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PREFACE


 


This book is not an in-depth study
of Chinese history and culture. Various aspects of the Chinese identity have
been dealt with in numerous books written by both Chinese and Western authors.
Many present detailed information with perceptive interpretations, leaving
serious students of Chinese history and culture with no lack of sources of
information and reference. 


This book was written for a
different audience: young overseas Chinese, as well as non-Chinese, who would
like to have at least a nodding acquaintance with Chinese history and culture.
They might find the task of ploughing through one of the thick, well-researched
books rather daunting. Furthermore, the uninitiated may find it difficult to
unravel China’s complicated past or to gain basic knowledge of a seemingly
mysterious culture. This book is an attempt to present basic information about
the Chinese in a simple way; it is by no means thorough or comprehensive. 


The interpretations of aspects of
Chinese history and culture presented here do not necessarily conform to
conventional opinions. Recent history following the founding of the People’s
Republic of China is not covered in great detail here, as the facts are well
known and readily available.
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FROM LEGENDS TO RECORDS 


 


Ancient
Mythology


Chinese mythology surrounding the
creation of the universe includes a legend that begins with a god named Pangu (盘古)
awakening from a long sleep to find himself within a dark, undifferentiated,
egg-shaped mass. Taking an axe, Pangu splits the mass. The lighter, clearer
elements that had once been part of the mass float upward to become heaven. The
heavier, coarser substances settle down to become Earth. A goddess named Nüwa (女娲) then
appears. Disliking the barrenness of the earth, she proceeds to make the first
human beings from clay. That is the beginning of the earth and human history. 


 


The Yellow Emperor: Primal Ancestor of the Chinese 


The Chinese consider the Yellow (黄) Emperor a primal ancestor and call themselves the descendants of
the Yellow Emperor. The Yellow Emperor’s reign presumably began in 2704 B.C. He
conquered the tribes along the Yellow River to form the first kingdom of China.
However, the Chinese sometimes also consider the Yan (炎) Emperor, a powerful tribal leader subdued by the Yellow Emperor in
a battle, as another primal ancestor.


Legend has it that the Yellow
Emperor reigned for 100 years. A succession of three or four little-known
rulers ascended the throne after him over a period of some 200 years. Up to
this point, Chinese history consists mainly of legends. The first king who can
be identified with some degree of certainty following the period is Yao (尧).


 


The Legendary Ruler


The Yellow Emperor left no
archaeological artefacts to speak of, but legends about him abound. He is
supposed to have introduced the use of herbal medicine to treat ailments and
invented the carriage and the compass, among other things. The Yellow Mountain in the province of Anhui (安徽) owes its name to this emperor, for he had supposedly concocted
herbal remedies there.


 


The Xia (夏) Dynasty (2205 B.C. – 1766 B.C.)


In 2357 B.C., about 250 years after the
Yellow Emperor’s reign, a man named Yao became the ruler of China. Known as a benevolent king, he
governed the people with kindness and wisdom. He passed the throne to Shun (舜), the best man
he could find, instead of his own son. As a king, Shun proved to be as kind and
wise as his predecessor. He too chose not to make his son his successor,
instead choosing a man named Yu (禹) to become the next king in 2205 B.C. 


Before he was chosen to become
king, Yu had spent 13 years battling widespread floods in the country,
eventually taming the rivers through diversion and drainage. Such was his
dedication to duty that he left his home to perform this task on the fourth day
of his marriage, never once returning until he succeeded in controlling the
floods. 


When Yu died, his son took over the
throne and founded the first ruling dynasty in China, the Xia (夏) dynasty. From this time on, the throne would pass to a son or a
relation after a ruler’s death, forming the basis for a dynastic system that would last some 4,000 years until the founding
of the Republic of China in 1912. In the time following their reigns, Kings
Yao, Shun and Yu were revered as sages and model rulers by all Confucian
scholars.


The Xia dynasty was the beginning
of the Bronze Age in China, which lasted more than a
thousand years until the dawning of the Iron Age at the time of the Zhou (周) dynasty.
Many of the sophisticated bronze wares and weapons unearthed during
archaeological excavations in the province of Henan (河南) date back to the Xia period. 


 


The Shang (商) Dynasty (1766 B.C. – 1122 B.C.) and Early Written Language


The Xia dynasty ruled China for more
than 400 years until the last king in the line, a tyrant named Jie (桀), was deposed
by a tribal chief called Tang (汤).
Tang went on to establish the Shang (商) dynasty,
which lasted more than 600 years. The last Shang king, Zhou (纣), was an extremely cruel man. One infamous method of torture he was
fond of involved slowly burning someone to death over a bronze pillar heated by
fire. He committed suicide when rebels led by Ji Fa (姬发), the
founder of the Zhou dynasty, cornered him.


