometimes served in the army and ran the palaces in place of eu-
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nuchs. But the Taiping calendar and examination system, using tracts
and Hong’s writings, were no improvement on the old; the ideal commu-
nal groupings of twenty-five families with a common treasury never
spread over the countryside; the Westernization program of the last
prime minister, Hong’ cousin, Hong Ren’gan, who had spent some
years with missionaries, never got off the ground. Meantime, the igno-
rance and exclusivity of the Taiping leadership, their lack of an economic
program, and failure to build creatively on their military prowess led to
the slaughter and destitution of the Chinese populace. Mass rebellion
had seldom commended itself in China. Now it gave a bad name to
Christianity, too.

The Protestant missionaries resented the infringement on their stu-
dious monopoly of God’s Word. The more literal-minded were outraged
at Hong’s claim to be Jesus’ younger brother and his injection of the
Chinese family system into the Christian Heaven in the person of God’s
and Jesus’ wives. Hong’s adaptations may strike us today as undoubt-
edly the best chance Christianity ever had of actually becoming part of
the old Chinese culture. What foreign faith could conquer China with-
out a Chinese prophet? But the few missionaries who ventured to Nan-
jing, though well received, got the distinct impression that Taiping
Christianity did not look to them for basic guidance. Even the Taiping
Chinese viewed themselves as central and superior, though generally po-
lite to all “foreign brothers” (wai xiongdi). Their Sixth Commandment,
“Thou shalt not kill or injure men,” used the traditional Chinese gloss,
“The whole world is one family, and all men are brothers.” Hong’s
Three-Character Classic for children to memorize recounted God’s help
to Moses and the Israelites, Jesus’ life and death as the Savior, and the
ancient Chinese (Shang and Zhou) worship of God (here unwittingly
following the Jesuit line). But the rulers of Qin, Han, and Song had gone
astray until Hong was received into Heaven in 1837 and commissioned
to save the (Chinese) world by driving out the Manchu demons. This
was true cultural miscegenation, but few missionaries could stomach it.
Meanwhile, Catholic France had opposed Taiping Protestantism on
principle as still another outcropping of the evil unleashed by Martin
Luther.

The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom went the way of Carthage—only
the name survived. The record is biased because the imperialists
destroyed most Taiping writings, except for those preserved mainly by
foreigners (some were found only in this century in French and British
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libraries). Leaders of ability emerged in the final years, but too late. A
cause for which so many gave their lives must have had much to offer,
but only in comparison with the effete old order under the Manchus.

The Qing Restoration of the 1860s

That the Qing managed to survive both domestic and international at-
tacks is due largely to the policy and leadership changes known as the
Qing Restoration. By 1861 the Manchu dynasty’s mandate seemed truly
exhausted. The diehard anti-Western faction in charge of Qing policy
had been defeated by the Anglo—French occupation of Beijing in 1860,
which secured final acceptance of the unequal treaty system. Mean-
while, a new Taiping commander destroyed the Chinese camp besieging
Nanjing, invaded the delta, and in early 1862 would threaten Shanghai.
The crisis led to a coup d’etat in Beijing in 18671 that brought into power
a new Manchu leadership under the Empress Dowager (Cixi) as regent
and headed by two Manchus, Prince Gong and Grand Councillor Wen-
xiang. They were dedicated to a dual policy: in foreign relations, to ac-
cept the treaty system in order to appease the foreign powers; in domes-
tic relations, to put more Chinese in positions of real power in order to
defeat the rebels. This more flexible policy began a restoration of Qing
power. (“Restoration”—zhongxing—was a traditional term for a dy-
nasty’s “revival at midcourse.”)

The new commander against the Taipings was a Chinese Confucian
scholar from Hunan, Zeng Guofan. Sent home from Beijing to organize
militia in 1852, Zeng was appalled by what he saw as the Taiping’s blas-
phemous and violent attack on the whole Confucian order. He was de-
termined to defeat it in the time-honored way, through moral revival. He
therefore set himself to build an army for defense. He recruited com-
manders of similar character, personally loyal to himself, who selected
their subordinate officers, who in turn enlisted their soldiers man by
man, creating in this way a network of leaders and followers personally
beholden to one another and capable of mutual support and devotion in
warfare. It was a military application of the reciprocal responsibilities
according to status that animated the family system. And it worked. Sol-
diers were carefully selected from proper families and well paid and
trained.

Zeng developed an inland navy on the Yangzi, set up arsenals, and
husbanded his resources. As the Taipings’ original Hakka soldiers from
South China became depleted, Zeng’s Hunan Army began to win. Once
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the Manchus recognized that their best hope lay in trusting Chinese loyal
to the old order, Zeng was able to put his chief lieutenants in as provin-
cial governors and so mobilize a concerted war effort. He methodically
hemmed the Taipings in from upstream, where the Hubei-Hunan capital
of Wuchang had changed hands six times, and from downstream, where
Anglo-French forces finally abandoned neutrality and helped defend the
Shanghai-Ningbo area.

By accepting the Western treaty system and supporting the conserva-
tive Chinese scholar-generals in the provinces, the new leaders at Beijing
under the regency of the young Empress Dowager (Cixi) achieved the
suppression of the Taipings by 1864 and gave their dynasty a new lease
on life. The idealistic picture of this era envisions a genuine conservative
effort at a “Restoration” similar to those that had occurred after the
founding of the Later Han or after the great mid-Tang rebellion. The pi-
oneer Western historian of the Restoration, Mary Clabaugh Wright
(1957), has eloquently described how during the 1860s the components
of the traditional Confucian state were energized to function again: a
group of high-principled civil officials, chosen by examination in the
classics and loyal to the reigning dynasty, sternly suppressed rebellion
and tried to minister benevolently to the agrarian economy and the pop-
ular welfare. Order was restored in the central provinces, taxes remitted,
land reopened to cultivation, schools founded, and men of talent re-
cruited for the civil service, even though more was advocated by the top
officials than could be actually achieved at the rice roots. While reviving
the traditional order in this fashion, the Restoration leaders also began
to Westernize. They set up arsenals to supply modern arms, built steam-
ships, translated Western textbooks in technology and international law,
and created a prototype foreign office in the form of a special committee
(the Zongli Yamen) under the Grand Council. Soon their new provincial
and regional armies with modern arms made peasant uprisings impossi-
ble. In these efforts they were aided by the cooperative policy of the
Western powers, whose imperialist rivalries did not become intense until
the 1870s.

Recent comprehensive appraisals are less upbeat. They note that the
Restoration brought into power the ignorant and obscurantist Empress
Dowager. Westernization was left largely to the Chinese provincial au-
thorities where Chinese power had become dominant, and this put the
Manchu court on the defensive. However, these provincial efforts were
uncoordinated and not backed from Beijing. In the end the Qing admin-
istration’s renewed vitality could not overcome the inertia of the tradi-
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tional Chinese polity. It could function only on its own terms, which
were out of date. The Restoration leaders clung conservatively to the
preeminence of agriculture as the basis of state revenue and popular live-
lihood. They had no conception of economic growth or development in
the modern sense but were austerely antiacquisitive; they continued to
disparage commerce, including foreign trade, as nonproductive. Rather,
they tried to set before the peasantry and bureaucracy the classical ideals
of frugality and incorruptibility, so that the product of the land could
more readily suffice to maintain the people and the government. To as-
sist agriculture, they tried without much success (as Kwang-Ching Liu
has shown (in CHOC 10) to reduce land taxes in the lower Yangzi re-
gion but did not try to lower rents or limit landlordism. They tried to re-
vive the necessary public works systems for water control but could not
control the Yellow River any better than their predecessors.

The Restoration lost vitality after 1870 for many reasons. Its leaders
were conscientiously reviving the past instead of facing China’s new fu-
ture creatively. They could not adequately inspire the lower levels of
their bureaucracy nor handle the specialized technical and intellectual
problems of Westernization. The very strength of their conservative and
restorative effort inhibited China’s responding to Western contact in a
revolutionary way.

Suppression of Other Rebellions

The Restoration’s one undoubted success had been in suppressing rebel-
lions. During Taiping control of the lower Yangzi region there arose on
their north between the Huai and Yellow rivers another movement of re-
bel bands called Nian (see Map 21). Based in fortified earth-walled vil-
lages on the southern edge of the North China plain, they organized cav-
alry forces in their own banner system for raiding abroad and controlled
their territorial base by taking over the local militia corps. Though lack-
ing the dynastic pretensions of the Taipings, the Nian movement from
1853 to 1868 supplanted the imperial government in a sizable region
and harassed it with raids to plunder food supplies from neighboring
provinces.

Imperial efforts to root the Nian out of their fortified nests repeat-
edly failed. Walls were leveled only to rise again. The scholar-generals
who had defeated the Taipings tried to deprive the Nian of their popular
support in the villages by promising security to the populace, death to
the leaders, and pardon to the followers. Meanwhile, other risings flared
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up in several parts of North China. They and the Nian were eventually
put down by new provincial armies with modern weapons. They cut the
rebel cavalry off from their supplies of food and manpower and eventu-
ally, with blockade lines and counter-cavalry, destroyed them on the
plain.

In the aftermath of these revolts that convulsed Central and North
China there were also sanguinary risings of Chinese Muslims in the
southwest and northwest during the 1860s and 1870s—bitter struggles
that are only now beginning to be studied. All in all, the movement for
change in modern China began by following the traditional patterns of
peasant-based rebellions and a Restoration that suppressed them. In the
process many millions of hapless people were killed. The fighting eventu-
ally ran out of steam. Modern estimates are that China’s population had
been about 410 million in 1850 and, after the Taiping, Nian, Muslim,
and other smaller rebellions, amounted to about 350 million in 1873.

Thus, the coercion of China by Western gunboats and even the An-
glo—French occupation of Beijing in 1860 were brief, small, and mar-
ginal disasters compared with the mid-century rebellions that swept over
the major provinces. The Europeans and Americans who secured their
special privileges in China’s new treaty ports were on the fringe of this
great social turmoil, not its creators. For some Chinese at the time they
represented a new order and opportunity, but for the majority they were
unimportant.

Nevertheless, an informal British-Qing entente took shape in the
early 1860s. Britain wanted stability for trade and so, for example,
helped Beijing buy a fleet of steam gunboats (the ultimate weapon of the
day), although the deal broke up over the question of who would com-
mand it. Robert Hart and his Maritime Customs Service, working as
Qing officials, spearheaded the British encouragement of modern fiscal
administration and facilitation of trade. At the same time, by helping to
maintain Qing stability, they played a role in China’s domestic politics
that patriots later could attack.



11

Early Modernization and the

Decline of Qing Power

Self-Strengthening and Its Failure

During the decades following the Qing Restoration of the 1860s, leading
personalities, both Manchu and Chinese, tried to adapt Western devices
and institutions. This movement, studied by Albert Feuerwerker,
Kwang-Ching Liu and others, was posited on the attractive though mis-
leading doctrine of “Chinese learning as the fundamental structure,
Western learning for practical use”—as though Western arms, steam-
ships, science, and technology could somehow be utilized to preserve
Confucian values. In retrospect we can see that gunboats and steel mills
bring their own philosophy with them. But the generation of 1860-1900
clung to the shibboleth that China could leap halfway into modern
times, like leaping halfway across a river in flood.

Under the classical and therefore nonforeign slogan of “self-strength-
ening,” Chinese leaders began the adoption of Western arms and ma-
chines, only to find themselves sucked into an inexorable process in
which one borrowing led to another, from machinery to technology,
from science to all learning, from acceptance of new ideas to change of
institutions, eventually from constitutional reform to republican revolu-
tion. The fallacy of halfway Westernization, in tools but not in values,
was in fact apparent to many conservative scholars, who therefore chose
the alternative of opposing all things Western.

The leaders in self-strengthening were those who had crushed the
Taipings, scholar-officials like Zeng Guofan and his younger coadjutor,
Li Hongzhang (1823-1901), who set up an arsenal at Shanghai to make
guns and gunboats. As early as 1864 Li explained to Beijing that the
foreigners’ domination of China was based on the superiority of their
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weapons, that it was hopeless to try to drive them out, and that Chinese
society therefore faced the greatest crisis since its unification under the
First Emperor in 221 BC. Li concluded that in order to strengthen herself
China must learn to use Western machinery, which implied also the
training of Chinese personnel. This simple line of reasoning had been
immediately self-evident to the fighting men of Japan after Perry’s arrival
in 1853. But the movement for Westernization in China was obstructed
at every turn by the ignorance and prejudice of the Confucian literati.
This lack of responsiveness in China, during the decades when Japan
was being rapidly modernized, provides one of the great contrasts of
history.

China’s difficulties were repeatedly illustrated. To make Western
learning available, for example, some eighty Jesuit missionaries during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had produced Chinese transla-
tions of over 400 Western works, more than half on Christianity and
about a third in science. Protestant missionaries of the early nineteenth
century published about 8oo items, but nearly all as religious tracts or
translations of scripture, mainly directed in simple parlance at the com-
mon man, not the Chinese literati. At the Shanghai arsenal during the
last third of the century, one gifted Englishman (John Fryer) collaborated
with Chinese scholars to translate more than a hundred works on sci-
ence and technology, developing the necessary terminology in Chinese as
they went along. But the distribution of all these works was limited,
rather few Chinese scholars seem to have read them, and their produc-
tion depended on the initiative of foreigners or of a few officials con-
cerned with foreign affairs, not under guidance from the throne.

