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When I have completed this book,
I shall deposit it in the Mountain of Fame,
so that it can be handed down to men
who will understand it, and penetrate to the
villages and great cities. Then although
I should suffer death from ten thousand cuts,
what regrets should I have?

Sima Qian, c. 91 B.C.E.


  PREFACE

• • • • • •

THIS IS a book that introduces the history of a great people through the prism of that people’s own historical memories. The epigraph is drawn from a letter by Sima Qian, China’s greatest historian, in which he describes how he suffered mutilating punishment and stayed alive and working in order to complete the great history his father had begun and to transmit knowledge of China’s past and its great men to later generations.

Cang zhi ming shan, literally “store it name mountain,” is a cryptic enough phrase even by the standards of literary Chinese. “Name mountain,” ming shan, probably was not the name of a mountain; it may have been an expression used to refer to the imperial archives. The phrase also represents the intersection of two images that have great resonance in Chinese culture. Real and metaphorical mountains have had great power over the minds of the Chinese at many times and in many ways. Buddhist monasteries often were built in mountainous areas. Some sacred mountains were ancient centers of pilgrimage and veneration. Emperors were buried in real mountains, like the tomb of Empress Wu and her husband, or in great tomb mounds that were called mountains, like the famous tomb of the First Emperor of Qin. Landscape paintings were and are called “mountain and water paintings.” Water always flows on and away, like time or one’s life, but mountains have weight, endure. Men might change the course of a river, but they could scarcely scratch the surface of a mountain. The solitary viewer in a landscape painting was delighted by implacable heights and cliffs beyond the power of human meddling. Even men, at least the greatest man, Confucius, might seem to their disciples as elusive and awesome and solid as a mountain.

The word ming, “name,” comes even closer to the heart of the culture. Confucius taught that the world could be restored to order and virtue if only people conformed to the traditional roles designated by the names of their positions in society. “Name” in the sense of an individual’s “good name” or fame was terribly important, not just for oneself but because it cast glory back over parents and ancestors and might survive one’s own death and conquer the ceaseless flow of time.

Stories of mingren, “name people,” “famous people,” were even more important to the Chinese than to other traditional cultures as expressions of their sense of the past and their deepest values. The stories that were told were largely of high-status individuals, but they definitely were shared and beloved by many of China’s common people. Confucianism was thought of as the teaching of a very real and vulnerable human being who tried to revive a way of life created by other men, the sage kings and early Zhou kings. Traditional lore about the medieval loss of the north to foreign invaders centered not on a “lost cause” but on stories of the tragic hero Yue Fei. Even Maoism was a variation of “impersonal,” “objective” Marxism inseparable from the life, leadership, and words of one man. The optimism about human potentialities that runs through the Chinese tradition from Confucius to Mao has been inseparable from stories of the realization of the highest values in actual lives. Moreover, all these famous people, even legendary ancestors and heroes who after their deaths became gods, were conceived of as real, mortal, limited human beings, living in society and dependent on others, not gods on earth. Often their stories can be read at many levels, so that their moral and intellectual brilliance is not lost sight of, but the complexities, the hidden chains of cause, the flaws of heroes, and the unwanted consequences of virtuous action also are revealed. It is, I suspect, in large part because of its obsession with the stories of its famous people that Chinese culture is so rich and varied in its moral imagination, so at home, indeed delighted, with the complexities and ambiguities of human character and action. About half the length of the great historical work that Sima Qian planned to store in the Mountain of Fame is taken up by biographies of individuals.

This book, then, reflects and makes use of the Chinese fascination with famous people. It is intended for people who never have paid much attention to China and now want a quick and graspable introduction to some main themes in its stirring history. In writing it I have had in mind a tourist who is about to go there; a practical person whose main interest is in understanding and dealing with China today; a scholar wondering what a Chinese perspective might do for his own thinking about religion, philosophy, history; a young person of Chinese ancestry trying to find some clues to a heritage only dimly perceived; or just a reader who likes good stories. For all these readers and more, an approach through biography has a number of advantages. Since every individual has a family (ancestors, even if not descendants), lives under some kind of government, makes a living, has a place in society, suffers pain and disappointment, and dies, a look at a well-chosen life can give us some sense of the family and class structures, economics, politics, religions, and philosophies of an age, and how they interacted in individual experiences and historic trends. Biography satisfies a very deeply rooted taste for stories with beginnings and endings, and it appeals to our need to make sense of our own lives.

There is no shortage of overviews of China’s past, of all lengths and qualities. But a balanced overview of such a vast subject either is too long and complex for rapid assimilation or is such a breathless rush of strange names, dates, and ideas that the reader gets little sense of the real drama and importance of the subject. This book does not aim to be balanced, but rather to give the reader a deep enough encounter with some key people, ideas, and times to really engage his or her attention and moral imagination. The biographical approach inevitably underemphasizes abstract reasoning and beliefs in gods and other worlds, none of which were in short supply in China, and discussion of large impersonal trends in history, which most modern historians would want to emphasize much more than this book does. The latter limitation can be overcome to a degree by focusing not just on individual lives but on the backgrounds and contexts that shaped these individuals and constrained their thoughts and actions. I have hoped that by making this a book about lives and times I could overcome some of the limitations of a general biographical approach and make this book somewhat better rounded as a brief introduction to main themes and trends in Chinese history. But it makes no pretense at being fully rounded, and occasionally I will point out to the reader major themes that are getting short shrift in it.

This book provides some introduction to the great religious traditions, to philosophy, and to the arts, but it gives fullest attention to some long continuities in politics and political culture. Here the study of lives and times turns out to be singularly powerful, and the results help us to explicate some trends in nonpolitical philosophy and some very general traditional values. A few sentences of anticipatory summary may help the reader keep track of these political continuities and transformations as they surface repeatedly in the chapters that follow. We will see the emergence in the age of Confucius of a set of definitions of political life that focused on “the Way of the Ruler and the Minister” (jun chen zhi dao), the one-to-one relation between a hereditary sovereign and the individual, usually of good family but with no hereditary right to office, who sought to prove his selflessness, learning, and practical adeptness and thus to gain employment as a minister. The ruler’s most important task was to find good ministers and then give them sufficient responsibility to carry out their duties, and to listen to their advice even when it was unpalatable. The minister, especially the scholar-minister bearing the lore of tradition and all its good and bad examples, had great moral authority but no autonomous power; he could be dismissed at any time. Chinese moral thought has devoted a great deal of attention to the complexities and ambiguities of the minister’s position. Chinese political history down to our own century can be read as a succession of developments in the nature of the ruler-minister relation, including shifts in the balance of power between the two, in bureaucratic organization, and in modes of recruitment to the bureaucracy. The chapters that follow contain stories of lives expressing and reshaping Chinese concepts of these roles, and thus the ways in which political action could be conceived, of people gaining power or losing it by acting out or violating these traditional roles. In modern times the ruler-minister relation could not provide the mobilization of the common people or the solidarity of ruler and ruled that modern nation-building require, but large elements of the moral styles and modes of personal relations associated with it survive even today.

That is only one way of finding a connecting thread in the rich fabric I have sought to present here. Readers are invited to find their own, to see continuities and confrontations among the people and stories presented here, to remember stories I should have included but did not. In developing the approaches that have gone into this book, I have learned a great deal from the reactions of the more than one thousand students who have studied these lives with me, from the various kind Chinese hosts who took me to see places connected with these lives and discussed them with me, and from the specialists in various fields who have shaped my understanding of the large range of subjects touched on here. My greatest and least repayable obligation is to the dead, to the men and women who lived these lives and told these stories over the centuries. This book is one more small indication that their names live on and their stories still are told.
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NOTE ON ROMANIZATION

  • • • • • •

ALMOST ALL English-language books about China written between about 1900 and the mid-1970s use the Wade-Giles system, devised in the mid-1800s. It distinguishes between voiced and unvoiced pairs of consonants by putting an apostrophe after the voiced one. Thus ta sounds like dah, t’a like ta. The pinyin system, adopted in the People’s Republic of China and used in most press reports about China today, is used in this book. It does these pairs, for example, as da and ta, uses odd letters to fill out the Chinese consonant system, and uses the letter i to represent two completely different sounds, “uh” and “ee”; you can tell which only by the preceding consonant.

Here are some examples from this book:

[image: Image]

Pinyin is not used in the twentieth-century chapters for four personal names, one organizational name, and one place name for which different forms are very well known and still in current use in English. Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek are more or less Cantonese versions of Sun Yixian and Jiang Jieshi; Chiang Ching-kuo equals Jiang Jingguo; Lee Teng-hui stands for Li Denghui; Kuomintang (frequently abbreviated KMT) is used for Guomindang; and Taipei is used instead of Taibei.


A SUMMARY TIME LINE

• • • • • •
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MOUNTAIN OF FAME


1

YU

• • • • • •

ALL PEOPLES, it seems, have ideas of how the world and humankind began. For some large-scale literate cultures these ideas are of great importance. The vision of immensely long cycles of cosmic creation and destruction is somewhere near the heart of Hinduism. Medieval European scholars endlessly refined their understanding of the creation story and compiled their knowledge of the physical world in “Hexamerons” divided according to the days of the creation. Today there still are Christians who believe that the survival of their teachings depends on “Creationist” refutation of scientific cosmogonies and theories of evolution, while “big bang” theories attract much interest among scientists and amateurs of science.

The Chinese had their own ideas about the origins of the cosmos. In one of them, heaven and earth once were completely mixed up together. Then the light and bright in this mass began to separate from the heavy and dark, and a primeval and perhaps proto-human monster called Pan-gu began to grow between them. After his death the various parts of his body formed the world we know: his breath became the wind and clouds, his skin and body hair the plants and trees, and the parasites on his body human beings. In another the origins of the cosmos are less clear, but it is a female deity called Nü-gua that first brought order out of primeval chaos. One may find the Pan-gu myth’s picture of humankind as fleas on the cosmos a bit disconcerting, but one also can see in it evidence for the ready acceptance of a human’s small place in the universe that was an enduring and frequently very impressive feature of Chinese culture. This myth also is a clear expression of a tendency to think in terms of light and dark, heavy and light, and to conceive of them as complementary principles in an organic harmony rather than opposites at war with each other.

But the most interesting point about these myths is that they do not seem to have been very important in the earliest stages of Chinese culture for which there exist extensive records. There is no trace of them in the sayings of Confucius. Most of our scant knowledge of them comes from texts of the second or first centuries B.C.E.1 or later, and at no time were they, or any other ideas about the origins of the cosmos, as important to traditional Chinese as Hindu and Judeo-Christian ideas were to participants in those traditions. What really mattered to the Chinese were not the origins of the cosmos or of humankind, but the origins of human society. This may seem to be a strange bias, but today we probably are closer to understanding the big bang than we are to a coherent account of the nature of mind and morality.

The Chinese had many myths of the origins of society and of various human inventions, and later thinkers used them in numerous ways. Perhaps the best place to begin is a passage from one of the texts linked to the Yi jing. A mysterious and enormously influential work, part divination manual, part guide to the subtle harmonies and interplays of action and passivity, success and failure, light and darkness, an understanding of which is supposed to make possible a life of wholeness and integrity, this classic is one of the many keys to Chinese culture that I cannot fit into this book. It offers guidance to the decisions and hazards of life based on “hexagrams,” combinations of divided and undivided lines arrived at through various kinds of random choice. According to an appendix or commentary to this work, in ancient times humankind was ruled by a succession of sage emperors, who invented and bestowed on their people the inventions and social forms that made them genuinely human, different from the animals. These sages got the inspiration for their inventions from the patterns of positive and negative forces to which the Yi jing offers the key. The first of them was Fu-xi, whose name means “subduer of animals” or, in one alternative name, “cook and sacrificer.” He invented nets and baskets for fishing and hunting, first domesticated animals, and taught his people to enter into proper marriages instead of coupling like animals. His invention of nets was inspired by the Yi jing hexagram Li, which looks something like a net. In some versions of these legends Nü-gua appears as his wife or sister; she invented many of the feminine arts and patched a rip in the fabric of heaven.

The next important figure was Shen-nong, the Divine Farmer, who invented agriculture and herbal medicine and taught his people how to hold periodic markets to trade their goods.

With the next important figure in the series of sage emperors, the twin cores of Chinese social values—family and bureaucracy—come clearly into focus. He is called Huang-di, the Yellow Lord. The character di, “lord,” was used in some ancient texts in the compound Shang-di, “Lord on High,” which may have referred to departed ancestors or to a shadowy high god; later it would be part of the phrase translated as “emperor.” Yellow was the color of the earth in ancient Chinese thinking and in the dry yellow-brown of the north Chinese plains, and also the color symbolic of the imperial position, from the yellow cloak thrown around a usurper’s shoulders to the yellow tiles of the palace roofs of Beijing.
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1. The hexagram Li of the Yi jing

The Yellow Lord had to summon his vassals to suppress a great rebel and put him to death. He opened up roads so that people in various areas could communicate with each other, and he appointed superintendents over the many small principalities and over the common people. He distributed grain at the proper times, made clear tables of knowledge of the heavens and of nature, and appointed officials to help him in all these tasks. His exertions were great, and he was very sparing in his expenditures. In one important account all the later rulers down through the Zhou were his descendants in one branch or another. After him came some rather dim figures, and then three important rulers named Yao, Shun, and Yu.