The Chinese generally claim that
their civilisation has a history that dates back 5,000 years. Recent
archaeological finds have pointed to the possibility that it is much older.
However, the earliest available written record of Chinese civilisation dates
back only as far as the Shang dynasty. 


The written language of the Shang
period was accidentally discovered when engraved characters were noted on cattle bones unearthed by farmers. The bones were used for medicinal
purposes before they were recognised for their archaeological significance. The
excavation of Yin (殷) ruins in Henan
province in the 1920s yielded an abundance of tortoise shells inscribed with the script of the Shang dynasty.
There are more than 4,000 characters in this ancient language, of which some
2,000 have been deciphered. Chinese script has probably been in existence for
thousands of years, since before the Shang dynasty, but the script had most
likely been inscribed on bamboo and neither script nor bamboo appear to have
survived the ravages of time. 


Finds such as the bones and
tortoise shells provide a reliable indication of the level of civilisation that
existed during the Shang dynasty. The relics include oracle bones used by rulers to seek divine guidance. Some historical
events as well as information regarding life in that era were also recorded on
the tortoise shells. There is evidence of a calendar in use, and the people
appear to have had some knowledge of astronomy and mathematics. The highly
refined bronze wares, ceramics and jade ornaments unearthed at the ruins
provide evidence that a fairly advanced civilisation existed in China during
the Shang period. There is indication that commerce was well developed. This is
perhaps the reason why the name for merchant in Chinese is “Shang
ren” (商人) or “Shang man”.





EARLY DOCUMENTED HISTORY


 


The
Zhou (周) Dynasty (1122
B.C. – 221 B.C.)


As a practice that had been
established as far back in time as the Zhou (周) dynasty,
rulers would appoint official historians to record the events that transpired
during their reigns. The most famous of these court historians was one Sima Qian (司马迁)
of the Han (汉) dynasty.
Sima had followed his father’s footsteps in becoming a historian, and several
of his ancestors had been court historians during the Zhou dynasty. 


The history Sima compiled, known as
Shi
Ji (史记), or The Annals, stretches back to the time of the Yellow Emperor. While it is not
clear what sources Sima based his work on, his account of the Shang period,
more than a thousand years before his time, was proven accurate when the Shang oracle bones were unearthed and studied. It is possible that Sima had
access to pre-Zhou dynasty historical records, which are now lost. The history
of the Zhou dynasty, which followed the Shang, is considered well documented,
as the Chinese language had by then developed to a high degree. Accurate and
detailed records of events were kept and passed down, forming the basis for
some of the great classics. 


 


Dictating the Pattern of a Culture


Tradition holds that the pattern of
traditional Chinese culture was set in the early Zhou dynasty when Zhou Gong (周公),
regent for a young king, introduced The Rites
of Zhou (周礼). These rules defined the proper etiquette for the different levels
of officials in the kingdom, the different classes of people in society and the
different generations in a family. Ceremonial music and dances for different occasions and for different social classes were
specified. Zhou Gong’s doctrine of hierarchy and status distinction
subsequently influenced Confucius profoundly and formed a
great part of Confucius’ teaching, which in turn dominated traditional Chinese
thought.


 


The Zhou dynasty reigned, although
sometimes only in name, for the longest time in China, more than 800 years. For
a long period, the central government under the Zhou king was weak, and a
number of feudal lords practically ruled their territories
as independent kingdoms. 


In the early part of the Zhou
dynasty, a king introduced the fengjian
(封建) or feudal system of government. Seventy-one lords, most of whom
were the king’s relatives, were appointed and given territories to govern. They
were obligated to pay tributes to the king and to come to his aid in the event
of an invasion. In return, the king would protect an individual lord if he were
attacked by his peers or other invaders. 


As an inevitable consequence of the
system, these lords gradually built up their military strength. Thus, for a
great part of the Zhou dynasty, the feudal lords overshadowed the king and
fought among themselves.


 


The Western Zhou Dynasty (1122 B.C. – 770 B.C.)


For the first 352 years of the Zhou dynasty, a period referred to as the Western Zhou dynasty, the
capital was located near present-day Xi’an (西安).
Because it was frequently attacked by nomads from the west, a chain of bonfire
pads stretching from the capital into the countryside was built. When the bonfires, each one located a certain distance from the next, were set
ablaze in succession, a summons for help could be quickly transmitted to feudal
lords in the outlying areas. Ironically, this ingenious alarm system would
contribute to the downfall of the Western Zhou dynasty. 