At the capital an interpreters’ college had been set up in 1862 as a
government institution to prepare young men for diplomatic negotia-
tion. With an American missionary as head and nine foreign professors
and with Robert Hart’s prompting and Customs support, this new col-
lege soon had over too Manchu and Chinese students of foreign lan-
guages. Yet antiforeign literati objected to the teaching of Western sub-
jects. The erroneous excuse had to be offered that “Western sciences
borrowed their roots from ancient Chinese mathematics . . . China in-
vented the method, Westerners adopted it.”

The jealousy of a scholar class whose fortunes were tied to Chinese
learning was most vigorously illustrated in the case of a Chinese student,
Yung Wing, who had been taken to the United States by missionaries in
1847 and graduated from Yale in 1854. When he returned to China
after eight years abroad, he had to wait almost a decade before he was
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used by Zeng Guofan as an agent to buy machinery and as an interpreter
and translator. Yung Wing’s proposal to send Chinese students abroad
was not acted upon until fifteen years after his return. In 1872 he headed
an educational mission that brought some 120 long-gowned Chinese
students to Hartford, Connecticut. Old-style Chinese teachers came with
them to prepare these prospective Westernizers of China for the exami-
nations in the classics, a preparation still essential to their becoming of-
ficials. Yung Wing was also given as colleague an obscurantist scholar
whose mission was to see to it that Western contact did not undermine
the students’ Confucian morals. In 1881 the whole project was aban-
doned.

Similar attitudes handicapped early industrialization. Conservatives
feared that mines, railroads, and telegraph lines would upset the har-
mony between man and nature (fengshui) and create all sorts of prob-
lems—by disturbing the imperial ancestors, by assembling unruly
crowds of miners, by throwing boatmen and carters out of work, by ab-
sorbing government revenues, by creating a dependence on foreign ma-
chines and technicians. Even when modernizers could overcome such
fears, they still faced enormous practical difficulties such as the lack of
entrepreneurial skills and capital. Major projects had to be sponsored
by high officials, usually under the formula of “official supervision
and merchant operation.” This meant in practice that enterprises were
hamstrung by bureaucratism. Merchant managers remained under the
thumb of their official patrons. Both groups milked the new companies
of their current profits instead of reinvesting them. An ongoing process
of self-sustaining industrial growth through reinvestment was never
achieved.

Thus, China’s late-nineteenth-century industrialization proved gen-
erally abortive in spite of the early promise of many officially sponsored
projects. For example, the China Merchants’ Steam Navigation Com-
pany founded by Li in 1872 was subsidized to carry the tribute rice from
the Yangzi delta to feed the capital. Almost every year since 1415 long
flotillas of grain junks had moved these shipments up the Grand Canal.
Now they could go quickly by sea from Shanghai to Tianjin. To provide
coal for the steamer fleet the Kaiping coal mines were opened north of
Tianjin in 1878. To transport this coal, China’s first permanent railway
was inaugurated in 1881. Yet by the end of the century these mutually
supporting enterprises had made little progress. The China Merchants’
Company, plundered by its patrons, managers, and employees, lost
ground to British steamship lines. The Kaiping mines, heavily in debt to
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foreigners, were taken over by Herbert Hoover and others in 1900. Rail-
road building was neglected by China and promoted by the imperialist
powers in their spheres of influence after 1898.

During the latter part of Li Hongzhang’s thirty years of service as
governor-general at Tianjin, his chief rival was Zhang Zhidong, who
served eighteen years at Wuhan. There he set up an iron foundry that be-
came a steel mill, as well as military academies and technical schools for
telegraphy, mining, railways, and industrial arts. Yet Zhang’s primary
hope was to fit all this technology into the classical Confucian scheme of
things.

The modernization of China thus became a game played by a few
high officials who realized its necessity and tried to raise funds, find per-
sonnel, and set up projects in a generally lethargic if not unfriendly envi-
ronment. Hope of personal profit and power led them on, but the Em-
press Dowager’s court, unlike the Meiji Emperor’s in Japan, gave them
no firm or consistent backing. She, on the contrary, let the ideological
conservatives stalemate the innovators so that she could hold the bal-
ance. Since South China was as usual full of bright spirits looking for
new opportunities, especially in the rapidly growing treaty-port cities,
the late nineteenth century was a time of much pioneering but little basic
change. Westernization was left to the efforts of a few high provincial of-
ficials partly because this suited the central-local balance of power—the
court could avoid the cost and responsibility—and partly because treaty-
port officials in contact with foreigners were the only ones who could see
the opportunities and get foreign help.

The payoff from self-strengthening came in the Sino-Japanese War
of 1894-1895. Because of her size, the betting was on China, but Li
Hongzhang knew differently and tried to forestall the war. China had
begun navy building in the 1870s. During the 1880s Li purchased steel
cruisers and got instructors and advisors from Britain, but later Krupp
outbid Armstrong and two bigger German vessels were added. In the late
1880s, however, funds for the Chinese navy were scandalously diverted
by a high-level official conspiracy to build the Empress Dowager’s new
summer palace instead. By Hart’s estimate, the navy “ought to have a
balance of 36,000,000 taels [say U.S. $50 million], and lo! it has not
a penny.” In September 1894 he found “they have no shells for the
Krupp’s, and no powder for the Armstrong’.” In the war with Japan,
only Li Hongzhang’s North China army and fleet were involved (not
those in Central and South China), and some of the navy’s shells were
found to be full of sand instead of gunpowder.
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When the Japanese intervened in Korea in 1894, ostensibly to quell
Korean rebels, they routed Li’s North China army, and in one of the first
modern naval battles, off the Yalu River, sank or routed his fleet. It was
commanded by an old cavalry general who brought his ships out line
abreast like a cavalry charge, while the Japanese in two columns circled
around them. Today when tourists visit the marble boat which stands in
the Summer Palace lake outside Beijing, they should be able to imagine a
caption on it: “In memoriam: here lies what might have been the late
Qing navy.”

From our perspective today, the startling thing is that China’s first
modern war should have been left on the shoulders of a provincial of-
ficial as though it were simply a matter of his defending his share of the
frontier. The Manchu dynasty has of course been blamed for its non-na-
tionalistic ineptitude, but the trouble was deeper than the dynasty’s be-
ing non-Chinese; the fault evidently lay in the imperial monarchy itself,
the superficiality of its administration, its constitutional inability to be a
modern central government.

The Qing dynasty had survived rebellions of the Chinese people, but
its foreign relations now got out of hand. Japan’s victory over China
threw the Far East into a decade of imperialist rivalries. In order to
pay off the indemnity, China went into debt to European bondholders.
In 1898 Russia, Germany, Britain, Japan, and France all occupied or
claimed spheres of influence in China. These consisted usually of a major
port as a naval base, a railway through its hinterland, and mines to de-
velop along it. In order to check Japan, China invited Russia into Man-
churia—until the Russo—Japanese War of 1905 left Russia confined to
the north and Japan triumphant in South Manchuria and Korea.

All in all, China seemed about to perish. Could a new generation
with a new teaching come to the rescue? Could the new teaching inspire
a national regeneration under a strong ruling power?

The Christian—Confucian Struggle

To most Chinese, Christian missionaries seemed to be the ideological
arm of foreign aggression. The conflict, begun in the seventeenth century
and resumed in the nineteenth, went on at many levels: political, intellec-
tual, and social.

Politically, Christianity was heterodox. At first it had seemed to be
merely another sect of a Buddhist type, with a belief system, a savior,
moral guilt, and a way to atone for it—elements that most religions have
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in common. Since most religious sects in China had long since been pro-
scribed, like the White Lotus, they generally had to be secret organiza-
tions. After the spectacular Jesuit contact of the 1600s foundered upon
the Rites Controversy that pitted the Pope at Rome against the Emperor
of China, Christianity was banned in 1724. The ban was not lifted until
1846 at French insistence. Meanwhile the Chinese Roman Catholic
communities had survived, but foreign priests had to work clandestinely.

Protestant missionaries by their calling were reformers at heart, and
their efforts at once brought them into conflict with the Confucian estab-
lishment, which believed in its own kind of reform. Missionaries and the
Chinese gentry-elite were natural rivals. Both were privileged, immune
to the magistrate’s coercion. Both were teachers of a cosmic doctrine. Ri-
valry was unavoidable. Paul Cohen quotes as representative an early
missionary who saw behind the outward show of the Confucian elite’s
politeness and refinement “nothing but cunning, ignorance, rudeness,
vulgarity, arrogant assumption and inveterate hatred of everything for-
eign.” This view was reciprocated. To the scholar-gentry, missionaries
were foreign subversives, whose immoral conduct and teachings were
backed by gunboats. Conservative patriots hated and feared these alien
intruders, but the conservatives lost out as modern times unfolded, and
much of the record thus far available is polemical or else comes mainly
from the victorious missionaries and Chinese Christians. The record so
ably summarized by Cohen (in CHOC 10) shows few Chinese converts
to the Christian faith but a pervasive influence from missionary aggres-
siveness.

The period from 1860 to 1900 saw the gradual spread of mission sta-
tions into every province under the treaty right of extraterritoriality, and
also under the right of inland residence illegally slipped into one treaty
by a devout French interpreter. Building on its old foundations, the Ro-
man Catholic establishment totaled by 1894 some 750 European mis-
sionaries, 400 native priests, and over half a million communicants.
Protestant missions had begun at Guangzhou, where Robert Morrison
was employed by the British East India Company after 1807. The first
Americans arrived in 1830. By 1894 the Protestant mission effort sup-
ported over 1,300 missionaries, mainly British, American, and Cana-
dian, and maintained some 500 stations—each with a church, resi-
dences, street chapels, usually a small school, and possibly a hospital or
dispensary—in about 3 50 different cities and towns. Yet they had made
fewer than 60,000 Christian converts among the Chinese. Plainly, China
was not destined to become a Christian nation.
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After 1860 the increase of contact led to continuing friction be-
tween gentry and missionaries. Especially among Hunanese who had re-
sisted the “Christian” Taipings, a militant anti-Christian movement or-
ganized ideological defenses and fomented violent action. Typically,
gentry would spread rumors of missionary immorality when men and
women worshipped together. A lurid pornographic literature, revived
from the seventeenth century, described the bestial orgies of priests,
nuns, and converts. Gentry had only to post placards stating a time and
place for the populace to assemble to touch off a riot. Thousands of inci-
dents occurred and hundreds were reported in diplomatic channels by
missionaries demanding redress and official protection of their treaty
right to proselytize.

Gunboat blackmail obliged Qing officials to take the foreigners’ side
and enforce the treaties, further damaging the dynasty’s prestige. The
Catholics in particular supported their converts in lawsuits. Having little
trade, the French championed Catholic missions, whose bishops claimed
and sometimes received a sort of official status.

On their part, the Protestant missionaries, organized under a dozen
denominations, had an early struggle to master the Chinese language
and work out the terminology they needed to convey their message.
China had a full vocabulary already in place to designate God, the soul,
sin, repentance, and salvation. Missionary translators were up against it:
If they used the established term, usually from Buddhism, they could not
make Christianity distinctive. But if they used a neologism, they could be
less easily understood. This problem became most acute at the central
point in Christianity, the term for God. After much altercation, the Cath-
olics ended up with Lord of Heaven, some Protestants with Lord on
High, and others with Divine Spirit. One translation into Chinese of the
Bible produced a stalemate in which the missionaries could not agree on
what to call the basic kingpost of their religion.

In the “Christian occupation of China,” as it was unwisely called,
Protestant missionaries brought their small schools and rudimentary
medicine into the major cities, where examination candidates could oc-
casionally be leafletted. But for the most part the Americans, who had
usually come from farms, found that life in the countryside was more
congenial and offered a better prospect of competing with Confucian-
ism. The growth of the Protestant Christian church was slow but steady.
The number of Chinese converts and practicing Christians rose by 1900
to over 100,000, a mere drop in the Chinese bucket, but the Protestant
missionaries were great institution-builders. They set up their com-
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pounds with foreign-style houses managed by Chinese servants and soon
were developing schools and dispensaries or public-health clinics. The
first Chinese they won for Christ were often clients or coworkers, like
the cook or the tract distributor, but they also included some gifted and
idealistic men who were impressed by foreign ways and were willing to
embrace the foreign religion. In the late nineteenth century many Chi-
nese reformers took on Christianity partly because the trinity of indus-
try, Christianity, and democracy seemed to be the secret of Western
power and the best way to save China.

The Reform Movement

In Late Imperial China trends in Chinese scholarship took a long time to
catch up with the trends in China’s foreign relations. During the same
years as China’s widespread commercial growth, there was a movement
in scholarship that Benjamin Elman (1984) calls “from philosophy to
philology.” The essence was that Confucian scholar-officials’ concern to
make moral judgments in terms of great principles gave way to more
precise technical studies that were less culture-bound, and perhaps better
preparation for confronting specific modern problems.

The Lower Yangzi delta where so much of the new interregional
trade centered in the late eighteenth century was in the same period the
home of a new type of scholarship known as “evidential research”
(kaozhengxue). Chinese dismay at the Ming collapse in the early 1600s
had pinpointed the cause in Neo-Confucian philosophy, with its subtle
admixture of Buddhist-Daoist abstractions. Scholars were “dissatisfied
with the empirically unverifiable ideas that had pervaded” Song and
Ming interpretations of Confucianism. The stress on moral principles
(Song Neo-Confucianism was known as Lixue, “the learning of princi-
ple”) had contributed to the righteous moral denunciations among
factions that had hamstrung late Ming administrations. Under the Man-
chus, some classical scholars therefore turned from philosophy to phil-
ology, and also to mathematical astronomy, specifically to the concrete
analysis of texts, their authenticity, interpolations, and exact meanings.
One result was that from internal evidence forgeries were discovered in
venerated classics. They were no longer sacrosanct.