From the last centuries B.C.E. down to our own times, educated Chinese believed that humanity had reached a peak of order and well-being about 2350–2200 B.C.E., in the reigns of the emperors Yao, Shun, and Yu. The belief in this real and very human felicity in the past was one of the most important elements in a Chinese optimism about what man could be that survived all experience of what man really was. It also was very closely tied to the idea that the best government was a government of the best men. Yao was supposed to have come to the throne after his brother, who was “not good” and may have been deposed. Like the Yellow Lord, Yao appointed officials to superintend agriculture, to make astronomical observations, and so on. Then he began to search for a successor, asking his officials about the qualifications of various people. Rejecting all his suggestions, they finally told him of a man named Shun, who dwelled in obscurity in a remote part of the country but was becoming known for the great virtue he showed in living in harmony with a nasty and quarrelsome family. Yao then decided on a supreme test of Shun’s family virtue, giving him Yao’s two daughters to be his wives; Shun also passed this test, maintaining perfect harmony in his family. A sage to be sure! Yao gave him higher honors, and Shun’s blind father and his step-brother grew more and more jealous. They set fire to the granary when Shun was repairing its roof, but he held on to two big straw sun hats and leaped down safely, becoming the world’s first parachutist as well as a sage. He made tours of inspection around the country, appointing men to various duties; he performed the royal functions on behalf of Yao and eventually succeeded him on the throne.

Shun is the great example of a man who rose by virtue from humble origins. The great Confucian thinker Mencius wrote: “When Shun lived in the depth of the mountains, he lived among trees and stones, and had as friends deer and pigs. The difference between him and the uncultivated man of the mountains was slight. But when he heard a single good word, witnessed a single good deed, it was like water causing a breach in the dikes of the Yangzi or the Yellow River. Nothing could withstand it.”

Among the officials Yao appointed was one Gun, who was supposed to control a great flood then ravaging the world. Gun labored mightily at his task but made little progress, and when Shun saw this on one of his tours of inspection he had Gun thrown in prison, where he died. Shun then appointed Gun’s son Yu to continue his father’s work. Aggrieved by his father’s failure and punishment, Yu assembled the necessary labor forces and for thirteen years hurried from place to place supervising the work, living very frugally, even passing the door of his own house without stopping. Instead of trying to dam and dike the waters away from fields and houses, he had his workers dig channels that would allow the waters to run off to the ocean more quickly. Many of China’s major rivers, including the Yellow River, were rechanneled by his efforts. When the work was done, the plains were repopulated, agriculture flourished, and Yu set out on a great tour of the empire, writing down for each area the nature of its soil, the rate of its land revenues, and the special local products that it ought to contribute to the imperial court; the results of his survey have survived in a long document called the Yu Gong (Tribute of Yu). In another document Yu is shown planning an expedition against a rebellious people called the Miao, and eventually winning them over by sheer virtue and charisma, without a fight.

After Yao died, Shun succeeded him on the royal throne. He sought the advice of Yu and other great ministers about the basic principles of government. In the texts that record these dialogues, Yu is not represented as the most articulate of the ministers, but in several passages he is shown sounding a base note of caution and conscientiousness. If the ruler and the minister will both realize how difficult their tasks are, then all will be well. It is important to work at those tasks every day. It is important to pay attention to problems and deviations in their first beginnings. Around this core of the psychology of the conscientious ruler and minister, other participants in these dialogues are portrayed as developing a picture of equilibrium in public life of great power and beauty. Shun tells Yu, “The mind of man is perilous; the mind of the True Way is hard to discern. Concentrate! Be single-minded! Hold fast to its center.” The virtuous man, says a minister, is gentle but firm, outspoken but respectful, straightforward but warm and mild, hard but just, strong but principled. The harmony of perfect government includes both a beneficent Heaven and a respectful people; “Heaven sees and hears as our people see and hear.” The music master Kui describes how, in the court of a virtuous ruler, the ceremonial music evokes a cosmic harmony in which the imperial ancestors descend, the lords all take their proper places, and the male and female phoenix perform their stately dance in the court.
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2. From a Han dynasty image of Yu

Shun now was convinced that Yu was the best man, and he named him his successor, despite Yu’s protests that he was not worthy. Seventeen years later Shun died, and after three years of mourning Yu retired from the court, seeking to leave the throne to Shun’s son. But the people of the empire deserted the son and turned to Yu, so that he assumed the throne and ruled for another ten years. He hoped to leave the throne to a virtuous minister, but that minister died before him. Then he named as his successor another minister, who had not served him for very long. Yu died while touring the lower Yangzi region and was buried there. His designated successor left the court as Yu had done, seeking to relinquish the throne to Yu’s son Qi. This time the people accepted the son, saying “Our prince is the son of Emperor Yu.” The change was permanent; the descendants of Yu ruled China by hereditary right for four hundred years, and Yu was honored as something he had never intended to be, the founder of China’s first dynasty, the Xia.

The importance of this story for Chinese political values can scarcely be exaggerated. The ideal of the minister who works very hard for the honor of his family and the benefit of the common people, the organizing of labor for water-control works, the self-conscious balance and concentration in moral effort and self-cultivation, the importance of the ruler’s search for the best ministers—all appear here full-blown. In this golden age the supremely good and able minister might even be selected to succeed his lord on the throne. The end of that pattern and the transition to dynastic inheritance at the death of Yu was the Chinese tradition’s closest analogue to the expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Later thinkers worried about it, found it inadequately explained in the traditional accounts, but could do no better than to explain that Yu’s succession to Shun had been the will of Heaven, and so had been Qi’s succession to Yu.

The story of China’s most ancient times told here was believed by all literate Chinese, as far as I know, down to this century. The idealization of the “age of Yao, Shun, and Yu” remained a constant in Confucian thought. Studies of historical geography took the Tribute of Yu as their first document. One important historical geographer adopted a personal name, Zuyu, which literally means “one who takes Yu as an ancestor.” Textual scholars of the seventeenth century and later called into question the authenticity of some of the texts quoted above, but not the fundamentals of the story they told.

The fate of all this ancient lore in the twentieth century is a strange and fascinating story. In the 1920s and 1930s, modern historians and folklorists, adding new methods and iconoclastic zeal to the monumental textual researches of Qing classical scholars, began to show that Confucius had concentrated on the early Zhou rulers and had only occasionally referred to Yu. It was thinkers after him who had built up the idealization of Yu and then tried to go even farther back and buttress their positions with references to the Yellow Lord and the Divine Farmer.

They also showed how fragmentary texts reflected more mythological, less “humane” versions of many of the culture heroes. They told, for example, how Gun was executed by the Lord on High at a dark place far off to the north, his body remained intact for three years, and then someone cut his belly and Yu emerged. Yu then changed into an animal, possibly a yellow bear, and set out to tame the floods, helped by a yellow dragon that dragged its tail on the ground to mark where the channels should go. His travels took him to the place where the sun comes up, to a land where the people had wings, and to another where they wore no clothes. He once convened a great assembly of spirits on a mountaintop. Different myths of Yu had different regional associations, including some with Sichuan and some with the wetlands of the lower Yangzi. Out of all this, modern scholars were quite ready to conclude that the traditional picture of China’s most ancient past was a fabrication compiled from many sources by later scholars, and that nothing could be reliably known about anything prior to the early Zhou, around 1100 B.C.E.

But in the same decades, other modern scholars and scientists were beginning to uncover archeological remains suggesting a reliable basis for some of the ancient stories. In the 1920s and 1930s, scientific excavations revealed tombs, building foundations, splendid bronze vessels, and “oracle bones”—animal bones used in divination and inscribed with records related to it—from the Shang dynasty, about 1700–1100 B.C.E., which followed the Xia in the traditional account. In those same decades some important Chinese Neolithic sites were excavated. In the People’s Republic a nice conjunction of inherited scholarly interests, Marxist focus on material factors in history, and very thorough administrative control of the countryside has produced an on-going flowering of archeology that is far and away contemporary China’s greatest achievement in the study of humanity. There are major new discoveries every year. We now can see the emergence of several centers of village agriculture between 6000 and 4000 B.C.E., and then a linked set of changes in all of them characterized by the emergence of forms of pottery ancestral to the art forms of Shang, by villages with walls, which suggest the prevalence of warfare, and by sharp differentiations in the wealth of goods with which people were buried, indicating the emergence of an elite of rulers and/or priests. Carbon 14 dates for this shift, K. C. Chang’s “Lungshanoid horizon,” place it about 2500 B.C.E., strikingly close to the traditional 2600 for the Yellow Lord and 2350 to 2200 for the reigns of Yao, Shun, and Yu. Chang and many Chinese scholars think some very early bronze-age sites in the province of Henan may match some of the traditional historical geography of the Xia dynasty.

Should we, then, expect the Chinese archeologists to announce some day the discovery of the tomb of Yu or a duty roster from one of his drainage canal projects? No; it would be truly amazing if any evidence were uncovered of the reality of Yu as a historic individual. But the rough fit between the traditional and archeological dates of the emergence of a recognizably Chinese form of society and politics is one of many signs of the excellent and realistic historic sense of the early Chinese. Other early texts, for example, show a sound understanding of the basic sequence from hunter-gatherer cultures to agriculture with stone implements to the use of metals. Above all, there endures a historic sense that sees human civilization not as a gift of the gods but as an achievement of the moral insight, inventiveness, and hard work of people, and sometimes, as after the death of Yu, as the product of chance.

But the humanization of spirit-figures in these stories will seem most surprising to anyone familiar with the reverse process of the divinization of human heroes in many other cultures, and sometimes in later Chinese culture. It will be a little more understandable if we notice that ancestral lineages were very important to the Chinese. Then we might think of these spirit-figures as ancestral totems, gradually being shorn of their supernatural traits as their descendants cite that lineage to claim their place alongside other noble families as descendants of rulers and ministers in one great, unified political order. The development of that political ideal will become clearer in relation to the next lives I shall discuss, but much of the mystery of this early humanization will remain.

The ideal of a selfless ruler working without cease, changing the earth, bestowing benefits on the people is one that echoes on down to the vast labor mobilizations for public works in the People’s Republic, to Chairman Mao and his homilies on “serving the people” and his stories of the foolish old man and his descendants who moved a mountain shovelful by shovelful, basket by basket. In Beijing, facing Mao’s mausoleum, there is a large and excellent Museum of Chinese History. In each hall of the museum stands a large statue of a hero of that age. In the first hall, devoted to China’s prehistory, the statue is of Yu.

1 “B.C.E.” and “C.E.,” “Before Common Era” and “Common Era,” are used in this book instead of the more familiar “B.C.” and “A.D.” as more appropriate to a study in which Christianity makes only a late appearance and where the use of a dating scale of Christian origin is solely a matter of convenience.
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CONFUCIUS

(Kongzi)

• • • • • •

CONFUCIUS was a scholar who idealized the government and culture of an age five hundred years before his own, and who sought to convince the rulers of his time that all would be well in their states if they would concentrate on winning the trust of their people and setting a good example for them, would keep warfare and corporal punishment to a bare minimum, and would place scholars like him in charge of the governing of their states. In a time of rapid social, economic, and political change and of increasing warfare among the states of the Chinese world, it is not surprising that he failed. In his old age his only hope to influence the future lay in his scholarship, his students, and the presentation in his own life and in his teachings of an image of human goodness and steadfastness in adversity that can move even those who do not share his dreams. Out of his bitter failure he had made a moral triumph, and his life and his teachings are at the heart of Chinese optimism about what man can be and can accomplish in this world. In his recorded sayings we seem to get a picture of a real person, afraid, frustrated, moved by music, growing old, convinced that each of us can be truly humane at any moment if only we will really try. I think it is the oldest piece of literature in the world in which such a human portrait emerges.