The last king of Western Zhou was
fascinated by a beautiful concubine who would not
smile. None of his attempts to please her, to coax the slightest merriment out
of her, met with any success. Having tried just about everything else, the king
had the bonfires lit. Fearing the worst, the feudal lords and their armies
rushed to the capital—only to discover that there had been no real threat.
Obviously, they did not take well to this false alarm. However, the concubine,
who had watched the scene unfold from her vantage point high atop a tower on
the city walls, was greatly amused and finally laughed. 


Some time later, nomads attacked
the capital. The bonfires were again lit, this time to signal an actual
invasion. Unfortunately, the feudal lords, wary of being tricked again, ignored
the signal. Thus, no help came as the nomads proceeded to sack the capital and
kill the king.


 


The Eastern Zhou Dynasty (770 B.C. – 221 B.C.)


After the death of the last king of
Western Zhou, a new king moved the capital to Luoyang (洛阳),
establishing the Eastern Zhou dynasty. Spanning more than 500 years through the reigns of 25
kings, this latter part of the Zhou dynasty was characterised by a weak central
government. As the kingdom’s various feudal lords gained in power, often overshadowing the king himself,
conflicts among vassal states became more commonplace. Despite the turmoil,
this period was an extremely dynamic time for Chinese culture.


Such great Chinese philosophers as Confucius (孔夫子)
(551 B.C.) and Lao Zi (老子) (575 B.C.) lived during the Eastern Zhou dynasty. It was also at
this time that Sun Zi wrote his famous treatise on
military strategies, The Art
of War, a book still studied in modern military
academies across many countries. Interestingly enough, it was also the period
when Sakyamuni (563 B.C.), the Indian founder of
Buddhism, and Greek philosophers Socrates (469 B.C.), Plato (429 B.C.) and Aristotle (384 B.C.) were born.


Historically, the Eastern Zhou
dynasty is divided into two periods: the Spring-Autumn period and the Warring States period.


 


The Spring-Autumn Period (770 B.C. – 476 B.C.)


The Spring-Autumn period derives its name from the historical record
that chronicles some 244 years, from 770 B.C. to 476 B.C., of the Eastern Zhou
dynasty, The Spring-Autumn
Annals (春秋). Incidentally, the Chinese characters for “spring” and “autumn”
combine to mean “age” or “passage of time”, and indirectly “history” or
“annals”.


 


Xi Shi (西施): The Ancient Mata Hari


A celebrated tale of the
Spring-Autumn period is that of Xi Shi, said to be the most beautiful girl in
Chinese history. 


     The story begins with the state
of Yue (越) losing a war to the state of Wu (吴). The Yue king was captured and made to work as the Wu king’s servant. He
swallowed his pride and served the Wu king in the lowliest way. When the Wu
king fell ill, the Yue king tasted his excreta and cheerfully predicted a
speedy recovery. 


     As time passed, the Yue king
gained the trust of the Wu king and was allowed to
return to his homeland. He lived an ascetic life to train himself for revenge.
He found a beautiful girl named Xi Shi and presented her to the Wu king. 


     Xi Shi was trained for a double
mission: to charm the Wu king 


so that he neglected state affairs
and to convince him of the absolute loyalty of the Yue king. Xi Shi carried out
her role so well that when the Yue king invaded Wu, the weakened, unprepared
state was easily conquered. 


     Xi Shi’s fate following the fall
of Wu is a mystery. Some romantic historians claim that she was reunited with
the Yue king’s minister, who had masterminded the whole plot against Wu, and
the two went into hiding in the Tai Lake area where they lived happily ever
after.


 


The Spring-Autumn Annals


As had been mentioned previously,
there were many vassal states that grew to prominence during the Eastern Zhou
dynasty. Among them was Lu (鲁), the state in which Confucius resided. The
Spring-Autumn
Annals are actually a record of the history of
Lu. The other states each had their own annals as well, but these
records have since been lost. Because the annals of Lu also contain some
references to the other states, they are taken to represent the history of the
entire country at that period in time. It is the oldest Chinese historical
record available for study today.


The identity of the person who
wrote or compiled The Spring-Autumn Annals is a matter of some debate. Most scholars and historians credit the
book to Confucius, supported by a quotation from Mencius, but not all of them agree with this hypothesis. 


The original version of the book is
sketchy and poorly edited and is of historical interest only. It was superseded
by three different versions that are known to have been in existence since the Han dynasty. Of the three, the Zuo version (左传) is considered the most important and informative. It is credited
by some historians to Zuo Qiuming (左丘明), a young contemporary of Confucius who is believed to have edited
or interpreted the original work. Others think that someone who lived in the
Han dynasty, a few hundred years later, was the real author of the Zuo version.