This new look in Qing scholarship was commemorated in 1829 in a
collection of 180 works by 75 seventeenth- and eighteenth-century au-
thors, half of whom had held the top degree of jinshi. It happened, ironi-
cally, that this great achievement of scholarship was due to the editorial
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leadership of the eminent bibliophile Ruan Yuan, who was also the em-
peror’s top official in charge of Guangdong province and the European
trade.

It is true of course that many authors in Ruan Yuan’s great collec-
tion had come from merchant families. The legendary wealth of the
Yangzhou salt merchants, for example, enabled them to finance acade-
mies and support talent. With the patronage of high officials, scholars
were mobilized to work on big imperial projects of compilation such as
the Ming History and the Qing geographical gazetteer. There were more
than 150 such imperial projects. Out of all this work emerged a sense
that evidential research was indeed a profession, separate from office-
holding.

Academies and their libraries to foster this research proliferated espe-
cially in the Lower Yangzi provinces. Though at first stand-offish, the
emperor after 1733 began to sponsor academies that prepared students
for the examinations. After 1750, however, officially sponsored but in-
ternally somewhat autonomous academies emerged to support study,
discussion, and research alone. The “Han learning” of evidential re-
search, basing itself on the New Texts of the Han period, showed the in-
tellectual capacity and vitality of an established community of Qing
scholars. They communicated partly by letters written for eventual pub-
lication. Their achievements in critical evaluation of the inherited texts
led them into epigraphy, phonology, and a beginning of archaeological
analysis of bronzes and stone monuments.

By the 1840s the sudden triumph of British seapower led to the
drawing together of two lines of Chinese reformist thought—the New
Text movement to reappraise the classics and the statecraft movement
for the scholar-official elite to become more involved and more effective
in administration. The scholar-official Wei Yuan (1794-1857) was a
leader in both. In 1826 he had compiled over 2,000 exemplary writings
on fiscal and other practical aspects of administration. He proposed car-
rying Beijing’s rice stipend from the Lower Yangzi by sea around Shan-
dong instead of over the toilsome Grand Canal route. He helped reform
the salt gabelle, wrote an account of the ten successful Qing military
campaigns, and at Guangzhou helped Commissioner Lin by compiling
an influential account of the countries overseas—altogether a critical
new look at China’s problems, none too soon. Wei Yuan brought the
outside world that Britain represented onto the horizon of the late Qing
reformers.

The continuity between evidential research and modern Chinese
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scholarship would be evidenced in the 1890s when scholars versed in
bronze and stone inscriptions recognized the significance of the “oracle
bones” left from the Shang dynasty. This marked the start of modern
Chinese archaeology, as noted in Chapter 1, though it did little to help
the late Qing meet the Western invasion.

By the 1890s the growth of cities, most of which were treaty ports,
had brought great material and social changes. In the coastal and river-
ine ports, Western-style buildings, street patterns, and city services of
gas lighting and water supply, plus steamship transportation and foreign
trade, were all connected with (or extensions of) the world outside
China. In these ports a modern Chinese economy took shape as a joint
product of foreign and Chinese enterprise in commerce, banking, and
industry. Simultaneously appeared the modern mass media—Chinese
journalists, newspapers, and magazines—and a new intelligentsia of
writers and artists not oriented toward careers as government officials.
In the modern cities under foreign administration, where Chinese busi-
nessmen prospered as bankers and compradors assisting foreign firms,
as well as independently, a Chinese public opinion began to find expres-
sion.

As Christian converts began to form a decentralized community, mis-
sionaries began to put out a Chinese magazine, the Review of the Times
(Wanguo gongbao), which reported on the international scene. Weekly
from 1875 to 1883 and monthly from 1889 to 1907 this journal spread
world news to the Chinese scholar class. Partly because it was so ably
written in classical Chinese by the Chinese editors, the journal being first
in the field gave the missionaries a direct channel to the scholars and of-
ficials who were grappling with the problems of the outside world. In the
1890s the ablest missionaries (like the Welshman Timothy Richard) pur-
sued a program of reaching the scholar class and so had influence on the
reform movement.

From China’s perspective, Japan’s victory of 1895 was not merely a
defeat of China by some other civilized power but a real subjection to the
powers of darkness represented by the West. Consider that the West-
erners had the morals of animals, men and women both holding hands
and actually kissing in public. By inventing powerful machines this out-
side world had overwhelmed the order of man and nature that had cre-
ated civilization and the good life. Chaos was at hand.

In 1895 several factors had suddenly converged. First was the foreign
menace, which had produced four wars and four defeats for China
through naval firepower on the coast. New weapons of war, incredibly
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destructive, were now wielded by these outsiders. To this fact of foreign
power was added the second undeniable fact of foreign skill, not only at
war-making but in all the practical arts and technology of life. The steam
engine on ships and railroads had sped up transportation beyond all
compare, and paved roads, gas lighting, water supply, and police systems
now characterized port cities such as Shanghai. Third, to those people
who felt that technology and the arts were an expression of basic moral
and intellectual qualities, it was plain that traditional China was some-
how lacking in these capacities that the foreigner demonstrated.

The crisis and humiliation produced by these considerations led to
the inescapable conclusion that China must make great changes. Because
China’s common people did not contribute to the government and most
of the elite were too well ensconced in habitual ways to provide intellec-
tual leadership, only scholars could tackle this problem.

The list of desirable reforms had been steadily growing since the
Opium War. Several secretaries and advisors of Li Hongzhang had con-
tributed; so had Christian missionaries, Taiping rebels, diplomats who
went abroad, and early Chinese journalists in Hong Kong and Shanghai.
For such people the Western countries and now Japan offered a cornuco-
pia of new ways that might be adapted to China’s needs. On the broadest
level, parliaments could create a firmer bond between ruler and people.
Government patents or rewards could encourage inventions, repair of
roads could help trade, mineralogy could improve mining, agricultural
schools could increase production, translations could broaden educa-
tion—the list was endless.

However, before the reform movement could gain broad support, a
philosophical sanction had to be found for China’s borrowing from
abroad and changing the old ways. This sanction had to be found within
Confucianism, for it was still the vital faith of China’s ruling class. It
called for statesmanship in the service of the Son of Heaven. Only an in-
sider, a latter-day sage, could perform the intellectual task of updating
this Confucian tradition. This was Kang Youwei’s great contribution. He
was a precocious scholar from Guangzhou, imaginative, sublimely self-
confident, and expert at finding in China’s classical tradition the prece-
dents that would justify its adaptation to the present.

Kang’s starting point was the New Text movement, in which Qing
scholars had attacked the authenticity of the Ancient Text versions of
the classics upon which the Neo-Confucian orthodoxy since the Song
period had been based. The whole subject was at a level of complexity
like that of the Christian doctrines of the Trinity or of predestination.
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No slick summary can do it justice. But for us today the point is that the
New Text versions came from the Earlier Han (Bc), while the Ancient
Text version had become the standard in the Later Han (AD) and had re-
mained so for the Song philosophers who put together the synthesis we
call Neo-Confucianism (in Chinese parlance the Song Learning). To re-
pudiate the Ancient Text versions in favor of the New Text versions
(which were really older) gave one a chance to escape the Neo-Confu-
cian stranglehold and reinterpret the tradition. The New Text school of
thought believed in adapting institutions to the times and so generally fa-
vored reform.

As Benjamin Elman (1990) has shown, the New Text reform move-
ment in late Qing was actually a continuation of the late Ming effort of
Lower Yangzi scholars (of the Donglin or “Eastern Forest” academy) to
extirpate imperial despotism. Instead of an evil eunuch as in the 1620s,
the symbol of the autocracy’s moral iniquity in the 1790s was the aged
Qianlong Emperor’s corrupt favorite, Heshen. Beginning in the same
Lower Yangzi region as the Donglin (Changzhou prefecture), New Text
reformers during the nineteenth century demanded, often in their memo-
rials of remonstrance (gingyi), a greater imperial concern for public
needs. Kang Youwei, consciously or not, represented a growing gentry
interest in government reform.

In 1891 he published his Study of the Classics Forged during the Xin
Period (AD 9-23). He asserted that “the Classics honored and ex-
pounded by the Song scholars are for the most part forged and not those
of Confucius.” This bombshell was eruditely crafted and very persuasive
(though not then nor now generally accepted). Kang also cited New Text
classical sources to buttress his theory of the three ages of (1) disorder,
(2) approaching peace and small tranquility, and (3) universal peace and
great unity. The world was now entering the second age in this progres-
sion, which implied a doctrine of progress. Kang Youwei had secured
most of his ideas from earlier writers, but he marched to his own drum-
mer. This enabled him to smuggle the ideas of evolution and progress
into China’s classical tradition at the very moment when these ideas were
sweeping the international world.

Indeed, Kang Youwei and his best student, the Cantonese Liang
Qichao, were quick to accept the Social Darwinism of the 1890s. They
wrote books on the sad fate of hidebound nations like Turkey and India
and the success stories of Peter the Great’s Russia and Meiji Japan in the
struggle for survival of the fittest among nations. In short, these radical
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reformers at heart were ardent nationalists but still hoped that the Qing
monarchy could lead China to salvation. Profiting from the example of
Protestant missionaries, they began to use the modern devices of the
press and of study societies that sponsored discussion of public problems
both in print and in group meetings. Kang even advocated making wor-
ship of Confucius into an organized national religion. But his main hope
was a traditional one: to gain the ear of the ruler and reform China from
the top down. His chance came in 1898, when each imperialist power
demanded a sphere of influence and China seemed about to be carved
into pieces. Since 1889 the idealistic Emperor Guangxu had been al-
lowed nominally to reign while his aunt, the Empress Dowager, kept
watch on him from her newly furbished summer palace. The emperor,
now twenty-seven, had been reading books, not a safe activity for a fig-
urehead, and his old imperial tutor, a rival of Li Hongzhang, recom-
mended Kang Youwei to him. As the crisis deepened in 1898 the em-
peror gave him his confidence.

Between June 11 and September 21, during one hundred days,
Guangxu issued some 40 reform decrees aimed at modernizing the Chi-
nese state, its administration, education, laws, economy, technology,
military, and police systems. Many of these reforms had been advocated
by writers for decades past, only now they were decreed by the emperor.
Unfortunately, unlike the first hundred days of Franklin D. Roosevelt,
which legislated the New Deal in 1933, the radical reforms of 1898 re-
mained largely on paper while officials waited to see what the Empress
Dowager would do. She waited until nearly everyone in the establish-
ment felt threatened by the proposed changes and then staged a mili-
tary coup d’etat. Kang and Liang escaped to Japan, but she confined
Guangxu to the southern island in the palace lake and executed the six
radicals she could catch.

Informed mainly by the self-serving writings of Kang and Liang,
many have viewed the fiasco of the Hundred Days of 1898 in black and
white terms, seeing Kang, Liang, and the emperor as heroes defeated by
evil reactionaries. The opening of the Palace Museum Archives in Taibei
and the Number One Historical Archives at Beijing has now allowed a
revisionist like Luke S. K. Kwong (1984) to reinterpret the events of
1898 and specialists like Benjamin Elman to question some of his ques-
tionings. The Beijing politics of 1898 require fuller appraisal.

In any case, the most die-hard Manchu princes, whose palace up-
bringing had left them ignorant of the world and proud of it, soon be-
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came patrons of a peasant secret society, the Boxers. This turning of the
Manchu court to active support of a fanatical cult was an obvious act of
intellectual bankruptcy.

The Boxer Rising, 1898-1901

In northwest Shandong on the floodplain of the Yellow River, the rather
dense population had become so poor that few gentry lived in the vil-
lages, and banditry had become a seasonal occupation that inspired
intervillage feuds. The Qing government and gentry were losing control.
During the 1890s aggressive German missionaries had attracted con-
verts to Catholicism partly by supporting them in lawsuits against non-
Christians. After their seizure of Shandong as a sphere of influence in
1898, the Germans’ arrogance heightened the anti-Christian sentiment
that had long been accumulating as Christian missions spread into the
interior while the European powers and Japan repeatedly humbled the
Chinese government. Antimissionary riots had led the foreigners to ex-
act such onerous penalties that Qing policy required magistrates to
avoid antagonizing the missionaries and their converts. In this situation
Shandong peasants defended their interests through secret societies. In
southwest Shandong, for example, the Big Sword Society became a force
for bandit suppression. In 1898 a disastrous Yellow River flood followed
by prolonged drought put the villagers in dire straits. North China be-
came a tinderbox.

Joseph Esherick’s (1987) masterly study of the Boxers’ origins pin-
points the combining in northwest Shandong of two peasant tradi-
tions—the technique of the martial arts or “boxing” (featured in operas
and storytelling and visible today in movies of gongfu combat) and the
practice of spirit possession or shamanism. (We may recall from Chapter
2 that the king of the Shang dynasty had acted as the chief shaman.)
The Spirit Boxers, who later took the name Boxers United in Righteous-
ness, put together these two elements. After appropriate rituals, Boxers
went into a trance, foamed at the mouth, and arose prepared for combat
because they were now invulnerable to swords or bullets. Anyone could
be possessed and so for the moment become a leader. No hierarchic
organization was necessary. The aim was the simple slogan, “Support
the Qing, destroy the foreign.” Once ignited in the propitious circum-
stances of the times, the Boxer movement spread across North China
like wildfire. The Manchu princes, and even the Empress Dowager for a
time, felt they heard the voice of the common people, the final arbiter of
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Chinese politics. They proposed to work with the movement, not against
it, and so get rid of foreign imperialism.