Confucius’s idealization of the past was rooted in reality and in ideas about ruling and goodness that had begun to develop long before his time. Yu’s death marked, in Chinese tradition, the shift to transmission of rule by inheritance, in dynasties. Nothing reliable is known about the first dynastic transition, from Xia to Shang. The reality of that from Shang to Zhou, around 1100 B.C.E., is unquestionable, and it is very important for Chinese political ideas. The rulers of the new Zhou dynasty came out of the Wei River valley in Shaanxi, the location of modern Xi’an, on the fringes of the old core of Chinese culture but destined to be its political center for much of the next two thousand years. Some of the texts in the Chinese classical books that appear to be of earliest authentic date are those in the Shujing (Classic of Documents) in which the Zhou conquerors justify their rule to the former subjects of the Shang:

 

Your last Shang king abandoned himself to indolence, disdained to apply himself to government, and did not bring pure sacrifices. Heaven thereupon sent down this ruin. . . . Heaven waited for five years, so that his sons and grandsons might yet become lords of the people, but he could not become wise. Heaven then sought among your numerous regions, shaking you with its terrors to stimulate those who might have regard for Heaven, but in all your many regions there was none that was able to do so. But our king of Zhou treated well the multitudes of the people, was able to practice virtue, and fulfilled his duties to the spirits and to Heaven. Heaven instructed us, favored us, selected us, and gave us the Mandate of Yin [Shang], to rule over your numerous regions.1

The consolidation of this regime is supposed to have required about fifty years and the suppression of a major uprising in the old Shang heartland. The credit is given less to the kings than to the duke of Zhou, who guided the Zhou state as regent for a child-king who was his nephew. The focus on the duke of Zhou is to some degree a product of the same later idealization of the ministerial role that made Yu so much more interesting as a minister than as a ruler, but recent archaeological finds and historical studies confirm much of the traditional story of the Zhou founding, and it is likely that the duke of Zhou was a historical figure.

Later texts made of the early Zhou state a feudal utopia, with many hereditary lines of local rulers owing ceremonial allegiance to the Zhou kings, elaborate hierarchies of officials, schools, roads and irrigation ditches, and equitable systems of land distribution and revenue collection. Much of this is a reflection of idealizations of systematic bureaucracy that only became influential after Confucius’s time. But study of reliable sources, especially the inscriptions on great bronze vessels cast in the early Zhou, make it clear that it was in fact a society with a considerable amount of bureaucratic centralization, in which control was maintained in part by royal visits and the dispatch of royal inspectors to various areas, and by ties of kinship; many local rulers were offshoots of the Zhou ruling house or were intermarried with it. Another important source of unity was the way in which the ceremonial deference of local rulers to the Zhou kings was balanced by the kings’ favors to them and confirmation of their positions. Each local ruler had his own ancestral temple and probably also an “altar of earth and grain” symbolizing his territorial sovereignty. Even the royal house of Shang was allowed to maintain its ancestral temples, and was granted sovereignty over the small state of Song. Some other ruling houses of small states claimed descent from more ancient rulers of all of China (which probably contributed to the transformation of totem-monsters into sage rulers). Grants of territory and other royal honors frequently were commemorated by the casting of magnificent bronzes; one such bronze, which must have required hundreds of hours of highly skilled labor, records the king’s gift to a local lord of part of the game from a royal hunt in which the lord had joined. An ancestral temple full of such bronzes must have been a most impressive reminder of the ties that bound a local ruler to the Zhou order.

The historical record and archaeological record suggest a complex picture of flux and disorder after about 900 B.C.E. The decadence of traditional styles of bronze vessels is striking. From about 700 B.C.E. on, the picture is strikingly different: the Zhou kings have moved from the Wei Valley to Luoyang on the Yellow River out on the north China plain, and they are no longer able to control their vassals, some of whom are beginning to expand their territories and encroach on their neighbors. The Zhou kings are supposed to have moved east after barbarian invasions of the Wei Valley, and it is likely that increasingly tense and complex relations between peoples who participated in the early Zhou culture and those who did not did much to stimulate the emergence of the more warlike competitive states of the following centuries. Bronzes from after about 600 B.C.E. show a striking variety of developments and influences, again suggesting the increasing importance of relations among peoples of a variety of cultural heritages.

The period after 723 B.C.E. is called the Chunqiu age, after a chronicle of the State of Lu, the Chunqiu (Spring and Autumn) that begins in that year. An even more important source for these centuries is the Zuo zhuan (Chronicle of Zuo), a much longer and more complex work traditionally treated as a commentary on the Chunqiu. These sources are full of difficulties and later accretions, but they tell a great deal about political changes from about 700 down to about 450 B.C.E. Out of the many-layered dispersal of power and sovereignty in the early Zhou order, a few centers began to grow in power, to encroach on their neighbors, and to develop the institutions of centralized state power—military command structures, taxes on land, state exploitation of mineral resources, the administration of newly conquered territories by officials serving at the ruler’s pleasure rather than by hereditary feudatories. The best-known centers of these developments were the north-central state of Jin; Chu in the south, with a complex cultural heritage quite distinct from that of the north; and Qi in the east, where records of state-building measures were linked to stories of a capable and ruthless prime minister named Guan Zhong. Even Confucius, who deplored all departures from the early Zhou order, believed that Guan Zhong had saved China from being overrun by barbarians.

By Confucius’s time, power in many of the states had shifted from the rulers’ families to great ministerial families. The latter maintained themselves for several generations and frequently encroached on the prerogatives and powers of the ruling families, but themselves had no standing in the old Zhou feudal order. In some cases it is clear that these families rose to power in the state-building process and maintained themselves through control of new state organs, especially military commands. The dominance of people who rose as ministers and remained ministers in form—like Guan Zhong—is an important source of the idealization of the ministerial role that emerged in these centuries and was associated with the memory of the duke of Zhou. In some states several families struggled for dominance while neighboring states sought to fish in the troubled waters. Diplomacy was intricate and formal, with much attention to the formalities of meetings and oaths and to the persuasive use of classical texts, but also cynical and brutal. Some shi, men of aristocratic but modest background, were beginning to make names for themselves as administrators, diplomats, military adventurers. The rise of the shi is one of the most important trends of Confucius’s times and the two centuries after.

This, then, was the world into which Confucius was born in 551 B.C.E., a world that he deplored and sought to reform but that gave him and his disciples opportunities they would not have had in the early Zhou order they idealized. Confucius was a native of the state of Lu, which was by no means powerless but was somewhat in the shadow of Qi to the north, Chu to the southwest, and Jin to the northwest. Lu had a strong sense of special connection to the early Zhou order; its ruling family were descendants of the duke of Zhou. “Confucius” is a Latinization of “Kong Fuzi,” “Master Kong,” which has been used by Western students of China since the seventeenth-century Jesuit missionaries. His personal name was Kong Qiu; “Kong Zi,” a shorter form of “Master Kong,” is the form of reference most readily recognized by Chinese today.

No coherent biography of Confucius has survived from his own times, and those written in later centuries obviously incorporate many legendary elements. His collected sayings, the famous Lun-yu (Analects), are by far the best source of knowledge of him, but they are fragments of his teachings and his conversations with his disciples, sometimes loosely organized around a theme, sometimes completely random in sequence, never dated or in chronological order. A few important passages can be found in the Zuo zhuan and in the book of the philosopher Mencius. Thus a modern reader can get a convincing sense of some of Confucius’s deepest convictions and emotions, but can know only fragments of a chronology of his movements and political involvements.

[image: Image]

Map 1. China in Confucius’s time

In one of his most famous passages of self-revelation, Confucius said: “At fifteen I set my heart on learning; at thirty I had a place to stand; at forty I came to be free from doubts; at fifty I understood the decree of Heaven; at sixty I could hear [that decree] and submit; at seventy I followed my heart’s desire without overstepping the bounds” (II, 4).2

If one works from the traditional birthdate of 551 B.C.E., and especially if we suggest that sometimes the reference to age is not exact and may be better read as, for example, “in my fifties,” not “at fifty,” this sequence of ages can be seen to fit surprisingly well with a few things we do know about Confucius’s life. Probably he was of modest aristocratic heritage, but, having no wealth or good personal connections, he had to make a career for himself. We have his own testimony that because he was of humble station when he was young he had acquired many menial skills, and that he had been a storekeeper and a supervisor of herds. He was not proud of these experiences, but his background must have contributed to his lifelong conviction that poverty was no disgrace and should pose no obstacle to obtaining an education or being considered for a position at court.

Confucius sought to rise in the world by becoming an expert on ceremony, genealogy, and ancient lore; the first plausible story about him in the Zuo zhuan has him, at the age of about twenty-seven, seeking out a visiting official who could teach him some arcane lore about the naming of officials in the time of the Yellow Lord and his successor. The great historian Sima Qian wrote that Confucius had visited the capital of the powerless Zhou kings, and it is quite plausible that a scholar of ancient lore should have been eager to go there, to see the altars and the ritual vessels. Perhaps it was as a low-ranking officer with ceremonial duties that he “had a place to stand” some time around 520. Later he spent some years in Qi, perhaps seeking employment, perhaps avoiding the impossible situation in Lu, where the three great ministerial families held all the power and the legitimate duke had fled into exile. In Qi he heard the court music of the sage emperor Shun and was so moved that “for three months I did not notice the taste of the meat I ate” (VII, 14). For him knowledge of the ancients had become much more than a useful specialization for an aspiring official; it was the central revelation of man’s deepest emotions and highest possibilities. He dreamed of the duke of Zhou.

He also saw in knowledge of the ancients the key to a solution to the political ills of his time. The Zhou founders had devised a harmonious social and political hierarchy, its ranks constantly displayed in distinctions of ceremonial display, forms of greeting, even tombs and coffins. Now both these ceremonial orders and the realities they represented were being constantly flouted. In Lu the legitimate dukes had been ciphers under the power of three great ministerial families for all of Confucius’s life, and the most powerful of them, the Ji, used eight rows of dancers at a ceremonial dance in their courtyard, which was a prerogative of the Zhou kings granted to the dukes of Lu because of their descent from the duke of Zhou. “If this can be tolerated,” said Confucius, “what cannot be tolerated?” (III, I). When Duke Jing of Qi asked Confucius about government, he replied, “Let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, the son a son.” That is, let everyone play his proper role in the traditional order inherited from early Zhou and in the natural order of the family, and all will be well (XII, 11). After he reached the age of forty, he “had no doubts” about the relevance of the early Zhou order to the political ills of his time, and the urgency of reviving it in Lu by placing men like himself in charge of the state. “If anyone were to employ me, in a year’s time I would have brought things to a satisfactory state, and after three years I should have results to show for it” (XIII, 10). Asked about one of the most solemn sacrificial ceremonies, he denied understanding of it and said that “whoever understands it will be able to control the world as easily as if he had it here,” and pointed to the palm of his hand (III, 11). “Lu, at one stroke, can be made to attain the [true ancient] way” (VI, 24).

Already Confucius had begun to gather around him a group of men, some of them not much younger than he, who took him as their teacher. It was apparently through one of these students, Zi Lu, that he got a chance for a more substantial position in Lu. In 502 a revolt by several military adventurers against the domination of the Ji family in Lu failed. It probably was after this that Zi Lu became chief steward of the Ji, and by his influence obtained a series of modest posts for his master, including one as a junior official in charge of the punishment of criminals. We know what he thought of the ceremonial usurpations of the Ji, and if he also was beginning to develop his later antipathy to the use of punishments, it is hard to imagine a less congenial political situation. But it was a way to serve Lu and to try to gain some influence over its affairs.

In 500 Confucius is said to have assisted the duke of Lu at a diplomatic meeting with the duke of Qi. A Qi adviser, thinking Confucius an expert on ceremony but not brave, had some savage local people appear at the meeting, hoping to take the duke of Lu captive and force him to agree to Qi’s wishes. When the savages appeared Confucius advised his lord to withdraw, saying to the duke of Qi that the intrusion of armed savages on a friendly meeting between rulers was no way to persuade the rulers of other states to do the bidding of Qi. He then guided the Lu negotiators in insisting that Qi return some border lands to Lu if it wanted Lu’s agreement to send troops to assist in any Qi expedition outside its borders, and he gave good advice on several points of ceremony and protocol. Most Chinese scholars have rejected this story, finding its picture of Confucius as a clever diplomatic tactician at odds with his uncompromising idealism. But it seems to me that this is a good example of the combination of eloquence, loyal service, and specialized knowledge of ceremonies that made Confucius a valuable minister at this time and made many of his disciples employable then and later. Also, his cleverness was not in the service of just any state but of Lu, which to him had a special heritage and special destiny. Opportunism and clever tactics may well have seemed justified to support the interests of this very special state and to enhance the influence in it of Confucius and his followers. Confucius’s search for political influence in Lu even led him to be tempted to join a survivor of the earlier rebellions who seemed to have a chance of gaining power. “If his purpose is to employ me, can I not, perhaps, create another Zhou in the east?” (XVII, 5).