There appears to be no way to
settle these academic differences over who may or may not have been the author
or compiler of The Spring-Autumn Annals. 


 


The
Warring States Period (476 B.C. – 221 B.C.)


As the Eastern Zhou dynasty entered
the period of the Warring States, which lasted 225
years, the many feuding vassal states in the kingdom had been reduced through
internecine wars to seven. The seven states were essentially independent and
only nominally subject to the control of the king of the weak central Zhou
government. Two states would battle each other one moment and form an alliance
against another the next before double-crossing each other. 


Brave warriors, cunning military
strategists and clever statesmen were very much in demand in the various
states, which constantly strove for supremacy. A commoner with talent could
rise to a high position once recruited into a state’s intellectual ranks. 


Intellectualism also flourished
with “a hundred contending schools of thought” as philosophers jostled to put
forth their views. The arguments, contentions and stratagems of the
intellectual staff from the various states were later drawn from many sources
and compiled over a few hundred years to become a classic collection of 486
anecdotes known as The Strategies
of the Warring States (战国策).


 


Jing Ke (荆轲): The Assassin


Towards the end of the Warring States period, the state of Qin (秦) grew in power and began to annex the other vassal states. The
prince of the state of Yan (燕), fearing a
Qin invasion, recruited a swordsman named Jing Ke to act as an emissary to the
Qin court. Jing Ke was to present to the Qin king a map of the territory that Yan would cede to Qin in return
for peace. His real mission, however, was to assassinate the king.


     It would not be easy to get near
the king unless one were well trusted. Knowing this, Jing Ke went to visit a
fugitive from Qin staying in Yan. The man had a handsome reward on his head and
would have paid any price to have the Qin king dead. Once the fugitive learned
of Jing Ke’s mission, he committed suicide so that the swordsman could present
his head to the Qin king. Hopefully, Jing Ke could then get near enough to the
ruler to kill him. 


     The day arrived when Jing Ke had
to leave for Qin. The prince of Yan bade him farewell by the Yi River and all
who knew of his real mission came in white traditional Chinese mourning dress
to see him off. The swordsman sang his famous farewell song:


 


The wind howls over the cold Yi
waters. 


      风萧萧兮易水寒


The warrior leaves, not to return
ever.... 


     壮士一去兮不复还


     


     Jing Ke was well-received in
Qin. The king was particularly pleased to see the fugitive’s head and allowed
Jing Ke to ascend the royal dais to show him
a map of the territory that Yan was offering to cede to Qin. 


     Jing
Ke slowly unrolled the map scroll, in which a sharp
dagger had been hidden. Using this weapon, he grasped the king’s robe and
stabbed. However, he missed his mark and the king broke loose. In the ensuing
confusion, the king finally managed to draw his long sword, which had been
stuck, and kill Jing Ke. 


     Soon after, Qin conquered Yan.
The Qin king would later become the first emperor of China.




 


 


[image: Picture 6]





THE
QIN (秦) DYNASTY (221 B.C. – 206 B.C.)


 


Qin Shi Huang: The First Emperor


The warring states of the Zhou dynasty fought one another incessantly, until eventually the
state of Qin (秦), with its
capital near present-day Xi’an, emerged the strongest. 


In 246 B.C., Ying Zheng (嬴政), a 13-year-old prince, became the king of Qin. At first, he was
content to let his ministers run state affairs. As he grew older, his
extraordinary capabilities surfaced and he was soon recognised as a brilliant,
but cruel, leader. By 221 B.C., at the age of 39, Ying Zheng had conquered the
other vassal states, which by this time had been reduced to just six as a
result of warfare. Ying Zheng established the Qin dynasty and called himself Qin Shi Huang (秦始皇),
meaning “First Emperor”, for he was truly the first person to unify China and
form the first empire.


The Qin dynasty was very
short-lived, lasting only 15 years. Qin Shi Huang himself occupied the throne
for 11 years. He was succeeded by his son, who was murdered three years later.
Qin Shi Huang’s brother was then installed as emperor but the dynasty came to
an end only a year later. 


In spite of his relatively short
reign, Qin Shi Huang’s influence on China was very far-reaching. Westerners
probably know more about the terracotta soldiers unearthed in his tomb than they do about the
emperor himself. The emperor’s numerous contributions made China a “modern”
country in that era. However, his cruel nature and harsh rule caused untold
hardship to the people, who soon rebelled. Like many brilliant dictators in the
history of the world, Qin Shi Huang was both good and bad at the same time.