In the sequence of events, each side aroused the other. Legation
guards in the spring of 1900 went out shooting Boxers to intimidate
them. By June 13-14 Boxers broke into Beijing and Tianjin, killing
Christians and looting. On June 10, 2,100 foreign troops had started
from Tianjin to defend the Beijing legations but got only halfway. On
June 17 a foreign fleet attacked the coastal forts outside Tianjin. On
June 21 the Empress Dowager and the dominant group at court for-
mally declared war on all the powers. As she said, “China is weak. The
only thing we can depend upon is the hearts of the people. If we lose
them, how can we maintain our country?” (By country she meant dy-
nasty.)

The Boxer Rising in the long, hot summer of 1900 was one of the
best-known events of the nineteenth century because so many diplo-
mats, missionaries, and journalists were besieged by almost incessant
rifle fire for eight weeks (June 29—August 14) in the Beijing legation
quarter—about 475 foreign civilians, 450 troops of eight nations, and
some 3,000 Chinese Christians, also about 150 racing ponies, who pro-
vided fresh meat. An international army rescued them, not without bick-
ering, after rumors they had all been killed. The Empress Dowager, with
the emperor safely in tow, took off for Xi’an by cart. The allied forces
thoroughly looted Beijing. Kaiser Wilhelm II sent a field marshal, who
terrorized the surrounding towns, where many thousands of Chinese
Christians had been slaughtered; 250 foreigners, mainly missionaries,
had been killed across North China. Vengeance was in the air.

But the Chinese provincial governors-general who had led the effort
at self-strengthening also coped with this crisis. Li Hongzhang at
Guangzhou, Zhang Zhidong at Wuhan, and the others had decided
right away in June to ignore Beijing’s declaration of war. They declared
the whole thing simply a “Boxer Rebellion,” and they guaranteed peace
in Central and South China if the foreigners would keep their troops and
gunboats out. This make-believe worked. The imperialist powers pre-
ferred to keep the treaty system intact, together with China’s foreign-
debt payments. And so the War of 1900, the fifth and largest that the
Qing fought with foreign powers in the nineteenth century, was localized
in North China.

The Boxer protocol signed in September 1901 by the top Manchu
prince and Li Hongzhang with eleven foreign powers was mainly puni-
tive: ten high officials were executed and one hundred others punished;
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the examinations were suspended in forty-five cities; the legation quarter
in Beijing was enlarged, fortified, and garrisoned, as was the railway,
and some twenty-five Qing forts were destroyed. The indemnity was
about $333 million, to be paid over forty years at interest rates that
would more than double the amount. The only semiconstructive act was
to raise the treaty-based import tariff to an actual 5 percent.

Demoralization

The Confucian-based system of government stressed the impeccable
conduct of rulers, officials, and leaders in family and community as the
sanction for their superior position and privileges. To an unusual degree,
China was governed by prestige. Emperors might in fact be knaves or
fools, but the imperial institution was sacrosanct. Official pronounce-
ments were aimed at maintaining and improving the image of the power-
holders. Losers were stigmatized as lacking in morality, which accounted
for their losing out. A man’s maintenance of his good name was as im-
portant as his life, an idea that applied even more to women. People
whose reputations had been blackened could redeem themselves by sui-
cide. In the society as in the government, reputation was all-important.
In this context where moral opinion outranked legal considerations, de-
moralization could be a stark fact of immeasurable significance. Loss of
confidence, sense of humiliation, personal or collective loss of face, con-
sciousness of failure in conduct—there were many forms of this disaster
in the nineteenth century.

In the most general sense, then, the last century of the Qing stands
forth in retrospect as a unified period surcharged with demoralization on
many fronts. The century began with the inordinate corruption of the
Qianlong Emperor’s favorite, Heshen, which besmirched the emperor’s
reputation. At the same time the failure of the bannermen to quell the
White Lotus uprising was a defeat for the dynasty, which had to recruit
new troops from the Chinese populace.

If we skip along touching only highlights of moral disaster we must
note the rise of the opium trade at Guangzhou and its expansion along
the southeast coast. Long since denounced as immoral, opium caused a
fiscal crisis when it led to the outflow of silver and upset the silver/copper
exchange ratio, to the detriment of peasants who had to pay taxes by
purchasing silver with copper coins. China’s acceptance of British terms
at Nanjing in 1842 could be advertised by the negotiators as skillful
deflection of the foreign menace, but the whole empire could see that
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opium was still arriving in increasing amounts and the problems of
Guangzhou were being multiplied at four new ports of trade. While
these were peripheral matters of the frontier, they figured at Beijing in
the struggle between money-minded appeasement and suppression ac-
cording to moral principle. Commissioner Lin could not be cashiered
without his moral posture being betrayed. The opium trade, legalized by
treaty in 1858, was suborning Chinese officialdom, and the court had to
go along in a tremendous loss of face. Very shortly came the Taiping
Rebellion, which spread so rapidly, once ignited, that one must assume
that a lack of imperial repute paved its way from the West River to
Nanjing.

Suppression of the rebellion was achieved only after the Qing rulers
at Beijing accepted a basic revision of the balance of power between the
Manchu dynasty at the capital and loyal Chinese officials in the prov-
inces. Beijing had to put its trust in provincial leaders like Zeng Guofan
and Li Hongzhang and their new armies, which were financed by new
provincial taxes on trade. It was a fundamental change in the Qing
power structure, evidenced, for example, in the fact that Chinese of-
ficials thereafter held the top governor-generalships in the metropolitan
province around Beijing and in the Lower Yangzi rice basket at Nanjing.
The Qing also had to accept a degree of foreign participation in Chinese
political life.

To say, as we are justified in doing, that the downward course of
Qing fortunes was arrested by the Restoration of the 1860s is neverthe-
less a confession that the dynasty’s days were numbered. The expediency
of the Restoration was evident in the Qing acceptance of an informal
alliance with the British and French after the humiliating invasion of
Beijing and burning of the Summer Palace in 1860. The long process of
war and negotiation during the 1850s and 6os between China and the
Western powers had been marked by a general Chinese readiness to fight
in defense of principle and a general Manchu readiness to appease the
invader in the interests of preserving the dynasty. The appeasement
achieved by Prince Gong and his backers, including the young Empress
Dowager, was a very expedient move and gave the dynasty another gen-
eration of existence. Yet its practical implications were to make the Qing
in some ways a minor partner in the Anglo—Qing co-dominion of the
China coast.

The Imperial Maritime Customs Service built up in the treaty ports
by Robert Hart under the wing of the leading Manchu in the Grand
Council, Wenxiang, exhibited the double edge of imperialism. During
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the first half or more of his constructive administration Hart provided
the Qing with a modern revenue agency as well as a device for managing
bellicose foreigners in their treaty ports. This was on the whole a great
boon to the Chinese state, but after 1895 when the loans had to be con-
tracted to pay the indemnities to Japan and after 1901 to the Boxer pro-
tocol signers, Customs became an obvious agent of imperialism by levy-
ing upon the Chinese state the repayment of indemnities.

Behind this comparative success in Manchu—Chinese cooperation
with the treaty powers for the maintenance of order, there was a split be-
tween the interests of the Manchu dynasty and the interests of the Chi-
nese people, which could gradually be seen as two separate things. But
beneath this was the larger query as to China’s capacity to meet the for-
eign incursion not only in military and economic matters but also on the
intellectual plane.

Not only was the performance of the Chinese state inadequate, the
basic principles of the Neo-Confucian order were called into question.
This was a greater crisis than had faced the late Ming or any earlier dy-
nasty except perhaps the Song. But whereas the Song had shown their
cultural superiority even when defeated, the Chinese who became ac-
quainted with Western matters could not conclude that the superiority of
Chinese culture was still a fact. The growth of opium addiction through-
out the society was a persistent witness to the loss of self-confidence.
Jonathan Spence has made a well-informed guess that by 1900 there
were about 40 million Chinese consumers of opium, of whom about 15
million were addicts. This meant that for every Chinese converted to
Christianity there were some 15 addicted to opium.

Finally, a sense of doom and disaster demoralized the scholar class,
the central guardians of the Neo-Confucian faith. The next chapter
therefore concentrates on the relations of the dynasty with the gentry-
elite.
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The Republican Revolution

190I-1916

A New Domestic Balance of Power

After its defeat by expeditionary forces of all the major powers in 1900,
the Qing dynasty survived until 1912 only because there was no regime
in sight to replace it—and because both Chinese and foreigners in China
preferred order to disruption. During the decade from 1901 to 19171 the
pace of change in the treaty ports on China’s coastal and riverine littoral
steadily widened the gap between modern-urban China and the count-
less villages of the interior. This widening gap had begun with the treaty
system, which gave reform-minded Chinese their chance to organize and
publicize political opinions—something that the Qing regime did not
permit. Even so, the early protagonist of rebellion, Sun Yatsen, in 1905
became head of the Revolutionary League at a meeting of Chinese stu-
dents in Tokyo only with the help of Japanese expansionists. Chinese na-
tionalism was growing but still dormant.

In this buildup of social forces that would emerge in 1911, the key re-
lationship was that between the imperial government and the gentry-
elite. In the era from 1850 to 1911 three stages are broadly visible. The
first was the success of the gentry-elite in supporting the dynasty against
the Taiping and other mid-century rebels. This was done by setting up
militia bureaus throughout the countryside, selecting soldiers on the ba-
sis of personal loyalty, and financing it all with gentry contributions and
the new likin tax on trade.

A second stage came in the post-Taiping era of reconstruction, when
gentry-elite became active in a revival and growth of Confucian educa-
tion in academies and became gentry managers of a wide range of urban
welfare and other community works. The gentry class changed its com-

235
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position as landlords moved into cities and merchants were received into
gentry status by purchase of degrees and by joining in officially spon-
sored commercial and industrial projects. Big families had the funds and
accounting procedures to join in economic development. Meanwhile, ur-
banization allowed a large injection of foreign examples, ideas, and con-
nections.

In a third stage beginning in the late 1890s, along with the rise of na-
tionalism came a reformist urban elite, who enlisted under the banner of
provincial development, local self-government, and constitutionalism.
They started along many lines of modernization, but they found the
Manchus too slow, obstructive, and incapable of leading a Chinese na-
tion.

We turn first to the gentry’s role in suppressing rural rebellion.

Suppressing Rebellion by Militarization

One consequence of the great Taiping rebellion after 1850 was the
militarization of the countryside to maintain order over a swelling and
restive rural populace. This raised an institutional problem—how to
maintain the dynasty’s central control over the military, the wu-element
in imperial rule. Dynasties had avoided mass conscription of troops ever
since the Qin. The Han and later regimes had used prisoners, paupers,
mercenaries, or professional, often hereditary, fighting men. Under the
Qing, strategic garrisons of bannermen had been supplemented by a dis-
persed Chinese constabulary, but both had proved inadequate to quell
the White Lotus rising. During the early nineteenth century the increase
of local disorder led to a proliferation of local militia forces.

Militia were locally supported part-time soldiers, as Philip Kuhn
(1970) remarks, “neither purely military nor purely civil” but a bit of
both. Their chief feature in late Qing was their management by local
gentry. For example, Frederic Wakeman, Jr. (1966), has described how
the Guangzhou gentry organized villagers to oppose the British in the
1840s and 50s. Qing officials there were caught in a dilemma: to oppose
the popular xenophobia might turn it against the dynasty; to go along
with it might provoke British retaliation. Militia as a form of military
power in the hands of the people or at least of the local gentry was a
two-edged sword. Beijing had backed away from setting up militia
(tuanlian) under gentry leadership and financing unless they were strictly
controlled by the local magistrates in a system of “official supervision
and gentry management” (guandu shenban). On this basis hundreds of
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villages with thousands of militia could be organized over wide areas to
respond to official orders transmitted through widespread gentry associ-
ations.

Such a mobilization might be assisted by several networks already in
place. One was the baojia registration of all households with their able-
bodied manpower. Another was the strength of lineage networks that
connected people through kinship, common property, and ancestor rev-
erence at ancestral halls. Still another was the market community of the
villages of a market area. Intermeshed with all these networks—adminis-
trative, social, and economic—a militia system had the potential not
only to control rural areas but to supplant the government’s control over
them. Consequently, in the 1850s Beijing had commissioned trusted of-
ficials like Zeng Guofan to organize militia in their native areas only as a
last recourse in desperate circumstances.

The reliability of a militia network depended upon all its fighting
men being locally connected and identified. Secret societies like the
Triads, who operated among smugglers along transport routes, and va-
grant refugees, who might flood the roads in time of famine, flood, inva-
sion, or other disasters, were incongruous elements that were hard to
control. Most dangerous of all were sectarian rebels like the Taipings,
who were animated by a specific faith that held them together.

Two things were therefore necessary to check the Taiping rebels’ fa-
naticism. One was a revival of the Confucian ideology of social order ex-
pressed in personal relations between commanders and officers and be-
tween officers and men. In short, command, to be effective, had to be
personal, based on the interpersonal motives of loyalty, respect for au-
thority, and exemplary leadership. Case studies especially from Hunan
show how scholar-commanders of the type of Zeng Guofan developed
by trial and error the ideas and practices that eventually created the
Hunan Army and similar regional forces that defeated the rebellion.
From locally based militia, these troops had advanced to the status of
full-time warriors (yong, “braves”).