In records of the year 498, Confucius appears on the fringes of an attempt instigated by Zi Lu to demolish the fortified strongholds of the three great ministerial families. These strongholds, evidence of the families’ long domination of the affairs of the state, actually had become liabilities to them, held in defiance of them by rebellious vassals. Their demolition ostensibly would be a step toward the restoration of the rightful power of the duke of Lu, but also would serve the interests of Zi Lu’s patrons the Ji and the other two great families. The attempt failed. Zi Lu and Confucius lost their positions and had to flee from Lu, not to return for thirteen years.

It is hard to get any sense of change or development in the ideas of Confucius. The passages in the Analects are not dated. To later Chinese, Confucius was a sage, who despite his very human emotions, or perhaps in part because of them, had perfect insight and absolute moral pitch, and knew everything he needed to know from the beginning. I suspect, however, that there was development in his ideas, largely as a result of the change from efforts to gain influence in his native state, with its special heritage, to seeking a ruler, any ruler, who would listen to him and adopt his ideas. In Lu the special heritage of the state had justified opportunism in its service and in search for power within it. Failure there may have taught Confucius that there were no quick fixes, no possibilities of the restoration of ancient institutions within a few years. And there was even less prospect for such a change in other states, where the early Zhou heritage was not so well preserved or highly esteemed.

It seems possible to put together a coherent reading of his moral and political teachings that shows them becoming more general, less tied to details of the early Zhou, more absolute in their moral demands. Confucius himself is seen in such a reading becoming less a man of Lu struggling to shape the special destiny of his native land, more a would-be minister of any ruler who would employ him, with no power base, no selfish goals, nothing to offer except the fearsome integrity of himself and his teachings, who threatened not political intrigue or a coup but embarrassing and uncompromising criticism. Eventually he made a principle of this free-floating search for employment with integrity: “While the gentleman cherishes virtuous rule, the small man cherishes his native land” (IV, 11). “It is a shameful matter to be poor and humble when the Way prevails in the state. Equally, it is a shameful matter to be rich and noble when the Way falls into disuse in the state” (VIII, 13).

His progress toward these views, in this reading, was gradual. At the beginning of his exile Confucius may have taken some kind of minor post under Duke Ling of Wei, who was not a moral ruler but had good ministers (XIV, 19). He even submitted to an interview with the notoriously evil Nan Zi, wife of the duke, exclaiming afterward, “If I have done anything improper, may Heaven’s curse be upon me! May Heaven’s curse be upon me!” (VI, 28). His views of what Wei needed were sensible and moderate; as he traveled through the state, he remarked to the disciple who was driving his chariot, “What a flourishing population!” The disciple asked, “When the population is flourishing, what further benefit can one add?” “Make the people rich.” “When the people have become rich, what further benefit can one add?” “Train them” (XIII, 9). But when a distant relative of Zi Lu offered to obtain for him a higher position, he refused, saying “There is the Decree.” Perhaps he no longer wished to make the compromises with corrupt power he had been willing to make in Lu and when he first arrived in Wei. Perhaps this situation and his exile from Lu were convincing him that it was Heaven’s decree that he preserve the ancient Zhou moral teachings at all costs, including the risk of never achieving political power.

It was in his fifties, between 501 and 492, that Confucius said he had come to understand the decree of Heaven. In addition to his experiences in Lu and Wei politics, his sense of his destiny and mission were profoundly shaped by a number of incidents during his exile when he and his disciples were in physical danger and very much afraid. The first may have happened on his first trip from Lu to Wei, when the local people in a place called Kuang, mistaking him for one of the military adventurers who had sought power in Lu and also raided in this area, surrounded his little band. To be in danger was bad enough; to be in danger because one is mistaken for someone else must be unbearable. “When under siege in Kuang, the Master said, ‘With King Wen dead, is not this Literary Heritage invested here in me? If Heaven intends this Literary Heritage to be destroyed, those who come after me will not be able to have any part of it. If Heaven does not intend this Literary Heritage to be destroyed, then what can the men of Kuang do to me?’ ” (IX, 5). “Literary Heritage” is my translation for the word wen, the same as in the name of King Wen, basically meaning “writing.” Often used in contrast with wu, “martial virtue,” wen implies the arts and virtues of scholarship and nonmilitary governing. The Zhou heritage that Confucius had dreamed of reviving in Lu was of course known through written records, but it is interesting that Confucius in this famous and important passage referred to the Literary Heritage itself, not to the ceremonies and institutions for which it provided evidence. I suspect that for him the beauty and moral power of the texts themselves were becoming more important, the early Zhou institutions and ceremonies less.

In their wanderings in exile Confucius and his disciples also were attacked by one Huan Tui, and the Master said, “Heaven is the author of the virtue that is within me. What can Huan Tui do to me?” (VII, 23). Confucius may have held office briefly in the small state of Chen, but it also was in that state that he and his group ran completely out of food and were so weak that they could not walk. Zi Lu asked, “Are there times when even gentlemen are brought to such extreme straits?” The Master replied, “It comes as no surprise to the gentleman to find himself in extreme straits. The small man finding himself in extreme straits would throw over all restraint” (XV, 2).

Perhaps Confucius’s most interesting encounter during his years of exile was with the governor of She, a highly intelligent and successful official of the southern state of Chu, a rising power in the Chinese world with a distinctive culture that many other Chinese considered barbaric. The governor was trying to set up a sort of satellite state of former subjects of the small state of Cai who had not fled as Chu conquered their homeland. A “barbarian” and no respecter of the traditional sovereignties of small states, the governor nevertheless was interested in discussing government with Confucius. The essential, Confucius said, was to “Ensure that those who are near are pleased and those who are far away are attracted” (XIII, 16). Here Confucius anticipated a common theme of a number of schools of political thought in the next two centuries—the importance, in a world of competing territorial states, of keeping the common people prosperous and contented and attracting immigration from other states to strengthen the economy and provide more recruits for the armies. Another discussion developed a more specifically “Confucian” theme. The governor of She told Confucius about a man in his native place who was so upright that when his father stole a sheep he gave evidence against him. Confucius answered, “In our village those who are straight are quite different. Fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers. Straightness is to be found in such behavior” (XIII, 18).

Confucius’s years of exile ended with another visit to Wei, where he was treated with respect by Kong Yu, the minister who was the actual ruler of the state on behalf of a child duke. Confucius was revolted by a violent struggle within the ruling family and by the cynical way in which Kong Yu manipulated his own marriage connections. When Kong Yu asked Confucius’s advice on how to attack a noble who was dishonoring his marriage to Kong’s daughter, Confucius replied that he knew all about ceremonies but nothing about military matters, and left Wei. This was in part an excuse for getting out of an impossible situation and in part a statement of fact and principle; Confucius is not known to have ever offered advice about military matters, and he consistently downplayed the importance of military affairs in the politics of his time.

Confucius and his disciples now were able to return to Lu, about 484, and he spent the last five years of his life there. Another of his disciples, Ran Qiu, now was steward of the Ji family, so Confucius returned to an uncomfortable situation much like the one he had occupied fifteen years before. Ran Qiu consulted him about a proposal to tax lands in the state, and Confucius replied by urging light taxation; if the rulers were not greedy the traditional taxes would be enough, but if they constantly wanted more revenues not even the proposed land tax would satisfy them. Ran Qiu ignored his advice, taxes were increased, and the angry old man said to his disciples, “He is no disciple of mine. You, my young friends, may attack him openly to the beating of drums” (XI, 17).

Confucius was given an honorary position as a counselor of the lowest rank. When the duke of Qi was killed by one of his ministers, Confucius took his position seriously enough to request formally a Lu expedition to chastise the assassin. He seems to have expected that no one would want to listen to him, saying, “I have reported this to you simply because I have a duty to do so” (XIV, 21). He was more listened to on questions of ceremonial proprieties for noble funerals. He spent much time teaching his disciples, working on the editing of early Zhou classical texts, and completing (according to tradition) the Chunqiu chronicle. Confucius’s conversations with Duke Ai of Lu and with Ji Kang Zi, the current head of the Ji family and apparently Confucius’s most important patron, give the fullest picture of the uncompromising demands he made on rulers and of his immense faith in the power of moral example in politics. It also should be noted that there is no reference to early Zhou ceremonies and institutions in these passages.

 

Duke Ai asked, “What must I do before the common people will look up to me?”

Confucius answered, “Raise the straight and set them over the crooked and the common people will look up to you. Raise the crooked and set them over the straight and the common people will not look up to you.”

Ji Kang Zi asked, “How can one inculcate in the common people the virtue of reverence, of doing their best, and of enthusiasm?”

The Master said, “Rule over them with dignity and they will be reverent; treat them with kindness and they will do their best; raise the good and instruct those who are backward and they will be imbued with enthusiasm.” (II, 19, 20)

Ji Kang Zi asked Confucius about government. Confucius answered, “To govern is to correct. If you set an example by being correct, who would dare to remain incorrect?”

The prevalence of thieves was a source of trouble to Ji Kang Zi, who asked the advice of Confucius. Confucius answered, “If you yourself were not a man of desires, no one would steal even if stealing carried a reward.”

Ji Kang Zi asked Confucius about government, saying, “What would you think if, in order to move closer to those who possess the Way, I were to kill those who do not follow the Way?” Confucius answered, “In administering your government, what need is there for you to kill? Just desire the good yourself and the common people will be good. The virtue of the gentleman is like wind; the virtue of the small man is like grass. Let the wind blow over the grass and it is sure to bend.” (XII, 17, 18, 19)

These last years were marred by the death at an early age of Confucius’s favorite disciple, Yan Hui, who did not allow his poverty to affect his delight in the Way, always was eager to learn, and never faltered in putting his Master’s teachings into practice. When he died, the Master cried. “Alas! Heaven has bereft me! Heaven has bereft me!” His disciples protested that he was showing undue sorrow. “Am I? Yet if not for him, for whom should I show undue sorrow?” (IX, 9, 10).

At sixty, while wandering in exile, he finally had been able, he said, not only to understand the decree of Heaven but to submit to it; at seventy, back in Lu, he could follow his heart’s desires without overstepping the bounds. But old age took its toll: “Great indeed is my decline! For a long time now I have not dreamed of the duke of Zhou” (VII, 5). He died in his seventy-fifth year, in 479. The duke of Lu, in a proclamation of ceremonial mourning for him, violated the ceremonial proprieties so dear to Confucius by calling himself “I the One Man,” an expression supposed to be used solely by the Zhou Son of Heaven.

This sketch of Confucius’s life and of some of the ways in which it may have shaped his teachings has not yet led to some of his deepest and most important ideas. In the passages of the Analects in which they are developed, explicit references to the great men and institutions of earlier ages are not common, but none of his teachings is fully comprehensible apart from Confucius’s fascination with antiquity. Confucius once insisted that he was “a transmitter but not a creator” (VII, i); I would prefer to take seriously his vocation as a transmitter of an ancient culture but also to insist that he was a highly creative transmitter. He created the role of the scholar-minister, studying and passing on an ancient heritage and holding it up as a mirror to his ruler’s conduct. He changed, universalized, moralized the meanings of some words found in the early Zhou texts. Above all, he created a world view of profound optimism about the goodness of human nature and the possibility of benign government, which he and later Confucians could not have sustained if they had not been so thoroughly convinced that human moral and political perfection actually had existed in the early Zhou and in the days of Yao, Shun, and Yu.

Confucius’s search for a ruler who would listen to him and employ him was very near to the core of his values. He would have been shocked by present-day dismissals of “just politics” and “just like a politician.” For him there was no higher calling than government, and the man who was not involved in government was radically incomplete. In the words of Zi Lu, “Not to enter public life is to ignore one’s duty. Even the proper regulation of old and young cannot be put aside. How, then, can the duty between ruler and subject be set aside? This is to cause confusion in the most important of human relationships simply because one desires to keep one’s unsullied character. The gentleman takes office in order to do his duty” (XVIII, 7). The Confucian aspired to be recognized by a ruler and chosen as a minister. The ruler should “Set an example for your officials to follow; show leniency to minor offenders; and promote men of talent” (XIII, 2). The common people, as we have seen, had to be looked after and allowed to prosper, but they played a fundamentally passive role, grass before the wind of the teaching of their superiors. The basic grammar of politics here defined was generally accepted from Confucius’s time down past 1900 C.E.: a common people politically passive except in times of gravest crisis, officials watching over them who were morally independent but politically completely dependent on appointment by a ruler. It also was generally accepted that government produced nothing, that its revenues represented a dead loss to the people, and thus that taxes should be kept as light as possible. This, the selection of good officials, and the setting of good moral examples should suffice to keep order. “The Master said, ‘Guide them by edicts, keep them in line with punishments, and the common people will stay out of trouble but will have no sense of shame. Guide them by virtue, keep them in line with ceremonies, and they will, besides having a sense of shame, reform themselves’ ” (II, 3).