During the Warring States period, each state had its own written language,
currency and system of weights and measures. Qin Shi Huang had his prime
minister, Li Si (李斯), introduce a standard script for the whole nation. China might otherwise have
been like India with many different written languages. Currency and weights and
measures were standardised throughout the country. Carriages were all designed
with uniform axle lengths so that the vehicles could travel on roads of a
standard width. An elaborate system of highways was built, radiating from the
capital near Xi’an to other parts of the country. In
peacetime, foodstuff was transported with ease, and in war, soldiers were
dispatched with speed. Inland waterways were improved to facilitate navigation
and irrigation.


Prior to the Qin dynasty, the
aristocracy enjoyed the privilege of inheriting official positions. For
instance, when a district governor died, his position would automatically pass
to his son. Qin Shi Huang abolished this system and established in its place a
centrally controlled administrative system. All officials were appointed by the
emperor. Each official, from the village level upwards, was responsible and
accountable to the next highest ranking official, and ultimately to the
emperor, in matters of tax collection, food production and such. This system of
bureaucratic government was copied with modifications by most subsequent
dynasties.


The other side of the coin was that
Qin rule was extremely harsh, and punishment for any wrongdoing was inhumanely
cruel. Qin Shi Huang was quite paranoid. He had all the weapons in the country
confiscated to prevent rebellions. Offended by criticisms from Confucian scholars,
he had 400 of them rounded up and buried alive. In order to have total control
of people’s minds, he ordered the burning of all books written prior to his
dynasty. Books on medicine, divination and agriculture
were spared. Some ancient records and classics, hidden in the walls of houses
by scholars, escaped destruction but many other books were lost forever. Qin
Shi Huang probably kept copies of the destroyed books in the palace. However,
the palace was burnt to the ground when rebels subsequently conquered the
capital. 


The first emperor of China was
obsessed with acquiring immortality and fell prey to many charlatans who
offered him elixirs of life, most of which probably contained toxic
ingredients. A few years before Qin Shi Huang fell ill and died at the age of
49 while on an inspection trip in the south, a charlatan named Xu Fu (徐福) had
approached the emperor, claiming that he could find herbs of immortality on an
island in the eastern ocean. He asked the emperor for ships, supplies, 500
young men and 500 young girls. They set sail but never returned. Legend has it
that they reached Japan and colonised it. 


Qin Shi Huang was a ruler who loved
mammoth projects. Some two million labourers were conscripted to build the
Great Wall of China, highways, an enormous palace and his colossal tomb ahead
of his death. He did not build the entire Great Wall; he had the various
defensive walls already in existence joined to form a continuous fortification
spanning some 6,000 kilometres for defence against the nomads in the north. The
end of the Qin dynasty, however, would have roots not from external threats but
from within the country.


 


The End of the Qin Dynasty


Unable to endure the harsh rule of
Qin, many peasants rose up against the emperor. The rebellion began when some
900 peasants conscripted into the army were being sent to a distant fortress.
They were unable to meet the deadline set for their arrival because of bad
weather and faced certain death as punishment for the delay. With nothing to
lose, Chen Sheng (陈胜) and Wu Guang (吴广) led the desperate peasants in an insurgency and took over a nearby
town. Joined by many other dissatisfied peasants, the group quickly gathered in
strength and swept across several provinces. They were finally defeated by the
imperial army. However, several better-organised rebel groups had sprung up by
then and the capital soon fell into rebel hands.


 


The Chu-Han War


The rebel army that conquered the
Qin capital in 206 B.C. was headed by a man of peasant stock named Liu Bang (刘邦). Liu
founded the Han dynasty, displacing the Qin, but he did
not have an easy time in his quest to become the emperor for he had a
formidable competitor named Xiang Yu (项羽). Xiang Yu was an aristocratic general from the state of Chu (楚) and a ferocious warrior who initially won most of his battles with
Liu. In the end, however, with help from able generals and clever advisors, Liu
was able to turn the tide and defeat his intemperate and impetuous opponent, a
man who did not heed his staff’s good advice.


 


The War that Influenced a Game and 

Inspired an Opera


The Chu-Han War fought between Xiang
Yu and Liu Bang lasted four years. The story holds great fascination for the
Chinese. In Chinese chess, the dividing zone between the two sides of the
chessboard is called the “Chu-Han Boundary”, named after the Chu-Han War. Fans
of Chinese opera would probably count as one of their
favourites the poignant scene before the final battle where the warrior Xiang
Yu bids farewell to his concubine. The concubine kills
herself before he departs so that he can concentrate on the fighting without
worrying about her. Later, when Xiang Yu is defeated and surrounded, he spots
an old friend among the enemy soldiers. He kills himself to let the friend take
his head and claim a handsome reward from Liu Bang.
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