The other requirement for success was the levy of taxes to finance
the war effort. Contributions secured from well-to-do gentry were a pri-
mary source once the ideological struggle had been consciously joined.
Sale of degree status and even of official posts were other devices of a dy-
nasty in extremis. But the main recourse after 1853 was a new tax on
trade, collected on goods in transit or in stock, at a very low rate and
hence called likin (lijin, “a tax of one thousandth”). This new tax bat-
tened on the recent growth of domestic trade. (Foreign-owned trade
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goods moved through the interior, subject to a comparable levy of “tran-
sit duties” prescribed by treaty.)

The point about likin was that it began under local and provincial,
not central, control. Susan Mann (1987) has traced how likin spread
into every province, where elaborate networks of taxing stations were
set up on major routes and in cities, all beyond the immediate purview
of Beijing. Gradually the central authorities would get a nominal report-
ing of likin receipts and expenditures. By the end of the century likin col-
lections would equal the salt taxes in central government revenue ac-
counts. In short, likin taxes, like the militia (tuanlian) system and the
regional armies they supported, were all made agencies of the state in
nominal terms, even though they created a new balance between the cen-
tral and provincial governments that was to shift steadily in favor of the
latter.

Thus led and paid for, the regional armies that wiped out the Tai-
pings had been organized by men who not only shared a general outlook
and ideology but were also personally related by the bonds that inte-
grated China’s ruling class—kinship including marriage, teacher-student
relations, same year graduation, and similar relationships. As Kuhn puts
it, “the close integration of the Hunan elite” was due to both “the Qing
academic system and the network of patronage and loyalty that ran
through the bureaucracy.” Under the threat of heterodoxy as well as for-
eign invasion, they had survived as a ruling class loyal to the Confucian
order. After the 1860s their unity of thought and action gradually dissi-
pated.

Meanwhile, the regional armies became regular provincial forces,
and new naval and military academies began to train officers who had
the new prestige of being scholar-soldiers. They became professional of-
ficers in the specialties of modern militarism. Their best graduates would
lead the warlord generation of 1916-1927 under the Republic.

Elite Activism in the Public Sphere

During the post-rebellion reconstruction of the late Qing decades, the
gentry managers who had militarized the countryside had their succes-
sors in an urban gentry class who handled activities of value to the com-
munity. Many of these matters had been associated with the local elite
ever since the Song, but in the rapid rise of cities in the late nineteenth
century new responsibilities were taken on. They provided an outlet for
the energy of an elite that could not be wholly employed in the bureau-
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cracy. The Qing examinations continued to produce far more degree-
holders than the government could absorb into official posts. The Ming—
Qing “minimalist form of government,” as Mary Rankin (1986) terms
it, continued to rely on the gentry to deal with public matters that lay in
between the official and the private levels.

In this public (gong) sphere, gentry had first of all taken on the man-
agement (with official sanction) of irrigation water, including dams and
dikes. The old reasoning of K. A. Wittfogel (1957) and others that the
need for central control of water resources was responsible for the inevi-
table rise of an all-powerful Chinese state can now be turned on its head
and applied to the rise of power among the local gentry. This critical
community resource had to be managed in each case according to local
circumstances and could not be imposed from a distance. Along with
management responsibilities came a degree of autonomy and power. So
quickly are simplistic theories undone!

The urban gentry also made their influence felt in the sphere of edu-
cation through an increase of academies. Ideally an academy might shel-
ter and sustain a few dozen scholars in a secluded rural spot, where
simple living and high thinking might be pursued close to nature. In
practice, however, most academies became preparatory schools for ex-
amination candidates and were situated in cities. From Song times on-
ward their number steadily accumulated until there were many thou-
sands in the empire—for example, 565 academies had been established
between 1506 and 1905 in Guangdong province; almost 500 had been
set up between 960 and 1905 in Jiangxi; and Zhejiang had 289 acade-
mies during the nineteenth century. Though some were privately
founded, most were set up under official sponsorship and continued su-
perintendence. In either case, the land endowment, trust funds, rents,
and contributions or subsidies came from officials personally, from gen-
try and merchants. A spate of academy foundings followed the suppres-
sion of the Taipings. Though not funded by the government, they were
semiofficial institutions.

Welfare activities traditionally in gentry hands also took on a new
urgency. Caring for the ill and for widows and foundlings, maintaining
temples, bridges, and ferries, fighting fires, and burying the dead were
all customary gentry-aided services. They were now coordinated in
many localities under omnicompetent welfare agencies headed by prom-
inent local figures and often backed by native-place guilds. These leaders
of the local elite were obeying Confucian moral injunctions and at the
same time trying to ensure social stability and community cohesion.
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Their motivation harked back to the “feudal” (fengjian) ideal of Confu-
cian reformers, who wanted local leaders to bear greater responsibility
for local government.

All this elite activism was extra-bureaucratic. In 1878 a famine in
North China inspired a mobilization of prominent managers at different
urban levels and across provincial boundaries. The managerial elite’s ca-
pacity to deal with social problems was outpacing that of the Qing bu-
reaucracy. In a variety of forms the gentry had expanded their public
functions to meet local community needs, while the Qing bureaucracy
grew only informally, by adding on more advisers and deputies. Gentry
managers were preferable to the uneducated and corrupt yamen clerks
and runners. The bureaucracy’s sanction for elite activism, though still
nominally required, was becoming less necessary. The public sphere was
growing faster than the governmental.

The land-holding gentry who managed the rural militarization that
defeated the Taipings and the urban gentry-merchant activists who man-
aged elite education and social welfare in later decades shared certain
features. Both remained upper-class, eager to use devices of statecraft to
preserve social stability, not by any means ready to lead peasant rebel-
lion to change China’s two-level social structure. From the perspective of
modern times they were conservatives. Their eventual alienation from
the effete Manchu ruling house would be based on the cultural national-
ism of Chinese patriots determined to preserve not only their country but
also their own social leadership and domination.

The Japanese Influence

Both the late Qing reforms after t19ot1 and the Revolution of 1911 were
nurtured in Japan. In 1890 the poet-diplomat Huang Zunxian published
his Treatise on Japan, describing to his countrymen the modernization
of a country considered by China’s elite to be a cultural offshoot of
China, where, for example, the philosophy of Wang Yangming (O
Yomei) had a wide appeal, especially among the samurai. Japan’s unex-
pected and crushing defeat of China in 1895 made her the country to
emulate. Japan’s benevolent though arrogant concern for China was ex-
pressed in the doctrine that Japan’s successful modernization gave her
the duty of helping the backward Chinese along the same path. Expan-
sionist secret societies and the Japanese military became thorough inves-
tigators of Chinese life and conditions, while scholars studied the com-
mon culture (fongwen, dobun) of the two countries. After 19oo Chinese
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students crowded into Tokyo, about half of them sent by provincial
modernizers like Zhang Zhidong.

The Qing reform program of New Policies that he proposed in 1901
followed the Japanese example in many respects: for instance, in the
public school system, in the administrative reform of central govern-
ment, in the promise (made only in 1908) of a constitution and parlia-
ment after nine years, and in the emperor’s grant to the people of consti-
tutional rights that the emperor could thereafter rescind at will. Both
self-government to mobilize the people and police systems to control
them were part of the Qing borrowing from Japan. The Qing reforms
were in fact aided by Japanese advisers and a generation of Chinese
trained in Japan.

Japan’s influence on China by example was supplemented after 1905
by Japan’s inheritance from the defeated Russians of their leasehold of
the Liaodong peninsula in southern Manchuria, together with the South
Manchurian Railway. This lodgement of Japanese forces on what was
still Qing territory went along with the rapid growth of Japan’s “infor-
mal empire” in China. Using their privileges under the British-invented
unequal treaty system, the Japanese penetrated China’s terrain and econ-
omy farther than all the Westerners put together. By 1914 Japan was
ahead of Britain in direct trade, trading firms, and resident population.
By 1930 Japan would have displaced Great Britain as the paramount
foreign economic power in China.

Unfortunately, these achievements were cast under a cloud first by Ja-
pan’s attempt to get ahead of the other imperialists in her 21 Demands of
1915 and finally by her seizure of Manchuria in 1931.

The Qing Reform Effort

With the onset of the twentieth century, the welter of events in China and
the wide spectrum of interest groups and actors all take on a modern
complexity. This puts a great premium on sorting out the major move-
ments and forces at work. We are dealing here with a decade of reform
from 19071 that precipitated the revolution of 1911 and was followed by
the setting up of the Chinese Republic and the attempt of the first presi-
dent, Yuan Shikai, to rule as a new emperor (see Table 5). This sequence
of three phases—reforms that stirred things up, a rebellion that led to
political confusion, and an effort to reassert central control by dictator-
ship—seems reminiscent of other great revolutions that led to the rise of
a Cromwell, a Bonaparte, or a Stalin.
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Table 5. Major turning points, T90T-1916

1901 Proposal of New Policies by Zhang Zhidong et al.
1904 New school system decreed

1904—5 Japan’s defeat of Russia in Manchuria

1905 Abolition of old examination system

1906 Ancient Six Ministries supplanted by a dozen modern departments of
government at Beijing

1908 Constitutional government projected
October 14 and 15: Death of Emperor Guangxu and Empress Dowager
Cixi

1909 Provincial assemblies meet

1910 National Assembly meets

1911 October 10 rebellion at Wuhan cities

T9TT January 1: Sun Yatsen provisional president of Chinese Republic at
Nanjing

February: Qing emperor abdicates, Sun resigns, Yuan Shikai
provisional president of Chinese Republic at Beijing

1911-13 Struggle between parliament and president

March: Yuan has Song Jiaoren, parliamentary leader of the new
Nationalist Party, assassinated

1913 Yuan dissolves parliament and takes dictatorial powers

1916 Death of Yuan; warlordism ensues

By 1901 the Qing court had got the message that it could become
modern only by centralizing power at Beijing. But it was too late to do
this. Major governors (including governors-general) had set up bureaus
(ju) to handle their provinces’ foreign relations on such matters as trade,
loans, and investments, as well as provincial industry and railways. So
many other new developments had outdated the old imperial system
that its revival by metamorphosis was a forlorn hope. Nevertheless, the
effort was made. The Empress Dowager and her stand-pat Manchu sup-
porters, who had rejected the sweeping blueprints of Guangxu’s “Hun-
dred Days of Reform” edicts in 1898, felt obliged by 1901 to embrace
reform as unavoidable. But their aim of using it to strengthen the Qing
position tarnished the enterprise from the start. Formally the lead was
taken by the impeccable loyalist Zhang Zhidong and the remaining
member of the Chinese victors over the Taipings, Liu Kunyi. When they
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put forward in 1901 their New Policies, the most portentous was educa-
tional reform.

A hierarchy of modern schools was to be set up in counties, prefec-
tures, and provinces, with a Japanese-style curriculum of old and new
subjects. China’s many academies would be converted to this use. New
school graduates would enter the classical examination system, which
would be a bit modernized to accommodate them.

Alas, it was soon found that students would continue to aim mainly
at the old examinations as a more prestigious and much cheaper route of
advancement, bypassing the difficult modern curriculum and greater
cost of the modern schools. There was nothing for it but to abolish the
classical examinations entirely in 1905. This great turning point stopped
production of the degree-holding elite, the gentry class. The old order
was losing its intellectual foundation and therefore its philosophical co-
hesion, while the student class that replaced it would be buffeted by dis-
cordant fragments of Chinese and Western thought. Education began to
be the grab-bag that it has since remained, pulling students into technical
specialities that in themselves did not constitute a moral order. The Neo-
Confucian synthesis was no longer valid, yet nothing to replace it was as
yet in sight.

The speed of change now became very unsettling, beginning with the
way things looked. Military officers put on Western-style uniforms (and
decorations!); high-level ministers and merchants began to wear busi-
ness suits; radical students began to cut off their queues in defiance of the
Manchus. Protestant missionaries assisted in crusades against foot-bind-
ing and opium smoking. The training of new armies went on apace on
lines already established, and the new press and publications offered
broader views of the world as well as of events in China. The spread of
literacy and of news helped the emergence of public opinion, more broad
and significant than the literati opinion (gingyi) of the past. Mass nation-
alism among the urban population had been aroused as early as the
1880s by the undeclared warfare with France. In the foreign-tinged
treaty ports new professions began to be followed—not only those of in-
dustrialist, teacher, journalist, engineer, medical doctor, and other scien-
tists but also those of independent writer, artist, and even revolutionary
agitator, like Sun Yatsen.

Facing this vortex of change, Beijing pursued systematic policies in-
spired partly by foreign examples. The aim was to bring the professional
activities of the new elite in business, banking, law, education, and agri-
culture under state regulation and control. This was to be done by set-
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ting up professional associations (fatuan, “bodies established by law”)
to form new elite institutions with quasi-administrative functions. The
first were chambers of commerce in 1904, which were expected to
be four fifths drawn from guilds. They were followed by educational as-
sociations (1906), agricultural societies (1907), lawyers’ associations
(1912), and bankers’ associations (1915). In each case the fatuan were
intended to be subordinate to government and were to be used as mech-
anisms to control local elites. The most wide-ranging was the program
for local self-government, which opened information offices after 1907.
The slogans of the day at Beijing focused on rights recovery, constitu-
tionalism, and self-government.