The disciple Zi Gong asked about government. Confucius said, “Give them enough food, give them enough arms, and the common people will have trust in you.” Zi Gong then asked, “If one had to give up one of these three, which should one give up first?” “Give up arms.” Which next? “Give up food. Death has always been with us since the beginning of time, but when there is no trust, the common people will have nothing to stand on” (XII, 7).

Rulers listening to such advice may have recognized that it embodied basic wisdom from which they could learn much, but at the same time they knew that it was no substitute for advice on what to do right now about bandits descending on peasant villages or the army of a neighboring state poised to invade. A bias toward fundamental analysis of problems and the proposal of long-run solutions was characteristic of many Confucian statesmen down to our own time. It could be a source of great strength of systematic administration in times of stable government, but it could produce absurd impracticalities in times of flux and crisis. We might agree that good men, rulers and ministers, were the most basic and long-term solution to political problems and still sympathize with the ruler who needed advice of more immediate applicability.

If I am right that Confucius became disillusioned about the possibility of a quick return to the early Zhou system, the long-run solution he came to focus on had at its center the idea that every ruler, every minister or would-be minister, should aspire to be a gentleman, a junzi. There are many sayings about the gentleman in the Analects. Quite a few of them are brief and contrast the attitudes and behavior of the gentleman with those of the “small man.” Some of this is apt guidance for anyone’s moral striving:

 

The gentleman is troubled by his own lack of ability, not by the failure of others to appreciate him. (XV, 19)

What the gentleman seeks, he seeks within himself; what the small man seeks, he seeks in others. (XV, 21)

The gentleman is easy of mind, while the small man is always full of anxiety. (VII, 37)

Others are more specific to the situation of the minister or would-be minister, and these help to fill out an understanding of ministerial ethics. The minister should not associate with others to amass power or limit the ruler’s freedom of decision: “The gentleman enters into associations but not cliques; the small man enters into cliques but not associations” (II, 14). “The gentleman is not a vessel” (II, 11). In the latter passage, of just four characters, “vessel” (qi) means especially a sacrificial vessel, something with a specialized and ornamental use. The gentleman is not a specialist but a moral generalist, and he must be given real responsibility, not just made an ornament of a court. Qi also means “tool” or “instrument,” and the gentleman must be treated as a morally autonomous individual, not just a tool of the ruler who employs him.

That is quite a lot to pack into just four characters! The expression junzi itself packs a complex history and set of associations. The characters literally mean “son of the prince,” and that and the frequent contrast with the “little man” make it clear that this term has a background of class feeling, of contrast between the values and actions appropriate to rulers and those for the ruled, much like the history of “gentleman” in English and many other important moral terms. In early Zhou texts junzi usually simply means “the ruler.” It was Confucius’s great achievement to insist that not only those who had a hereditary right to office could aspire to be gentlemen, but anyone who sought education, moral growth, and involvement in governing; his gentleman is a highly appropriate ideal for the rising class of the shi, the lowest aristocracy with no hereditary right to office. Certainly there was a great deal of class feeling left in the term, and he probably intended it to apply more to impoverished shi like himself and Yan Hui than to farmers and artisans, but it was basically an ideal of moral striving open to anyone.

Men from modest backgrounds could aspire to the life of the gentleman only if they could obtain the necessary education. One of Confucius’s greatest achievements was his emphasis on education. The Analects paints a picture of a teacher who would accept any student, no matter how meager the gift or payment that student was able to make (VII, 7). This teacher was thoroughly aware of the varying abilities and temperaments of his disciples and of the different ways in which they needed to be taught: some needed to be held back, others to be urged on (XI, 22). The future of his great cause depended entirely on its transmission to the next generation; this made him reverent, loving, demanding:

 

I never enlighten anyone who has not been driven to distraction by trying to understand a difficulty or who has not got into a frenzy trying to put his ideas into words. When I have pointed out one corner of a square to anyone and he does not come back with the other three, I will not point it out to him a second time. (VII, 8)

It is fitting that we should hold the young in awe. How do we know that the generations to come will not be the equal of the present? Only when a man reaches the age of forty or fifty without distinguishing himself in any way can one say, I suppose, that he does not deserve to be held in awe. (IX, 23)

Another famous passage literally says “In teaching no classifications” (XV, 39); traditionally it has been taken to mean that in education there should be no class distinctions, but it also has been read as making the very different but important point that in teaching there should be no separation into hard and fast categories or specializations.

In China Confucius has always been known as the First Teacher. His example is at the root of the extraordinary respect for education and teachers still to be found in all Chinese communities today. The First Teacher set an example for his students by being himself constantly engaged in learning, in the study of ancient texts and the application in his own life of the moral lessons to be found in them, and in learning through discussion. The human mind might have the roots of goodness in it, but they were better developed by these forms of learning than by absorption in the solitary mind. The process was demanding, but it also brought the joys of growing understanding and of encounters with the great men and great writings of the past.

 

I once spent all day thinking without taking food and all night thinking without going to bed, but I found that I gained nothing from it. It would have been better to spend the time in learning. (XV, 31)

Is it not a pleasure, having learned something, to try it out at due intervals? Is it not a joy to have friends come from afar? Is it not the way of a gentleman not to take offence when others fail to appreciate your abilities? (I, 1)

Even when walking in the company of two other men, I am bound to be able to learn from them. The good points of the one I copy; the bad points of the other I correct in myself. (VII, 22)

The term that best sums up the focus of Confucius and his disciples is “the Way” (dao). “The Master said, ‘He has not lived in vain who dies the day he is told about the Way” (IV, 8). For Confucius and his followers this meant, among other things, the Way of the Former Kings, the institutions and moral examples inherited from Yao, Shun, Yu, and the Zhou founders. But, as seen in the stories about the sage kings, this Way was neither an accidental human invention nor an arbitrary command of god or gods, but the result of the discovery by the sages of the basic patterns of nature and human nature and the elaboration of a way of life based on them that made it possible for people to be fully human, to live in harmony with nature and their fellow human beings. Chinese thinkers also came to call these basic patterns the Way—the way of nature, the way the world works. There was no radical distinction between the two; the Way of the Former Kings was firmly rooted in the Way of Nature.
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This is especially clear in Confucius’s treatment of the very important complex of values and customs referred to by the awkward phrase “filial piety,” which involved the obedience of young people to their parents, kind and generous care of aged parents, prolonged and heartfelt mourning after their deaths, and reverence for earlier ancestors in the male line. Filial piety sometimes is thought of as a repressive and unnatural system, and it certainly produced some bizarre phenomena in later centuries, but in the view of it that Confucius helped to shape, it was a life-enhancing expression of natural emotions. When one of Confucius’s disciples suggested that the traditional three years of mourning for a parent (actually twenty-seven months) was too long, Confucius said that if he really would feel at ease going back to ordinary life after just one year he should do so. But after the disciple left Confucius said, “How unfeeling Yu is! A child ceases to be nursed by his parents only when he is three years old. Three years’ mourning is observed throughout the Empire. Was Yu not given three years’ love by his parents?” (XVII, 21). In several other passages he emphasized that it was the genuineness of reverence for aged parents and of grief over their deaths that counted most, not the food given them while they lived or the details of the funeral ceremonies (II, 7; II, 8; II, 4).

This attitude toward funeral ceremonies is an excellent example of Confucius’s attitude toward ceremony in general. He may have lost his early faith in the political changes that could be brought about by restoring the early Zhou ceremonial order, but he always took seriously the usefulness of traditional ceremonial patterns for regulating relations among members of the ruling class and diplomacy among states. Expertise in these matters was the most important asset that made Confucius and his disciples employable. “If it is really possible to govern countries by ceremony and yielding, there is no more to be said. But if it is not really possible, of what use is ceremony?” (IV, 13).

Confucius contributed to the emergence in his time of a unified understanding of ceremony (li) that has been accepted by most Chinese down to our own time. It included two friends bowing and exchanging courtesies when they met; a son making sure his father’s coffin was appropriate to his rank and then mourning for him for twenty-seven months; two rulers and their ministers subtly adjusting indications of relative status before a diplomatic encounter; ministers taking their places before their ruler according to their ranks; rulers performing sacrifices to Heaven, Earth, spirits of local places and natural forces, and their own royal ancestors. In this unified understanding, all these forms of ceremony were manifestations of the interactions of the Way of Nature and the Way of the Former Kings, and kept them meshed in one patterned harmony of feelings, acts, and the natural cycles of the seasons and the transitions of human life and death. Confucius advanced this unified view by taking family ceremonies and proprieties and ceremonies of political hierarchy very seriously as foundations of political order, and by turning resolutely away from the preoccupation of many of his contemporaries with the use of ceremonies to manipulate the forces of the spirit world and ward off supernatural disasters. Moreover, ceremony played a large part in the development of the human capacities of the gentleman; their orderly beauty gave him great joy, and at the same time the necessity of performing ceremonies correctly was a form of conquest of oneself (XII, 1). The same combination of form, discipline, and emotion is to be found in music, which Confucius also loved.

The reader will have noticed that Confucius’s Way does not include much of what we would most easily identify as religion. It was not that he scorned traditional beliefs or tried to argue that there were no supernatural realities, but that he put his emphasis elsewhere:

 

Fan Chi asked about wisdom. The Master said, “To work for the things the common people have a right to and to keep one’s distance from the ghosts and spirits while showing them reverence can be called wisdom.” (VI, 22)

Ji Lu asked how the spirits of the dead and the gods should be served. The Master said, “You are not yet able to serve man. How can you serve the spirits?” “May I ask about death?” “You do not yet understand life. How can you understand death?” (XI, 12)

The Master was seriously ill. Zi Lu asked permission to offer a prayer. The Master said, “Was such a thing ever done?” Zi Lu said it was. The prayer offered was as follows: “Pray thus to the gods above and below.” The Master said, “In that case, I have long been offering my prayers.” (VII, 35)

Heaven had a purpose for him and a care for the fate of mankind, but “What does Heaven ever say? Yet there are the four seasons going round and there are the hundred things coming into being. What does Heaven ever say?” (XVII, 19).

The highest realization of the Confucian Way, and the closest approach of his teaching to the sense of something always available to us but too deep for us to grasp steadily, which many in Western traditions express in terms of the relation between God and mankind, is found in Confucius’s sayings about benevolence (ren). The very simple character is composed of the characters for “man” and “two.” In early Zhou texts it sometimes means something like “manly” or “handsome.” “Benevolence” is perhaps the least unsatisfactory of many inadequate translations, which at least has the merit of suggesting the roots of this highest realization of man in desire to do good and to treat others with kindness.

The concept of benevolence always carried a strong sense of a quality that was rooted in human nature and readily accessible to people if they would only look for it, and of the importance of twoness, of self and other. It was closely associated with a more commonsense idea of reciprocity or selflessness: “Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire” (XV, 24). “Zhong Gong asked about benevolence. The Master said, ‘When abroad behave as though you were receiving an important guest. When employing the services of the common people behave as though you were officiating at an important sacrifice. Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire’ ” (XII, 2). Benevolence was simply the sum and summit of all the particular virtues, and in that way could be closely tied to ceremony.

 

To return to the ceremonies through overcoming the self constitutes benevolence. If for a single day a man could return to the observance of the ceremonies through overcoming himself, then the whole empire would consider benevolence to be his. However, the practice of benevolence depends on oneself alone, and not on others. (XII, i)

Is benevolence really far away? No sooner do I desire it than it is here. (VII, 30)

Is there a man who, for the space of a single day, is able to devote all his strength to benevolence? I have not come across such a man whose strength is insufficient for the task. There must be such cases of insufficient strength, only I have not come across them. (IV, 6)

In his heart for three months at a time [Yan] Hui does not lapse from benevolence. The others attain benevolence only by fits and starts. (VI, 7)

The view of Confucius developed above relies almost entirely on the Analects. Followers of Confucius’s teachings in later centuries also drew on many other sources. In some biographies he was represented as a child prodigy, a man of great height and strange appearance, an expert on all kinds of abstruse ancient lore, a semidivine figure of great historical destiny, a high official in Lu who brought good order to that state in a very short time; all quite a distance from the magnificent portrait of moral fervor and human frustration in the Analects. From about 120 B.C.E. and probably earlier, down to our times, scholars, high officials, rulers, and tourists have come to his home and tomb at Qufu in Shandong to pay homage and see the sights.

Less at variance with the attitudes found in the Analects were the teachings ascribed to him and his favorite disciples in a number of short texts that were more connected in exposition and more abstractly philosophical than the Analects; traditional Chinese scholars accepted these texts as records of Confucius, but modern researchers believe them to be of later date and not reliable records of the Master’s words. In the Xiao jing (Classic of Filial Piety), Confucius is shown explaining this key virtue: “To establish yourself and follow the Way, exalting your name to later generations, and thus casting glory upon your father and mother, is the beginning of filial piety.” The Da xue (Great Learning) made dogmatically clear the Confucian emphasis on the priority of study and moral effort:

 

Only when affairs are investigated is knowledge extended; only when knowledge is extended are thoughts sincere; only when thoughts are sincere are minds rectified; only when minds are rectified are our persons cultivated; only when our persons are cultivated are our families regulated; only when families are regulated are states well governed; and only when states are well governed is there peace in the world.

The Zhongyong (Doctrine of the Mean) showed benevolence as the sum of all the virtues, the fullest realization of what it is to be a human being, but also went beyond this to an ideal of sincerity (cheng), or perfect harmony of word and actuality, in which this moral sincerity opened the way to a harmony with the cosmos:

 

Only those who are absolutely sincere can fully develop their nature. If they can fully develop their nature they can fully develop the nature of others. If they can fully develop the nature of others, then they can fully develop the nature of things. If they can fully develop the nature of things, they can assist in the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth. If they can assist in the transforming and nourishing process of Heaven and Earth, they can thus form a trinity with Heaven and Earth.

Despite the great power and beauty of these texts and their teachings, nothing in them quite matches the depth of insight into the human condition that comes from reading and rereading the Analects in all their disorder and diversity. In the Analects, even an exploration of the most abstract and mysterious of Confucius’s teachings, that on benevolence, leads right back to the beloved disciple Yan Hui whose early death he mourned so bitterly. Confucius seems to have found it altogether appropriate that his disciples should know of his joys and sorrows, his angers at abuses of power and his own terrible frustration about his failure to obtain office. He let his disciples see him as a man, not as some kind of near-divine being standing above human desires and frustrations. And the disciples who put together the Analects thought it fitting that they should preserve these very human expressions of emotion by their Master.

If Confucius had succeeded in his search for political office he might be remembered as one of a number of wise statesmen of the Chunqiu period, or as the author of an interesting experiment in restoring the early Zhou order in Lu. It was because of his failures and frustrations that he concentrated more on teaching and scholarship, developed the ideals of the gentleman and benevolence. He valued worldly success, but also knew how to make something even greater than success out of frustration and grief, and he gave us a teaching and a human example that can sustain us in success and in failure. In the words of the great disciple Zeng Zi, “A gentleman must be strong and resolute, for his burden is heavy and the road is long. He takes benevolence as his burden. Is that not heavy? Only with death does the road come to an end. Is that not long?” (VIII, 7).

For Confucius time flowed ceaselessly, like a river: “While standing by a river, the Master said, ‘What passes away is, perhaps, like this. Day and night it never lets up’ ” (IX, 17). People missed chances, mourned, died. But that made the joys of being human nobler, keener. At a particularly bitter and discouraging moment in his travels, the governor of She asked the disciple Zi Lu about Confucius, and Zi Lu told his master he had not known how to answer. The Master said, “Why didn’t you simply say something like this: He is the sort of man who forgets to eat when he tries to solve a problem that has been driving him to distraction, who is so full of joy that he forgets his worries and who does not notice that old age is coming on?” (VII, 19). As we read him and come to our own understanding of his teaching—and we must, for no summary does it justice, and it is above all the sense of a man we must confront—we may come to feel about his Way as did the gifted Yan Hui, whose early death almost broke Confucius’s heart: “The more I look up at it the higher it appears. The more I bore into it the harder it becomes. I see it before me. Suddenly it is behind me. The Master is good at leading one on step by step. He broadens us with culture and brings us back to essentials by means of the ceremonies. I cannot give up even if I wanted to, but, having done all I can, it [his Way] seems to rise sheer above me and I have no way of going after it, however much I may want to” (IX, 11).

1 H. G. Creel, The Origin of Statecraft in China (Chicago, 1970), pp. 83–84.

2 All quotations from the Analects are followed by a reference to chapter and section in this form, following the numbering and in general following the interpretations in D. C. Lau’s translation. There are occasional slight differences in the numbering used in other translations and in Chinese texts.
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THE FIRST
EMPEROR OF QIN

(Qin Shihuang)

• • • • • •

THE CHINESE always have seen their history as full of lessons, of good and bad examples. For all but a few premodern Chinese, the First Qin Emperor was the greatest of bad examples, demonstrating that totalitarian enforcement of law, repression of dissent, and heavy burdens of taxes and forced labor will lead swiftly to the collapse of the government that seeks to impose them.

Bad examples often make good stories. Lao Ai and the dowager queen, Jing Ke sent off with a song, the emperor’s decaying corpse being hurried toward the capital, village conscripts claiming the Mandate of Heaven—the story of Qin bursts with coarse will and individuality. This is not just the story-teller’s art; today one can sense some of the same energy in the army of life-size terra-cotta soldiers and horses made to guard the emperor in his tomb. Every one is individual, the faces returning our gaze boldly.

The Qin state was a product of and a reaction against the anarchic vigor of politics, commerce, and thought that characterized the Warring States period. One of the most important foundations of the basic changes in all these spheres was the rapidly expanding use of iron, already visible in Confucius’s lifetime and continuing all through this period. Once the higher temperatures needed to smelt iron ore were attained, iron was much more abundant than the copper and tin that made bronze. Probably because they already were expert in firing fine pottery, the Chinese skipped the forged-iron stage and went straight to cast iron, using kiln-heated molds, two thousand years ahead of Europeans. One result was an immense increase in numbers of metal weapons. But weapons are useless unless soldiers can be fed and clothed, and the appalling war-making capacity of the great states of this period depended on their vigorous economic growth and on efficient methods of taxation. Iron made iron plowshares and axes for clearing forests, tools for craftspeople, kettles for preparing dyes, drugs, salt, and food, as well as weapons. Large cities developed with specialized quarters for various crafts.
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4. The Qin Terra-cotta Army

States contributed to economic growth by building roads and by digging canals both for transport and for irrigation. Interregional trade made it possible for various regions to produce their own characteristic products in larger quantities for wider markets—a situation probably reflected in the “Tribute of Yu” text—and produced for the first time some very wealthy and powerful merchants. Private individuals bought and sold land; states still bestowed on great men grants of land and the families who farmed it, but this no longer was the only way in which rich people held land. As a result, systems had to be devised for taxing land regardless of who owned it, so that part of the product of privately owned fields still would go to support the government, and a bureaucracy had to be developed for this complicated task. Confucius himself in his last years had opposed the introduction of a land-tax scheme in Lu. Rulers and political thinkers also worried about ways of taxing the growing wealth of artisans and merchants. In a world of competing states and mobile people, rulers had to balance their need for tax revenue against their desire to attract, not repel, wealthy merchants and productive artisans and farmers. Confucius had advised the governor of She to “ensure that those from far away are attracted.”

Rulers also were eager to attract wandering shi to their states. Shi sometimes is translated “knight,” and many of the wandering shi were exceptional archers, swordsmen, strongmen, tacticians, or simply those crazy suicidal “war-lovers” who have their uses in every military establishment. Others sought employment as bureaucrats, by their numbers and skills making possible the organization of huge public works projects (canals, roads, walls), the administration of big cities and complicated tax systems, and the gradual spread from one state to another of the practice of administering outlying areas as xian, direct dependencies of the central government under appointed salaried magistrates, not hereditary feudal lords living off the revenues of the areas they ruled. In the records of this period, it is amazing how securely centralized these states seem, how rarely local divisions appear to affect their politics, and how interchangeable their officials were; men moved from state to state at all levels, sometimes even as prime ministers, and no one seems to have reproached them for disloyalty to their native lands. Here as in so many other ways, Confucius can be seen to have anticipated a theme of Warring States politics, acting out in his years of exile a singularly high-principled version of the wandering shi searching for a prince who would employ him: “While the gentleman cherishes benign rule, the small man cherishes his native land” (Analects, IV, 11).

There were seven great states: Yan in the northeast, Qi, Chu, Qin, Wei, Han, and Zhao—the latter three states formed by the breakup of Jin. Wu, in the lower Yangzi area, was a rising power on the edge of the world of Chinese culture. Shifting alliances and cynical betrayals were the order of the day, as political intriguers moved from state to state seeking office and offering new strategies, new tricks. There were major invasions and battles almost every year. Each of the seven states could put in the field an army of 100,000 or more. Slaughter of defeated armies was the rule. No one paid any attention to the Zhou high king; all the rulers of the great states now called themselves kings (wang). Everyone involved in politics seems to have expected that out of the chaos one of the states would emerge supreme and impose some kind of new order, but no one expected it to be a re-creation of the Bronze Age order of the early Zhou. A wide variety of formulas for political success seemed plausible.

It was this sense of a total breakdown of the old order and of the many possibilities of a new one that made the years of the Warring States the years of the “Hundred Schools,” the most vigorous, creative, and varied period in all of Chinese intellectual history. Some wandering shi were less swords for hire or would-be bureaucrats than wandering scholars—again like Confucius—offering to the rulers of their time a remarkable variety of ideas about man, nature, government, and the good life. Rulers of the states listened with interest to any scheme that might improve their prospects for survival and ultimate victory. They also gained prestige as patrons of culture by supporting scholars at their courts, listening to their debates, and encouraging their efforts to compile ancient texts, histories, and the writings of various schools. By the end of the period there was even one great merchant playing the culture-patron game.

Some of the thinkers of the Hundred Schools produced writings longer and more connected in argument than the Analects of Confucius and matching them in depth and uncanny beauty. There is quite a lot of intelligent discussion of them in Western languages, excellent translations are available, and several of them are worth repeated readings or even a lifetime of study. Here I shall discuss them only as the background to the rise of Qin and to anticipate a few ideas developed in later chapters.

In some of these thinkers the focus on politics and ethics is obvious. This is true of the two great followers and developers of the teachings of Confucius, Mencius (Meng Zi) and Xun Zi. Mencius emphasized the potential goodness of human nature, and the way it could come to realization under selfless rulers and institutions like those of the early Zhou. Xun Zi, much less optimistic about human nature, still thought it could be disciplined and socialized by moral effort and ceremony. The political focus also is easy to see in the teachings of Mo Zi, who shared the Confucians’ moral approach to politics and opposition to the extinction of small states and other abuses of the power of rulers, but deplored the expense and waste of time of elaborate funerals and other ceremonies. Mo Zi condemned the drift of the Confucian school away from concern with the spirits and belief in a Heaven that intervened in human affairs, believing that people needed to be motivated by the hope of supernatural benefits and rewards.

The political element is also there, but harder to find, in the wonderful texts of the Daoist masters, so called from their frequently cryptic, metaphorical, elusive exaltation of the harmony of the individual with the Way (dao) of Nature. In the book called the Dao dejing (Classic of the Way and Its Power), also known as the Lao zi after its mythical author, the Way is described as “nebulous yet complete, born before Heaven and Earth, silent, empty, self-sufficient and unchanging, revolving without cease and without fail,” while the followers of the Way have their own kind of political and moral insight:

 

Not exalting men of worth

prevents the people from competing;

Not putting high value on rare goods

prevents the people from being bandits;

Not displaying objects of desire

prevents the people from being disorderly.

For these reasons,

The sage, in ruling,

   hollows their hearts,

   stuffs their stomachs,

   weakens their wills,

   builds up their bones,

Always causing the people

to be without knowledge and desire.

He ensures that

the knowledgeable dare not be hostile,

   and that is all.

Thus,

 

His rule is universal.

Similarly, the magnificent text called the Zhuang zi, full of the richest imagery of the changes and wonders of nature, showing with dazzling wit the relativity of all knowledge, also makes its anti-Confucian message clear:

 

Once Zhuang Zi was fishing in the Pu River when the king of Chu sent two of his ministers to announce that he wished to entrust to Zhuang Zi the care of his entire domain.

Zhuang Zi held his fishing pole and, without turning his head said: “I have heard that Chu possesses a sacred tortoise which has been dead for three thousand years and which the king keeps wrapped up in a box and stored in his ancestral empire. Is this tortoise better off dead and with its bones venerated, or would it be better off alive with its tail dragging in the mud?”

“It would be better off alive and dragging its tail in the mud,” the two ministers replied.

“Then go away!” said Zhuang Zi “and I will drag my tail in the mud!”

In an age of much construction and many new tools and processes, it is not surprising that there were some very influential thinkers who shared the Daoists’ preoccupations with the Way of Nature but were much more optimistic about the possibilities of naming and explaining natural phenomena and exploiting knowledge of nature for human economic or political ends. The classifying and explaining of natural phenomena also appealed to wandering shi trying to relate what they saw in new places to the mountains, rivers, weather, and plants of their native places. Some thinkers elaborated a dualism of yin and yang—female and male, passive and active, dark and bright—that has been influential throughout the Far East down to the present.