Constitutionalism and Self-Government

Meanwhile, in the dynamic urban environment of the treaty ports, pro-
vincial reformers had found many opportunities. This third generation
of the late Qing elite were no longer based in the countryside. Landlord
bursaries typically collected their rents, dissolving the erstwhile personal
bonds between landlord-patron and tenant. Joseph Esherick (1976) sees
this generation as neither still a gentry class nor as yet a bourgeoisie. He
therefore calls them an “urban reformist elite.” They reacted to foreign
imperialism by joining in the Rights Recovery movement to combat for-
eign control of China’s industries, especially mines and railways. During
the decade from 1901 to 1911 they invested in industrial enterprises
with the customary assistance of official connections, monopoly rights,
government loans, and tax advantages, all reminiscent of the bureau-
cratic capitalism of the self-strengthening movement. Whenever their
projects’ under-capitalization and lack of market demand necessitated
the securing of foreign loans, the aim of rights recovery was quite
thwarted. Chinese gentry business managers, by aiming at political
goals, courted financial disaster.

When Japan’s constitutional monarchy defeated Russia’s tsarist au-
tocracy in 1903, constitutionalism seemed to have proved its efficacy as
a basis for unity between rulers and ruled in a national effort. Even
Russia now moved in 1905 toward parliamentary government. Consti-
tutionalism in China, it was hoped, if combined with government reor-
ganization to strengthen the central administrative power, might give the
rising provincial interests a meaningful share in the government and so
keep them loyal to it. Between 1906 and 1911 Beijing actively pursued
this dual program, combining administrative modernization and consti-
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tutionalism. Such changes, however, precipitated a struggle for power,
both within the central government and between it and the provinces.

In the power struggle at the capital, the Empress Dowager’s support-
ers succeeded in maintaining, or even enlarging, their grip on key posts.
This pro-Manchu and therefore anti-Chinese coloration at the capital
handicapped Beijing’s efforts to create a new and more centralized rela-
tionship with the provinces. It ran into anti-Qing sentiment that came
not only from the revolutionary students in Tokyo but also from a rising
spirit of nationalism within China. This was manifest in 1905 in China’s
first modern boycott against the United States’ discriminatory treatment
of Chinese, particularly the total exclusion of laborers. In this boycott,
the old tradition of cessation of business by local merchant guilds was
expanded nationwide to most of the treaty ports, especially Shanghai
and Guangzhou, where students joined merchants in mass meetings and
modern press agitation. American trade was damaged for some months,
and Beijing hesitated to repress this popular anti-imperialist movement
lest it become antidynastic also.

Under the pressure of rising nationalistic sentiment, the court sent
two official missions in the first half of 1906 to study constitutionalism
abroad. One visited mainly the United States and Germany; the other,
Japan, England, and France. Japan’s Prince Ito lectured the visitors on
the necessity of the emperor’s retaining supreme power, not letting it fall
into the hands of the people. On their return they recommended follow-
ing this Japanese view, that a constitution and civil liberties includ-
ing “public discussion,” all granted by the emperor, could actually
strengthen his position because he would remain above them all. In Sep-
tember 1906 the Empress Dowager promised a “constitutional polity”
after due preparation. Further missions visited Japan and Germany in
1907—-1908.

In order to build up a modern central government, the Six Boards in
November 1906 were expanded to make eleven ministries (Foreign Af-
fairs, Civil Appointments, Internal Affairs, Finance, Rites, Education,
War, Justice, Agriculture-Industry-and-Commerce, Posts-and-Commu-
nications, and Dependencies). Parallel with this executive echelon of
government it was proposed to retain the old military and censorial
structures and add on a purely advisory “popular assembly” to give
voice to public opinion. This would be very far indeed from the creation
of a legislative branch equal in power to executive and judicial branches.
The idea of the separation of powers could not take root in the absence
of the supremacy of law.
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In August 1908 the Empress Dowager proclaimed a set of constitu-
tional principles to guide a nine-year program to prepare for constitu-
tional self-government. Accordingly, consultative provincial assemblies
were to be convened in 1909 and a consultative national assembly in
1910. The electorate for the provincial assemblies of 1909 was carefully
limited to those qualified by education (having taught for three years or
graduated from middle school, or gained mid-level examination degrees)
or by property (worth at least 5,000 Chinese dollars). On this basis
about 1,700,000 men were registered to vote, say 0.4 percent of a popu-
lation of 400 million. Each electoral district was allotted a number of
provincial assemblymen according to its number of registered voters.
John Fincher (1981) has noted that about nine tenths of those elected
were degree-holders of the gentry elite. They were a third generation,
counting from the 1850s, and also a final generation. They would have
no successors as an identifiable, indoctrinated, and relatively like-
minded stratum of society.

Once the provincial assemblies came together in 1909, new patterns
of conduct were required. A few members became orators, while most
avoided such embarrassing ostentation. The principle of organization
was by loyalty to leaders of factions or personal cliques rather than ac-
cording to legislative programs or principles. The clear definition and
support of interests, which would seem selfish, was generally obscured
by the utterance of admirable platitudes. Trained lawyers who could
draft legislation were hard to find.

Along with constitutionalism, the movement for self-government
aimed to mobilize the populace under local elite leadership in support
of the reforming imperial state. There were precedents for self-
government not only in the ancient fengjian idea of local administration
by local people but also in modern cities. In Chinese Shanghai outside
the foreign-run areas, a Shanghai city council had been set up in 1905.
In 1907 a Tianjin county assembly had been established as a model by
the reformist official Yuan Shikai. In 1908 Beijing issued regulations to
specify the tax levies that could finance subcounty government—mainly
excise and land taxes. Local self-government measures at the county
level and below were pursued by the local elite, who tried to avoid the
onerous taxation and corrupt administration to be expected from sub-
officials at that level. Their opening of new schools to educate and mo-
bilize new citizens was combined with the inauguration of police net-
works for purposes of control. Yuan set the style by having the new
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police bureaus compile electoral lists for the new local assemblies. As
with the national assembly, these local bodies would allow the elite to
advise and even participate in reform by setting up public services like
electrification and waterworks that would have been customary for gen-
try in the past. Political power would remain with the officials. The issue
of mobilization versus control thus was joined.

The reformist elite wanted separate and honest financing for the re-
forms. In 1909-19710 self-government regulations were issued for cities,
market towns, rural townships, counties, and prefectures, all of which
would have assemblies. New commercial and land taxes were levied sep-
arate from the old bureaucratic structure. As it turned out, however, the
old-style gentry-elite would become fewer and lose their position of lead-
ership in the countryside, and in the end a new official system would su-
pervene.

Insoluble Systemic Problems

The late Qing reformers, too late, made a vigorous effort to increase the
dynasty’s central power. Two principal means were to build new rail-
ways and train the New Army to enhance their control of the state,
while the new ministries after 1906 tried to deal with all the specialized
aspects of government. But the late Qing official reformers faced impos-
sible tasks, first of all in remaking the structure of state power. The
imperial autocracy, undiminished in its claims to absolutism, presided
over two bureaucratic structures, one at the capital, the other in the
provinces.

At Beijing the Inner Court centered in the Grand Council. Every day
its half dozen ministers read incoming memorials and prepared the im-
perial edicts in reply that energized official action over the land. They
used the memorial-edict loop between the high provincial officials and
the imperial court directly via the official horse post. The Outer Court of
the six ministries, censorate, and other bodies at Beijing handled routine
business in correspondence with their subordinate counterparts in the
provinces, but on important matters they were also in a memorial—edict
loop with the emperor. For this the telegraph was coming into use.

All administration headed up in Beijing. Both reporting memorials
and decision-making edicts flowed to and from the emperor, but at two
levels, routine and urgent. For routine matters it was a rather centralized
unitary system. Provincial offices of personnel, finance, and so on re-
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ported to their superior ministries at Beijing. On urgent matters, how-
ever, the provincial governors and the capital ministers were on an equal
footing under the emperor. There was no way to centralize power so that
provincial governors could be put under Beijing ministries.

It was even more impossible to marry the memorial-edict procedure
of the imperial law-giver and executive with the attempted legislative ef-
forts of assemblies still labeled “advisory.” The incipiently “representa-
tive” nature of the assemblies and their voting by majority rule were not
held to their credit. No Confucian had ever believed in simply counting
heads.

Reform was also checked at every step by Beijing’s fiscal weakness.
Payment of the Boxer indemnity of 1901 was now taking much of the
central government’s revenue just at the moment when uncommitted
funds were most needed. Here foreign imperialism—the punitive de-
mands of the powers—was plainly holding China back. At the same
time, however, the Qing government’s capacity to meet the demands of
modernization was limited by the revenue system inherited from the
Ming. Financial reform was difficult, not only because it threatened so
many “rice bowls” (individual incomes) but also because the inherited
fiscal system was so superficial and weak to begin with.

In the first place, the actual tax collections over the empire remained
largely unknown, unbudgeted, and unaccounted for. Local tax collec-
tors, as well as the provincial regimes above them, had to live on what
they collected. What they should report to Beijing was fixed by tradi-
tional quotas. At a guess, it was perhaps a third, possibly only a fifth, of
the actual collection.

Second, the taxes officially received, more or less according to quota,
were not centralized in a “common purse.” Instead, they were listed as
a congeries of fixed sums due from a multitude of specific sources and
allotted to a multitude of specific uses. Sums listed at Beijing were sel-
dom received or disbursed there, for revenues from a province were al-
lotted in bits and pieces to meet needs in it or elsewhere. Of the 18
provinces, 13 regularly forwarded fixed allotments for specific purposes
to other provinces. This ad hoc procedure tied the imperial revenues to
an infinite number of vested interests, mainly the support of officials and
soldiers.

Moreover, even at Beijing there was no single fiscal authority. The
imperial revenues around 1905 totaled on the books roughly 102 mil-
lion taels (say 70 million dollars or 14.5 million pounds sterling), a small
sum for so large a country. To make up this total, the Board of Revenue
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listed its receipts from the land tax and tribute grain still at the tradi-
tional figure of about 33 million taels, to which the salt tax added 13
million and other taxes about 7 million. After 1869 the Board had listed
the provincial likin collections at the nominal figure reported to it (14
million taels in 1905). Meanwhile, the new and growing Maritime Cus-
toms revenue, 35 million taels in 1905, was handled separately, and
in any case was earmarked for foreign indemnity and loan payments.
Thus, the new trade taxes—customs and likin—were hardly under Bei-
jing’s control, while the traditional land-tax quotas remained inelastic.
With authority thus divided, actual revenues unknown, and many ex-
penditures entrenched as vested interests, fiscal reform could come only
through an unprecedented assertion of central power, changing the bal-
ance on which the Manchu dynasty had so long maintained itself.

Late Qing fiscal development had occurred mainly in the provinces
outside or in addition to the established system. When Beijing tried in
1884 to regularize and secure central revenue from the various provin-
cial measures for military financing, the provinces objected to so many
details that the effort had to be given up. New provincial agencies like
arsenals, factories, steamship lines, and banks were administered by de-
puted officials (weiyuan) or others commissioned for the purpose by
provincial officials. Not appointed by Beijing, they did not usually report
to Beijing. The ancient Board of Revenue, though reorganized in 1906
as a Ministry of Finance, could not centralize fiscal control. Other min-
istries continued to receive and expend their traditional revenues
and even set up their own banks, like the Bank of Communications
(1907).

A novel effort to make a national budget began with nationwide rev-
enue surveys in 1908 and the compilation of budget estimates in 1910, in
which central and provincial government revenues and expenditures
were differentiated from local. This produced estimates of total revenues
(297 million taels) and expenditures (national, including provincial, 338
million taels; local, 37 million taels) which presaged a sizable deficit (78
million taels). Unfortunately, planning and budgeting, collecting statis-
tics, and setting tax rates went on in both the central ministries and the
provinces, uncoordinated, with the provinces not subordinate to the
ministries and yet expected to supply the revenues.

These inadequacies of the old regime in administration and finance
were deeply rooted in Chinese custom, political values, and social struc-
ture. It became apparent that the Qing government had been superficial,
passive, and indeed parasitic for too long. It could not become modern.
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The Revolution of 1911 and Yuan Shikai’s Dictatorship

The issue of the Manchu central power’s dominating the provinces in the
new age of industrial growth and Chinese nationalism came to a head in
1911 over railway-building in Sichuan. Local elite who had invested in
promoting railways there were determined not to let central government
officials profit from this new venture, to be financed by foreign loans.
Qing military efforts at suppression backfired. On October 1o (“double
ten”), 1911, a revolt at Wuchang (opposite Hankou) touched off the de-
fection of most provinces, which declared their independence of the
Qing regime. The professional agitators of the Revolutionary League,
who had made Sun Yatsen their leader in Tokyo in 1905, set up the Chi-
nese Republic on January 1, 1912, at Nanjing, with Sun as provisional
president.

There was general agreement that China must have a parliament to
represent the provinces, that unity was necessary to forestall foreign in-
tervention, and that the reform-minded Yuan Shikai, Li Hongzhang’s
successor and chief trainer of China’s New Army, was the one man with
the capacity to head a government. Through a noteworthy series of com-
promises, China avoided both prolonged civil war and peasant risings as
well as foreign intervention. The Qing emperor abdicated, Dr. Sun re-
signed, and in March 1912 Yuan became president.

Of the forces active in the 1911 revolution, the strongest in each
province was the combination of the military governor with his New
Army and the urban reformist elite in the new provincial assembly.
These two elements headed each seceding province. In a general way the
military governor was the third-generation product of the militarization
movement that had defeated the Taipings, while the provincial assembly
stemmed from the gentry managers of public projects in the preceding
late Qing generation. Constitutionalism had become the slogan of the
day, but constitutional monarchy was made impossible by the narrow-
minded and self-concerned Manchu princes left in charge by the Em-
press Dowager after her death in November 1908 (one day after that of
the reformist Guangxu Emperor—what a coincidence!). She evidently
preferred to be succeeded by a three-year-old baby rather than an adult
reformer.