Others developed a scheme of five powers or movers—earth, wood, metal, fire, water—that looks a little like the Greek four elements but conceives the fundamentals less as substances than as dynamic configurations that succeed one another in a predictable order. Various classes of natural phenomena were classified according to the five powers. Correlating and contrasting are basic functions of the human mind, and much good observation of nature came to be organized in terms of the five powers theory. Rulers wondering how to succeed or survive and which among them would manage to shape a new unified order to replace the Zhou were especially attracted by one branch of this kind of correlative thinking:

 

When some new dynasty is going to arise, Heaven exhibits auspicious signs to the people. During the rise of the Yellow Lord, large earthworms and large ants appeared. He said, “This indicates that the Power of Earth is in the ascendant, and our affairs must be placed under the sign of Earth.” . . . During the rise of King Wen of the Zhou, Heaven exhibited Fire, and many red birds holding documents written in red flocked to the altar of the dynasty. . . . Following Fire there will come Water. Heaven will show when the time comes for the Power of Water to dominate. Then the color will have to be black, and affairs will have to be placed under the sign of Water.

In addition to whatever guidance or reassurance these theories gave to rulers, they seem to have had a poetic fitness; it is not hard to see Qin as an implacable black flood.

The five powers theory developed especially in the eastern states of Yan and Qi. In the same area, sometimes loosely allied with it, traditions developed of esoteric arts that would put the human body through some kind of metamorphosis so that it stopped aging and decaying and became immortal. Some believed that a drug of immortality could be obtained from the mysterious eastern islands of Penglai, which were said to be inhabited by immortals, but no one had ever gone to those islands and come back. Some passages in the Daoist texts referred to such immortals, and eventually the quest for physical immortality became a basic feature of an elaborate Daoist religion.

The final victories of Qin and its transformation of the whole Chinese world into a new type of political order took place entirely within the years of rule of the man who became the First Emperor; its collapse occurred just four years after his death. These decades mark one of the most important turning points in Chinese history. Their shifts and contradictions are baffling until we view them in light of the long trends and many-sided cultural developments of the Warring States period; then almost everything falls into place. It still can seem surprising that it was Qin, not Qi or Chu, that emerged supreme, but even that can be made comprehensible with the help of a map and a bit of chronology.

The future rulers of Qin seem to have had their origins as herders of cattle far out on the northwest frontier of the Chinese cultural area. In the wake of the “barbarian” attacks that forced the Zhou kings to move from the Wei River valley out onto the central plain, the Qin suppressed the “barbarians,” established their capital near the old capital of the early Zhou, and were recognized by the Zhou high kings as feudal rulers of that area. It may be that they were in fact among the “barbarian” attackers, and that after driving out the Zhou they emerged supreme and began to adopt Chinese ways of ruling. Their neighbor and rival to the east, across the Yellow River, was Jin, the most powerful and politically creative state of the 600s. The Qin rulers already were sending troops to intervene in the struggles of the central plain and were dreaming of achieving recognition as the supreme feudal lords and protectors of the Zhou kings. But Jin, closer to the central plain and more highly developed politically and economically, was far more successful in such interventions. Nevertheless, Qin, inferior to Jin in population, wealth, and political sophistication, won as many battles between the two as it lost in the 600s and 500s. Jin was the only dangerous neighbor Qin had, while Jin faced danger in all directions. Jin’s greater wealth, better-developed and more complex government, and older and more entrenched nobility made its internal politics less stable than Qin’s. Qin manipulated the quarrels of the Jin court, and losers sometimes fled to take service in Qin. Then in the 400s the internal conflicts led to the breakup of Jin into three states, Han, Wei, and Zhao. The basic strength of Jin had been so great that each of these fragments still was a powerful contender among the Warring States. Qin now frequently was able to play them off against each other or to shift its military pressure from one to the other, and it continued to attract talented defectors from their courts into its service.

One such defector from Wei, named Shang Yang, is associated with a series of great reforms in the mid-3 00s that set Qin on its road to supreme power and anticipated many of the features of the regime it would impose on the entire empire. A closer look at the records of Qin in the early 300s reveals many anticipations of Shang Yang’s reforms, but the whole pattern of the new order is best seen as it was brought to completion under him. Feudal inheritance of rank and office, never highly developed in Qin and weakening everywhere, was abolished; henceforth rank and honors were to be given only for merit in battle. Vestiges of feudal restrictions on the buying and selling of land were wiped out. The common people were to be rewarded for productive activity in farming, weaving, and other crafts, and punished for nonproductive activity, such as trading. The whole state was divided up into centrally administered xian. Whereas the old order had little use for written law and exempted nobles from its jurisdiction, Qin now established a single, strict, detailed code of laws that applied to everyone in the state. To make sure that the common people obeyed the laws, they were organized into groups of five families, all of which would be punished if any one among them broke the law. The whole purpose of this new order, reflected in a work that may be of later date called the Shangjun shu (Book of Lord Shang), was to “enrich the state and strengthen the military” so that Qin could defeat its rivals and emerge supreme; whatever civilian activity contributed directly to equipping and feeding the army was good, military merit was the only kind of merit that counted, and the whole state was under something approximating military discipline. The idea of a rigid and unambiguous code of law applied to everyone in the state was so central to this form of statecraft that later Chinese called it the School of Law (fa jia), and Western scholars call it Legalism.

Shang Yang’s reforms had many parallels in the other Warring States, but they seem to have been unique in their thoroughness, coherence, and ruthlessness. Qin, already a rising power, was from the 340s on the great power of the Chinese world. Would-be experts in diplomacy went from state to state presenting elaborate schemes for accommodating with Qin and taming it—“détente” or “appeasement” in twentieth-century terms—or for uniting all the other states in containment of its menace. Many of them were tried at least briefly; none had much success or was followed for very long. Cavalry warfare developed rapidly among the “barbarians” of the northwest frontier and their Chinese neighbors, especially Zhao and Qin; Qin does not seem to have had much trouble controlling its border regions, and it probably was able to draw some excellent cavalry from them into its armies. In 316 it took advantage of its geography in another way, marching south across difficult mountain country to conquer the small, half-Chinese states of Shu and Ba in the great Sichuan basin—rich in iron ore and agricultural potential, and easily defensible—giving Qin an excellent strategic position upstream on the Yangzi from its great rival Chu. In 288 Qin and Qi put forward a claim to divide sovereignty over the Chinese world between themselves, taking for their kings the new title of “Lord,” di. Qin’s enemies forced Qi to back down, and Qin was not yet strong enough to claim sovereignty for itself alone, so it too backed down. In 260 a huge Zhao army surrendered to Qin and was massacred; the standard account gives the scarcely credible figure of 400,000 men buried alive. Two branches of the Zhou ruling house were wiped out in 256 and 249, and no one was left to claim succession as the Zhou Son of Heaven.

In 246 B.C.E., soon after the last Zhou Son of Heaven was pushed from his throne, the future First Emperor became king of Qin, but he was only thirteen years old, and the real power in the state was in the hands of the prime minister, Lü Buwei. Lü was an immensely wealthy merchant and an important patron of scholars; an important book of philosophy and speculation about nature and government, entitled the Lü shi chunqiu (Spring and Autumn of Mr. Lü), was compiled under his patronage and has been preserved. The story of his rise and fall told by the great historian Sima Qian portrays him as a clever and totally unscrupulous persuader, and the regime he served as morally decadent and illegitimate. These stories must have been widely known and very welcome at the court of the Han, who succeeded the Qin and of whom Sima Qian was a loyal minister. Lü Buwei, it is said, found in the capital of Zhao a Qin prince, Zi Chu, kept there as a hostage for the good behavior of Qin toward Zhao. Since the two states were often at war, Zi Chu was badly treated. One of more than twenty sons of the crown prince of Qin, he had little prospect of succeeding to the throne there. Lü, who saw in him a “precious commodity” of which he could make good use, treated the miserable young prince with great generosity. Lü had a magnificent troupe of dancing girls; when Zi Chu saw them and was particularly attracted to one of them, he asked Lü to give her to him. She was Lü’s personal favorite, but he would do anything to keep his “precious commodity” happy and dependent on him, so he agreed. He and the girl managed to conceal from Zi Chu the fact that she already was pregnant by Lü, and when a boy baby was born Zi Chu accepted him as his own son. Thus, Sima Qian relates, Lü Buwei was the real father of the future First Emperor.

The favorite concubine of the crown prince of Qin was childless. When Lü Buwei went to her with rich presents and praise of Zi Chu, she adopted Zi Chu as her heir, and when the crown prince succeeded to the throne Zi Chu in turn became crown prince. Three days later the new king died, Zi Chu became king, and Lü Buwei became prime minister. Lü’s power grew even greater three years later when Zi Chu died and his son—or rather Lü’s son, if the story is true—succeeded to the throne of Qin. Lü was granted an estate of 100,000 households as well as supreme power. The only difficulty was that he had resumed his sexual liaison with his former concubine, now the dowager queen of Qin, and feared discovery and disgrace. Seeking to get out of this situation by diverting the lady’s avid attentions to someone else, he organized a lewd entertainment at which one Lao Ai appeared with his outsize penis thrust through the center of a wooden wheel. Sure enough, the dowager queen heard about it and summoned Lao Ai. A fake condemnation to the punishment of castration was arranged, so that Lao could have free access as a eunuch to the women’s quarters of the palace. He became the constant companion of the dowager queen, and eventually she secretly bore two children by him. He became more powerful than Lü Buwei, deciding all affairs of state and maintaining huge troupes of retainers. When the king eventually learned of all this, Lao Ai was pushed into revolt, and he and all his relatives were exterminated. Two years later, in 237, Lü too fell from power as a result of his role in the Lao Ai affair, and in 235 he took poison.

All this scandal and disorder at court does not seem to have seriously slowed the Qin war machine or threatened the unity of the state. Qin, with little entrenched nobility or educated elite, always had been the most hospitable of the states to men from other states seeking high office. Another newcomer now rose to power, a man from Chu named Li Si who became the real mastermind of the final unification and the transformation into centralized imperial institutions. Li Si was not an abstract thinker, but the extant examples of his arguments on policy are clearly and powerfully written. He had studied under the great Confucian advocate of discipline and hierarchy, Xun Zi.

One of Li Si’s fellow students under Xun Zi, Han Fei Zi, did not serve Qin but became the greatest and most articulate theorist of the new centralizing Legalist statecraft. In long, coherent essays, he argued against the Confucian delight in the examples of ancient times; little could be certainly known of those times, and in any case times had changed, especially as the population had become more dense and the struggle for survival harsher, so that ancient examples were irrelevant. The intelligence of the common people was not to be relied on; the government had to force them to do what was in their own best interests. Neither should scholars be listened to who had no practical contribution to make to the wealth and power of the state but used their stories of ancient times to gain fame and office for themselves and to oppose the rulers. The state of Han sent Han Fei Zi as an envoy to Qin in 234; Li Si had him thrown in prison, where he soon died.

In addition to the focus of its rulers on wealth and strength, Qin, giving land as rewards for military merit and having no feudal limits on landholding, seems to have been unusually successful in attracting immigrant farmers who increased its food supply and were available for its armies. It also made as good use as any state of the new technology of the time. An immigrant engineer designed a superb irrigation system for the Qin homeland in the Wei River valley that made it much more productive. Across the mountains in Shu, the Qin official Li Bing built a magnificent irrigation system, parts of which are still in use 2,200 years later.

Nothing, it seemed, could stop Qin. In 227, with Qin’s territory already reaching to the frontier of Yan, a plot was hatched in Yan to send a great swordsman named Jing Ke to assassinate the king of Qin. The king was very well guarded, but Jing Ke could gain entry if he brought along maps of strategic regions of Yan and the head of a general who had defected from Qin. So great was the general’s hatred of Qin that he slit his own throat so that his head could be used in the plot. The crown prince of Yan and all his associates saw Jing Ke off at the river that marked the frontier, all dressed in white, which is the color of mourning in China. Jing Ke sang:

 

Winds cry xiao xiao,
Yi waters are cold.
Brave men, once gone,
Never come back again.

Then he shifted to a military tune, and his companions stopped weeping and their hair bristled inside their caps as he drove off. He did manage to gain access to the king of Qin, bearing a casket containing the general’s head and a roll of maps with a sword concealed inside it. But his first lunges at the king failed, and although he pursued the panic-stricken king around the pillars of his throne hall and eventually threw the sword at him, he missed and eventually was cut down by Qin soldiers.

Qin conquered Yan in 226, Wei in 225, Chu in 223, Qi in 221. Now, in 221, it ruled the entire Chinese world and was ready to make that world over in the image of the state of Qin. Already in 288 it had demonstrated that the old title of king would not be enough for its rulers; now it added huang, “sovereign,” to the word “lord” it had previously proposed, and it proclaimed that henceforth its rulers would be huang-di, “sovereign lord,” which is usually translated as “emperor.” The old custom of a successor king granting a posthumous title to his father was condemned as an unfilial practice of the younger generation passing judgment on the older; henceforth each ruler would simply be known by his number in a succession that was to have no end. The king of Qin thus became the First Emperor or First Sovereign Lord, Shihuangdi; his successor would be the Second Generation Emperor, and so on. In the five powers theory water extinguished fire, which was the ruling agent of the house of Zhou. Qin now emphasized that it ruled under the power of water, changing some terms and names and changing its flags and court robes to black, the color of water.