The Chinese Republic began its history with certain attributes of lib-
eralism—an uncontrolled press; elected assemblies representing the lo-
cal elite in many counties, prefectures, and provinces; and a national
parliament organized mainly by the newly created Nationalist Party



The Republican Revolution 251

(Guomindang). Unfortunately, China’s imperial autocracy had not been
extirpated, and nothing was found adequate to take its place.

Yuan Shikai, like a dynastic founder, was a military man, later to be
called the “father of the warlords.” As an experienced Qing official,
Yuan was versed in the inherited repertoire of legal, administrative,
fiscal, and military arrangements that could manipulate the people from
the top down by using regulations as well as arms, rewards, and punish-
ments, playing upon their hopes and fears to secure their compliance.
The discordant proposals and political factionalism of 8oo parliament
members impressed Yuan as adversely as the moralistic rhetoric of his
bureaucrats had impressed the Wanli Emperor of the Ming three centu-
ries before. Authority must have a single source, and so Yuan concluded
that his only hope of governing China lay in a reassertion of autocracy.
He began by eliminating the new revolutionary leader, Song Jiaoren,
who had combined Revolutionary League members with smaller groups
to form the Nationalist Party. It had won election in 1913 from some 40
million qualified voters, making Song leader of the parliament. In March
1913 Yuan had him assassinated, and then went on to intimidate and
abolish the parliament.

The new provincial, prefectural, and county assemblies still threat-
ened to create a pluralistic semirepresentative polity not under central
control. By 1914 county assemblies of 20 members drawn from the elite
eligible to vote were generally functioning along with the county magis-
trates, and both coexisted with subcounty assemblies. Yuan abolished all
these assemblies in 1914 and followed this by requiring that magistrates
appoint a deputy to serve as county self-government manager. In short,
the local elite lost their assemblies, and the magistrates regained control.
Assemblies continued in demand, however, and in the 1920s would
make a comeback, but magistrates still controlled policy and finances by
setting up executive boards. As R. Keith Schoppa (1982) would find in
studying Zhejiang’s political development in the 1920s, the modernizing
elite could lead the way in managing public functions in core areas, but
the official bureaucracy in league with old-style elite oligarchies would
still dominate peripheral areas.

Unfortunately, the centralized polity of the Qing had fragmented. As
Ernest Young (1977) demonstrates, Yuan’s efforts to modernize were
hamstrung by his lack of central government revenues coming in from
the provinces. As a result, his reforms (carried over from the late Qing
program) often became plans on paper not realized in action. Much talk
of an independent judiciary (which would facilitate the abolition of for-
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eign rights of extraterritoriality) led to setting up an active supreme court
at Beijing and courts at provincial, prefectural, and county levels, but
soon the county-level courts were abolished to save expense and to go
back to relying on the magistrate. Prison reform was also pursued. In ed-
ucation Yuan subscribed to four years of universal free schooling plus a
second track of special preparatory schools for an elite seeking higher
education. Economic development was also on the drawing boards.

Yet all these many programs for modernization were handicapped
by a basic assumption that they must be centrally decreed and con-
trolled. The provincial regimes could not be allowed to develop new
institutions on their own lest the central government be weakened be-
yond repair. Yuan’s philosophy was not “Trust the people” nor even
“Trust the educated men of talent,” but “Trust only the central power.”
Democracy, in short, was not on Yuan’s agenda. In 1915 he tried to
make himself emperor but died without success in T916. While provin-
cial and local assemblies had a second vogue in the 1920s, mobilizing
popular participation in China’s political modernization would soon be-
come the prerogative of a new central power, to be known as party
dictatorship. The job could be done from the top down but not from the
bottom up.

The young revolutionaries nominally headed by Sun Yatsen, after
half a dozen failures to start a conflagration, had no experience in gov-
ernment and little following at the ruling-class level. Their exploits in
1911-1912 later enlivened the heroic founding myth of the Nationalist
Party dictatorship. However, the fact that the military governors and
provincial assemblies of t911—-19712 had inherited the dominant power
of the gentry upper class gave them an aversion to prolonged disorder
because it could energize peasant violence. They favored stability. Joseph
Esherick (1976) concludes that the imperial autocracy “had not only
limited the political freedom and initiatives of the Chinese people, it had
also prevented the local elite from excessively oppressing the rest of the
population.” Having initiated the 1911 revolution that ended the impe-
rial check on their power, the provincial elite now resumed their stance
for stability and so “gave pivotal support in 1913,” says Esherick, for
Yuan’s assumption of dictatorial powers. Their instinct was to save
China from the chaos that they feared further change would create.

In this way conservatism thwarted any social revolution. Military
governors whose power rested on the newly increased armed forces
could become no more than regional militarists or warlords. Conserva-
tive gentry could not revive the Neo-Confucian faith so as to mobilize
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the new urban classes in support of a Chinese nationalism. On the con-
trary, local elites had broken out of the gentry mold, and lineages were
preserving their local dominance by all manner of means. Recent re-
search shows in detail how these means included commerce, industries
such as silk and salt, warlord power, corporate property, and overall cul-
tural hegemony. Yet these new sprouts of local elite dominance had no
new philosophy. It was time for a new leadership to make a fresh begin-
ning with new ideas.






PART THREE

The Republic of China
19T2-1949

THIS ERA was sharply bifocal. In a cultural focus it saw an
unprecedented influx of foreign goods, ideas, and ways, more
comprehensive than at any earlier time. Influences of modernity
were piled upon influences from many specific nations. Everything
was changing. Yet in another social-political focus were several fea-
tures characteristic of an interregnum between dynasties. A failed
attempt to revive the empire was followed by a decade of warlord-
ism that unsettled the countryside, while foreigners played key eco-
nomic and administrative roles in the treaty ports. This inspired a
nationalist revolution against foreign imperialism, which was ac-
companied by the crude beginnings of a social revolution to mo-
bilize the farming masses on the land.

Among the great powers, Britain and the United States—the
chief sources of Protestant missions—in the Anglo-Saxon fashion
preferred reform as more constructive than revolution. Their aid
to reform came largely through private nonofficial channels but
was both little and late. The USSR, in contrast, supported violent
social revolution through aid to both Nationalists and Commu-
nists. Meanwhile, Japan’s cultural and economic influence on
China early in the century gave way to a military aggression that
sidetracked China’s history from 1931 to 1945. Japan’s aggression,
merging into World War II, added immeasurably to the Chinese
people’s desperation.

Partly because the warlord era from 1916 to 1927 was a low
point of state power, it was paradoxically a time of considerable
achievement along cultural, social, and economic lines. The rela-
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tive freedom of this new growth would contrast with the bureau-
cratic control that would be reimposed upon China after 1927. The
contrast would highlight two themes that continued during China’s
era of party dictatorships. One theme was authoritarian statism,
the primacy of state-building, beginning with loyalty to autocratic
central power and putting political unity above all. The other
theme was cultural creativity and social improvement as part of a
process of civil growth. This theme was evident in autonomous de-
velopments not under direct control of officialdom in China’s ad-
aptation to the modern world. They did not, however, offer much
promise of a unified state power.



13

The Quest for a Chinese
Civil Society

The Limits of Chinese Liberalism

Civil society may be defined as the democratic type of society that grew
up in Western Europe beginning with the rise of towns independent of
the feudal system. It is a pluralist society in which, for example, the
church is independent of the state, religion and government are separate,
while civil liberties (recently expanded as human rights) are maintained
under the supremacy of law. Civil society is a matter of degree, seldom
neatly defined. It is part of a country’s state-and-society but has a mea-
sure of autonomy, freedom within limits. It is not to be found in Islam
nor in the modern totalitarian regimes of fascism, Nazism, or commu-
nism, nor in the Chinese dynastic empires described in Part One.
However, in Late Imperial China new trends began to move toward
the creation of institutions, functions, and individual occupations—a
whole sector of society—not under the direct control of the Qing state.
This general trend appeared most obviously to foreigners in the treaty
ports, but its impulse probably came from within China more than from
the outside world, specifically from the expanding activities of the gentry
elite in the public (gong) sphere of community life. To this tradition of
unofficial elite activism were now added after 1911 several modern fac-
tors: the growth of the Chinese press, of education, and of business.
Civil society was inherent in the expansion of knowledge and of the
division of labor, which enabled specialists to claim autonomy within
their spheres of special competence. Yet such autonomy always seemed
to threaten unity and order in the Chinese state, which its rulers felt
depended upon the state’s pervasive supervision of the people’s lives.
This universal social problem of balancing individual autonomy or lib-
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eralism against state-imposed unity and order was unusually acute and
persistent in China. One evidence was the difficulty of achieving parlia-
mentary government when the supremacy of law was not acknowledged
in practice and therefore no division of powers could be accepted be-
tween legislature and executive. Parliaments, though convened and often
vociferous, functioned less as lawgivers than as symbols of the execu-
tive’s legitimacy.

Individualism and liberalism in Chinese thinking were strictly limited
parts of a larger collectivity. The Chinese individual was subordinate to
the group. Chinese laws were less commanding than the claims of moral-
ity. The Western concept of civil society had a meaningful counterpart in
Chinese thinking, but it had to be defined. For example, individual self-
expression and property-holding, the essential features of Victorian lib-
eralism, were to be enjoyed in China only with the blessing of of-
ficialdom.

These limitations had been evident in late Qing thought. Although
the Neo-Confucian belief system had to accept “foreign matters” (mod-
ernization) and the New Learning for their utility at least as part of state-
craft, it proved impossible for the last Qing generation to foreswear
Confucianism entirely. As we might expect, many tried to find in foreign
models a way to reaffirm certain inherited Chinese values.

Japanese reformers facing modernization had proposed to combine
“Eastern ethics and Western science.” In China, Zhang Zhidong as the
top ideology-fixer of his day, put forward his famous formula, “Chinese
learning for the substance [the essential principles or ti] and Western
learning for function [the practical applications or yong]|.” This was slick
but inconsistent, because # (substance) and yong (function) referred in
Chinese philosophy to correlative aspects of any single entity. Thus, Chi-
nese and Western learning each had its own substance and function. The
phrase was widely used, nevertheless, since it seemed to give priority to
Chinese values and decry Western learning as merely a set of tools.

Confucian-minded Japanese offered one useful concept—that
Western-type parliaments could bring harmony between ruler and ruled.
But the rationale was different. Western political thought had built up
the concept of interests—the personal desires and goals of individuals
and groups in their inevitable competition with one another. Interests
were seen as motivating political actors in the West, from the king on
down to the swineherd. Representative government was a procedure for
working out mutual compromises among competing interests. Not so in
China. Interests were by definition selfish, and Confucian morality de-
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cried selfishness as an antisocial evil. Instead, it extolled the ideal of har-
mony, which reformers hoped somehow to attain through representative
government.

Another liberal concept that was bent out of shape as it moved from
West to East was that of individualism. As Benjamin Schwartz (1964)
noted long ago, reformers like Yan Fu, who translated the Western lib-
eral classics (Thomas Huxley, Adam Smith, J. S. Mill, and others) at the
turn of the century, praised the growth of individualism as a means to
support the state, not stand against it. The most influential reformer,
Liang Qichao, promoted the notion of each individual’s unselfishly de-
veloping his capacities, the better to strengthen and enrich the state.
Only thus could individuals benefit all their fellow citizens. Liang quoted
the Swiss jurist Bluntschli: people are born for the state, not the state for
the people. From this statist starting point, which Confucianists had al-
ways been taught to begin with, it followed that rights of all sorts were
either to be granted by the state or to be withheld by it when in its own
interest. All Chinese constitutions have listed many rights but only as
programmatic ideals, not necessarily as laws to be enforced.

Behind this Chinese version of “liberalism” lay the prior assumption
that the ruler’s power was unlimited, still autocratic. His devices of
statecraft might expand to include constitutions, parliaments, and citi-
zens’ rights (as well as duties), all to improve the state’s stability and
control. Typically, rights were guaranteed “except as limited by law,”
that is, by the fiat of the authorities. Chinese constitutions did not be-
come sacred fonts of law, as did the Constitution of the United States,
but rather expressed ideals and hopes, more like American party plat-
forms.

This part-way nature of liberalism in China suggests it might best be
termed proto- or Sino-liberalism. It had its roots in the wen side of Chi-
nese government, where scholar-officials had written proposals in essays
and memorials but usually lacked the responsibility or power to put
them into practice. The modern Sino-liberal, for example, had a limited
freedom of expression because he could not afford to attack local power-
holders specifically and in person without danger of violent retaliation
from their wu-component of government. More serious than this pru-
dential caution was the cast of mind that could not disengage, in Vera
Schwarcz’s (1986) phrase, from the Neo-Confucian “cult of ritualized
subordination . . . the ethic of subservience” implanted in early family
training.

Western-type liberalism under law in China was handicapped, fi-
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nally, by the company it kept, namely, the unequal treaty system. The
warlord era in the 1910s and 20s coincided with the high point of for-
eign influence during the treaty century. Warlord armies despoiling the
“interior” outside the ports were potent sanctions for keeping foreign
gunboats at hand in the ports. Thus, the stirrings of a Chinese type of
civil society in China were modeled in part on Western institutions and
yet were protected by the very imperialist presence that had inspired the
rise of China’s new nationalism.

At bottom we would do well to keep in mind the differing values
founded on the difference of historical experience in China and in the
West. One need not abandon one’s hope for liberal individualism in civil
society in order to acknowledge the long-continued efficacy of China’s
authoritarian collectivism and the modern Chinese intellectuals’, excru-
ciating task of having to find some midpoint between them.

The Limits of Christian Reformism

Republican China in the decade after Yuan Shikai consisted of two areas
and two regimes—warlord China and treaty-port China. The warlords
were military personalities, trained perhaps by Yuan, who controlled re-
gions by commanding troops and keeping them fed. Several had begun
as military governors. Their talents were devoted mainly to fighting, or
threatening to fight, one another. The treaty-port cities, on the other
hand, included most of the centers of urbanization, where most of the
modern Chinese banks, industries, universities, and professional classes
could be found. It was a joint Chinese and foreign community. The
treaty-port part of the Chinese state’s power structure provided a degree
of stability during the years of warlord disruption. In fact, it set limits to
that disruption. Chinese patriots had to confront the paradox that the
unequal treaties, while humiliating in principle, were often of material
help in fact. For example, in June 1921 Chinese merchants at the treaty
port of Yichang, after twice suffering warlord pillaging, asked the for-
eign ministers in Beijing to set up a foreign concession area in Yichang as
a form of protection against the marauding warlord troops.

After the Boxer settlement of 1901, two Chinese and foreign trends
had converged: reform-minded Chinese had built up education in the
New Learning, while Christian efforts in China more and more stressed
the “social gospel,” to address the problems of modern city life. The re-
spective Confucian and Christian fundamentalists, who had for years
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denounced each other but seldom met, were now succeeded by friendly
cooperators for the betterment of China. For example, the Chinese
Young Men’s Christian Association, an offshoot of the international
YMCA, found Chinese merchant and upper-class backing for its work
among city youths and students with help from its foreign advisers. John
Hersey’s novel The Call offers an inside account of the Y’s activity in
Sino-foreign cooperation in public education and other projects from
1907 to 1937. The Sino—foreign Christian community enjoyed a brief
golden age of about two decades from 1905 to 1925.

This era of Christian cooperation was marked by signal achieve-
ments such as the road-building and rural credit work of the China Inter-
national Famine Relief Commission, the research and training at the
Rockefeller-supported Peking Union Medical College, Rockefeller Foun-
dation support of the social sciences as at the Nankai Institute of Eco-
nomics, growth of Yanjing University and other Christian colleges, in-
cluding agricultural research at Nanjing University, and the Mass
Education Movement under Yan Yangchu (Jimmy Yen).

Three aspects of these institutional accomplishments should be
noted: first, they depended more than the Chinese YMCA upon foreign,
chiefly American, funding and support. Second, they gave sinophile
Americans a sense of satisfactory participation in Chinese life that
would later give substance to “the loss of China” feeling in Cold War
America. Third, they barely scratched the surface of the Chinese people’s
problems. Most of these foreign-aided activities were pilot-model treat-
ments, not on a scale capable of transforming China directly.

This superficiality of the Western-inspired or aided projects in China
was unavoidable partly because China’s educated ruling-class elite, to
which the foreigners were attached, was itself such a tiny proportion of
the Chinese population. For example, in education, if we accept E.
Rawski’s (1979) estimate of late Qing male literacy at 30 to 45 percent
and female at 2 to 1o percent, we still confront estimates of elementary
school enrollment in China running from a million in 1907 to 6.6 mil-
lion in 1922, while in the same period middle school enrollment rose
from 31,000 to 183,000—abysmally small figures for a country teeming
with 400 million people.

Liberal efforts at creating a Chinese civil society must therefore be
seen as points of growth, like spores growing in a biological laboratory’s
broth, scattered over a large surface. Given enough time, each group of
enterprising reformers—social, scientific, medical, mass educational—
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might have expanded their work to reach many of China’s people. Yet so
massive were the people’s problems that in the end only the state could
take them on.

The Tardy Rise of a Political Press

The emergence of the independent modern press in China, roughly a cen-
tury later than in Western Europe and a generation later than in Japan,
rounds out our picture of late Qing inertia. The old order had kept a
stranglehold on self-expression regarding government policy, which was
still the emperor’s preserve.

During the millennium since the spread of printed books in the early
Song, the ingredients of a modern press had steadily accumulated: of-
ficial and private libraries, literary connoisseurship and editorial skills,
religious texts, great official publication projects, a ceaseless flow of doc-
umentation from Beijing to provincial centers, local gazetteers, vernacu-
lar literature, private publications—all were on hand. In the early 1890s
a dozen Chinese-language newspapers were being published in major
port cities. Shenbao at Shanghai, started in 1872, had a circulation of
15,000. Their news, partly acquired by telegraph, was mainly commer-
cial. That China’s modern press took so long to get into politics was a
tribute to the imperial control of thought and print.

Modern Chinese journalism started with treaty-port Chinese like
Wang Tao, who had been James Legge’s assistant in translating the Con-
fucian classics in the 1860s and spent two years with him in Scotland.
In 1874 Wang Tao began in Hong Kong the first newspaper wholly
under Chinese auspices, printing both commercial and general news and
adding his own reformist editorials. They were informed, as his biogra-
pher, Paul Cohen (1974), points out, by Wang’s almost unique “field
experience” in the West. But in the 1880s Wang still had only a small
audience.

Given this brilliant beginning, how could Chinese journalism mark
time for 20 years until the crisis of the 1890s inspired the reformist press
set up by Liang Qichao and others in Shanghai and provincial centers
like Changsha? The reason, in brief, was that the gentry elite were
strictly warned not to trespass on the policy-setting prerogative of the
imperial regime. Only when specifically permitted could ideas be pre-
sented to the throne, and in the 1870s and 8os the strident submissions
of literati opinion (gingyi) had contributed more moralistic heat than
practical light. Only after the Qing dynasty had been defeated in 1900
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by all the powers, including Japan, did its mandate begin to slip away.
Liang Qichao’s journals of political opinion published in Japan marked
this shift, as the urban reformist elite turned to provincial fields of ac-
tion.

Once started in the protective environment of the port cities, publica-
tion of Chinese newspapers, magazines, and books during the next 20
years increased many times over. Their circulation was aided by the ser-
vice of the new imperial post office after 1896 as well as by the spread of
elementary schooling and literacy. Assuming with Zhang Pengyuan that
every copy of a magazine had an average of about 15 readers, Leo Lee
and Andrew Nathan (in Johnson et al., 1985) have estimated the total
late Qing readership as between 2 and 4 million, say one percent of
China’s population. The new urban readership and the crises of the
1890s fostered a rapid growth. (By 1893 the urban population was
about 23.5 million, say 6 percent of China’s population.)

But even as late as the mid-1930s China had only 910 newspapers
and about an equal number of magazines. Some papers sold 150,000
copies. Readership of the papers alone totaled between 20 and 30 mil-
lion. Thus the proportion of the public reached by print was still small
compared with other modern nations. Even so, the Shanghai Commer-
cial Press after 1896 became great publishers of textbooks and maga-
zines. Writers of the new literature found that urban readers sought
mainly entertainment. The “mandarin duck and butterfly school” of ro-
mantic and sentimental fiction, studied by Perry Link (1981), produced
some 2,200 novels in the years 1910-1930. Only political discussion
was in short supply. This went along with the fact that the higher educa-
tional establishment was still minuscule for so large a country.

Modern China’s political journalism was generally polemical, aiming
to criticize and advocate, not primarily to inform the public as to facts.
Lee and Nathan quote Liang Qichao again: “One must intend to use
one’s words to change the world. Otherwise, why utter them?” Thus the
press, despite its small size, became a major tool of politics.

Academic Development

Contrary to the Beijing University (Beida) tradition that China’s higher
education originated with its forerunner, the Imperial University, inaugu-
rated as one of the 1898 reforms, the recent survey by Wen-hsin Yeh
(1990) reminds us that Shanghai was the natural site for the beginning of
China’s modern education in engineering, technology, and commerce.



264 THE REPUBLIC OF CHINA 1912-1949

Just as St. John’s College, opened by the American Episcopal Mission in
1879, became the pioneer Christian college in China, so Nanyang Col-
lege was founded by the Qing government in 1896. It sent students
abroad and later became Jiaotong (Communications) University, a
leader in engineering.

The gap between Neo-Confucianism and the New Learning was wid-
ened when modern subjects had to be taught with imported English-lan-
guage textbooks. Chinese vocabularies for technical terms had still to be
worked out. College entrance and final examinations were often in Eng-
lish, as was instruction by foreign professors.

When the ancient amalgam of state and society disintegrated in
1912, so did the Neo-Confucian world outlook. In its place flooded in
disparate, often conflicting cultural elements in bewildering variety. The
generation of the warlord era consequently had to sort things out.

Its problem stands out more starkly if we follow Jon Saari (1990) in
his study of the life experience of scholars born in the 1890s, who began
with a classical education and yet added onto it in youth an Anglo—
American education, including spoken English. This cohort of China’s
post—gentry-elite had to achieve not one but two liberations—first from
the mummified thinking of the old Confucian family system and patriar-
chal tyranny, second from the polycultural confusion of the New Learn-
ing. For the youth who had just finished his elementary classical training,
the New Learning brought an explosion that shattered the intellectual
environment in which he had just found his place. “Far from being the
world, China was now a fragment of the world.” The young mind’s en-
counter with the West was often “a crippling experience,” full of “confu-
sion and uncertainty.” It required “a second liberation perhaps more de-
cisive than the first,” a release from confusion by finding “a higher
integration or synthesis.” To be emancipated from the discredited bonds
of Confucianism left one fearfully at sea, in need of a new way to order
one’s world. A belief in Christianity, or in science, including Darwinism,
or a dedication to one of the new professions, or to patriotic revolu-
tion—all might help establish one’s new self-image. Without intellectual
courage, one could hardly survive.

Such was the traumatic breaking in of the first republican generation
of intellectuals. Despairing of Japan, they looked to Europe and Amer-
ica for the key to saving China. This task made them pioneers in bicul-
turalism, for the cultural shock of Tokyo was little compared with that
of New York, London, Paris, and Berlin.

A government program for training Chinese in America began when
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the U.S. Congress in 1908 allocated for this purpose roughly half ($12
million) of the American share of the Boxer indemnity. From Qinghua
College set up at Beijing as a preparatory school, 1,268 scholars were
sent to the United States by 1929. In 1924 the remaining half of the in-
demnity (which would still have to be paid over by the Chinese govern-
ment) was allocated to supporting the China Foundation. Guided by a
board of ten Chinese and five American trustees, this foundation made
private grants for research as well as training. In this era young Chinese
scientists trained in the United States formed in 1914 the Science Society.
Soon its journal represented the widespread hope of modern scholars
that science and the scientific outlook could provide a common ap-
proach to China’s problems.

Meanwhile, by the 1920s the hundreds of missionary middle schools
in China had grown by consolidation into a dozen Christian colleges,
usually incorporated in the United States. In the Chinese—American fac-
ulties the American members usually enjoyed better housing and were
paid by mission boards in America. Protected by extraterritoriality, these
American-style institutions like Yanjing University at Beijing during the
1920s and 30s educated children from the new middle class of the port
cities.

One influential private and purely Chinese institution was at Tianjin,
where Zhang Boling, after 1904, built up Nankai middle school, college,
and university with support principally from local Chinese families. Chi-
nese philanthropy also supported Amoy University at Xiamen and two
colleges in Shanghai—the Catholic Zhendan (I’Aurore), founded in
1903, and Fudan (1905).

No private institution, however, could outshine Beijing University
(Beida) as the focal point of national education. It served to train or
retread bureaucrats until two remarkable men came to head it—Yan Fu
in 1912 and Cai Yuanpei in 1917. Cai was a Hanlin academician of late
Qing vintage who had joined Sun Yatsen’s Revolutionary League. He
had been the first minister of education in the abortive cabinet under
Yuan Shikai and then had studied five years in Germany and France. To
foster diversity of thought at Beida he collected talent widely and stood
firmly against government interference in education. Cai invited as
dean Chen Duxiu, who had absorbed in Paris the spirit of the
French Revolution and returned to found in 1915 an influential journal
of discussion, New Youth (La Jeunesse). At Beida, Chen led the attack
on Confucianism and all its evils in the name of science and democ-
racy.
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The New Culture Movement

Japan’s aggressive 21 Demands of 1915 tried to set up a sort of Japanese
protectorate over China. Though not successful, this incident ended Ja-
pan’s era of reform leadership in China and heightened China’s modern
nationalism. Yet at this very time scholars in the New Learning asserted
a new role for themselves—to stay out of government service and eschew
politics, toward which their forebears had been oriented, in order to
scrutinize the old Confucian values and institutions, reject what had held
China back, and find in China’s past the elements of a new culture.

For this New Culture Movement a first point of attack was the Chi-
nese writing system. In the twentieth century a script and vocabulary
largely created about 200 BC were still being used. Any major character
had become like an onion, with many layers of meaning accumulated
over the ages as it was used for various purposes. For a too simple com-
parison, suppose the Roman idea expressed as pater had come down to
us unchanged in written form and today, perhaps combined with other
characters, referred to father, patriotism, paternity, patristics, patrimony,
patronage, etc., etc. Which meaning to assign to such a character de-
pended on its context, which required knowing the classical texts. This
made the classical writing (wenyan) not a convenient device ready at
hand to help every schoolboy meet life’s problems; it was itself one of
life