Some officials proposed that the emperor make his sons princes over some of the newly conquered outlying areas, but on Li Si’s advice he rejected this proposal and divided the entire country into xian administered by magistrates appointed by the central government. Several xian were combined into a commandery (jun). There was no single official in charge of a commandery; control over it was divided among a civil governor, a military commander, and an inspector. A similar three-way division of power among civil, military, and supervisory or inspecting arms was developed in the central government. The fundamentals of this pattern of bureaucratic government persisted, with many permutations, down to the end of imperial rule in 1911 and have echoes even in the party–army–ministry structure of power in the People’s Republic. In its combining of firm central control with a system of checks and balances that made it very hard for any one official to accumulate enough power to challenge the ruler, the Qin order was a work of political genius. We can see clear anticipations of parts of it in the governing of the state of Qin. Some aspects of it had been developed in the course of the military occupations of the various states; others may be the inventions of Li Si. Chinese historians see this change from a long-dying feudal (feng jian) order to one of bureaucratically administered commanderies and prefectures (jun xian) as the central feature of the great transformation of 2 21.

Qin statecraft since before the time of Shang Yang had been oriented to the greatest possible mobilization of the resources of the state against its enemies: high burdens of taxation, labor service, and military service; uniformity of laws; implacable punishment of lawbreakers. When the rival states had been swallowed up, the mold was not easily broken. Taxes remained high, laws detailed, punishments severe, and about one man in ten was drafted for military or labor service. For several years a large part of this power and wealth was devoted to consolidating the actual and symbolic dominance of Qin over its former rival states. Their elite families were forced to move to the Qin capital. All metal weapons were confiscated, melted down, and cast into great statues set up in the palace and great bells. A replica of the palace of each conquered state was built near the Qin capital. From 220 on, the emperor made great journeys to many parts of his empire, which allowed the court to live off the resources of areas richer than the old state of Qin, inspect the other areas at first hand, and receive the homage of local leaders. On these journeys the court constantly asserted its sovereignty and legitimacy, paying homage to sacred mountains and setting up stone tablets bearing inscriptions that justified his rule in quite traditional ways:

 

In the twenty-ninth year in midspring, the start of the sunny season, the emperor made a tour of inspection in the east, ascended Mount Chifu and reached the ocean. His subjects, following in his train, think of his illustrious virtue and recall the beginning; under the Great Sage’s rule, laws were set down, principles made manifest. He taught other states, shed the light of his kindness abroad to illumine the right. The six states, insatiable and perverse, would not make an end of slaughter, until, pitying the people, the emperor sent troops to punish the wicked and display his might. His penalties were just, his actions true, his power spread far, all submitted to his rule. He wiped out tyrants, rescued the common people, brought peace to the four corners of the earth. His enlightened laws spread far and wide as examples to All Under Heaven until the end of time. Great is he indeed! The whole universe obeys his sagacious will; his subjects praise his achievements and have asked to inscribe them on stone for posterity.1

It was on one of these expeditions that the emperor had a thousand divers search the bed of the Yellow River for the great bronze vessel symbolic of Zhou sovereignty that supposedly had been thrown in the river when the Zhou royal house was overthrown; his failure to find it was taken by later generations as a sign that Qin was not really the legitimate successor to Zhou. Stories also were told of the emperor’s terrible rages against anything human or natural that caused him trouble; when a windstorm on the Yangzi was blamed on the goddess of a certain mountain, he had all the trees on that mountain cut down.

These “irrational” actions should not surprise us. The First Emperor and his court were not guided solely by Li Si’s drive for systematic central control or by Han Fei Zi’s relentless logic and contempt for the past. They were heirs to almost every strand of Warring States culture. We already have seen some quasi-Confucian moral elements used in the inscriptions to justify Qin’s subjugation of the other states, and Qin’s use of the five powers theory in symbolizing and legitimizing its succession to Zhou. Ideas that political power could be assured and personal health and longevity sought through correspondence with the forces of nature also lay behind the continual building of great complexes of palaces, ceremonial halls, and the emperor’s future tomb.

But what if the emperor could cheat death entirely? The magicians of Yan and Qi had long insisted that a man could make himself physically immortal by the right food, the right bodily regimens, the right herbs and fungi. On one of his journeys to the east the emperor heard of the Penglai Islands out in the ocean where immortals lived off divine herbs. Men and boys were sent off to find them, and every report of herbs and fungi of special power was followed up. But no one returned from Penglai, and no herbs or fungi of immortality were found.

About 216 B.C.E., as the quest for herbs of immortality intensified, the Qin state also turned its immense resources of revenue and manpower outward, beyond China’s northern and southern frontiers. All through the Warring States period the northern states had been worried by conflicts with nomadic peoples of the steppes to their north, moving about following their herds, perfecting their skills in mounted archery and cavalry warfare. A people the Chinese called the Xiongnu developed large-scale political organizations under great warrior kings; they were the great power on those steppes for about four hundred years and may have been the “Huns” who descended on Europe thereafter. After the establishment of the Qin Empire, Meng Tian, son and grandson of Qin generals, led a force of as many as 300,000 warriors and transport workers into the grasslands. The Xiongnu were driven out of the borderlands and withdrew far to the north, beyond the Gobi Desert. Meng Tian then directed the building of a great road leading north and west from the capital into the steppes. That road was used to move laborers and food supplies north for more great construction works, in which defense walls that had been built by the various states were linked together. Traditionally this has been seen as the first time a single structure was built to divide the realm of the nomads from the agricultural-bureaucratic Chinese Empire; that is, the first Great Wall of China. We now understand that the modern Chinese and Western concepts of a millennial and unchanging Great Wall are complex myths, and that for most of Chinese history there was no such unified structure of walls. But the Qin wall was real; traces of the road and of the wall still can be seen. It was much farther north than the present Great Wall, much of which dates from the Ming dynasty, and was built of pounded earth, a much more modest structure than the Ming wall. It seems clear that the Qin rulers were altogether the equals of their Roman contemporaries as builders of roads and other public works.

The Qin rulers also sent troops and colonists south from the Yangzi valley, establishing their domination over local peoples all the way to the area of modern Guangdong and Guangxi provinces. More roads were built to the south and southwest. A canal was cut joining the headwaters of a tributary of the Yangzi to one of the West River in Guangxi; it still is in use today.

The removal of the Xiongnu menace for several decades and the building of roads and canals in the long run should have been beneficial to the general population and especially to the merchants whom Legalist theory despised. Qin centralization also led to thoroughgoing standardization of weights, measures, and the writing system, potentially of great benefit to interregional trade within the empire. But in the short run it seems that the burdens of harsh administration and heavy taxation and labor service were more apparent, and there was much resentment. It must have intensified as the emperor used conscripted labor to build more and more palaces and the massive tomb. In a few years these resentments would explode in the rebellions that would bring down the Qin. Trouble for Li Si and his emperor came first, however, from a quite different kind of problem.

The great Qin bureaucracy would have been unthinkable without an abundant supply of would-be officials. Loyalty to native land or moral conviction was no barrier to many from conquered states and many whose principles of political morality were completely at variance with Qin’s taking service under it. Qin was ready to accept all kinds of would-be officeholders, confident that its rigorous legal and administrative system could control them; in this way Legalism did not reject the Way of the Ruler and Minister but accepted its basic structure while denying the moral autonomy of the minister. No doubt many officials simply hoped to survive until the Qin collapsed and to give themselves advantageous positions in the struggle that would follow. Others, however, had that Confucian penchant for criticizing tyrants to their faces as a matter of principle, regardless of the consequences, seeking to change their minds solely through reason and moral fervor. This was especially obvious and the consequences especially dire in a famous debate in 213 in which a scholar named Chunyu Yue cited the precedents of Shang and Zhou feudal decentralization to argue that feudal lords with a vested interest in the survival of the dynasty would support it if it faced a military challenge; the emperor, he said, should abandon Qin’s basic principle of total bureaucratic centralization and institute hereditary feudal rulers in some outlying areas. Li Si replied:

 

The Five Emperors did not emulate each other nor did the Three Dynasties adopt each other’s ways, yet all had good government. This is no paradox, because times had changed. Now Your Majesty has built up this great empire to endure for generations without end. Naturally this passes the comprehension of a foolish pedant. Chunyu Yue spoke about the Three Dynasties, but they are hardly worth taking as examples. In times gone by different barons fought among themselves and gathered wandering scholars. Today, however, the empire is at peace, all laws and order come from one single source, the common people support themselves by farming and handicrafts, while students study the laws and prohibitions.

Now these scholars learn only from the old, not from the new, and use their learning to oppose our rule and confuse the common people. As prime minister I must speak out on pain of death. In former times when the world, torn by chaos and disorder, could not be united, different states arose and argued from the past to condemn the present, using empty rhetoric to cover up and confuse the real issues, and employing their learning to oppose what was established by authority. Now Your Majesty has conquered the whole world, distinguished between black and white, set unified standards. Yet these opinionated scholars get together to slander the laws and judge each new decree according to their own school of thought, opposing it secretly in their hearts while discussing it openly in the streets. They brag to the sovereign to win fame, put forward strange arguments to gain distinction, and incite the mob to spread rumors. If this is not prohibited, the sovereign’s prestige will suffer and factions will be formed among his subjects. Far better put a stop to it!

I humbly propose that all historical records but those of Qin be burned. If anyone who is not a court scholar dares to keep the ancient songs, historical records, or writings of the hundred schools, these should be confiscated and burned by the provincial governor and army commander. Those who in conversation dare to quote the old songs and records should be publicly executed; those who use old precedents to oppose the new order should have their families wiped out; and officers who know of such cases but fail to report them should be punished in the same way.

If thirty days after the issuing of this order the owners of these books have still not had them destroyed, they should have their faces tattooed and be condemned to hard labor at the Great Wall. The only books which need not be destroyed are those dealing with medicine, divination, and agriculture. Those who want to study the law can learn it from the officers.

The emperor approved this proposal.

In the later Chinese tradition this incident has become the most famous of the bad examples of Qin. The “burning of the books” has come to stand both for repression of principled dissent and for impiety toward the past, and the rapid collapse of Qin has been taken to prove that no government that behaves in this way can expect to endure.

In the years that followed, the emperor’s interest in immortality and in avoiding assassins seems to have intensified. New palaces were built, modeled on the symmetries of the heavens, linked by walled roads. Remembering Jing Ke and several other would-be assassins, and informed by a scholar that he would be more likely to avoid evil spirits and to encounter immortals if he moved his residence regularly, the emperor built more and more palaces and moved restlessly among them. The penalty for revealing his whereabouts was death. His great tomb also seems to have been planned to provide for extraordinary power and wealth beyond the grave. Its chamber contained a relief map of the empire in gold and silver, its rivers and seas flowing with mercury, a chart of the heavens sparkling above. Nearby were vast armies of terra cotta soldiers and horses to guard the emperor in death. But resentment of the vast levies of supplies and labor continued, and no immortals or divine herbs were found, so that new openings emerged for elite protest. Sima Qian tells the story as follows:

 

The scholars Hou and Lu took counsel together, saying “The emperor is stubborn and self-willed. Starting as the prince of one state, he conquered the whole empire, and now that all his ambitions are realized he thinks no one since time immemorial can compare with him. He relies solely on the law officers, whom he trusts. Although there are seventy court scholars, their posts are just sinecures for he never listens to them. The prime minister and other high officials only deal with routine matters on which the decisions have already been made, leaving all to the emperor. He loves to intimidate men with punishments and death, so that to avoid being charged with crimes those who draw stipends dare not speak out loyally. The emperor, never hearing his faults condemned, is growing prouder and prouder while those below cringe in fear and try to please him with flattery and lies. According to the law of the realm, no man may practice two arts and anyone who fails in his task may be executed. No fewer than three hundred astrologers are watching the stars, but these good men, for fear of giving offence, merely flatter the emperor and dare not speak of his faults. It is he who decides all affairs of state, great or small. He even has the documents weighed every morning and night, and will not rest until a certain weight has passed through his hands. How can we find herbs of immortality for such a tyrant?” And so they ran away.

When the emperor learned of their flight he flew into a passion. “I collected all the writings of the empire and got rid of those which were no use. I assembled a host of scholars and alchemists to start a reign of peace, hoping the alchemists would find marvelous herbs. But I am told no more has been heard of Han Zhong and those who went with him, while Xu Fu’s crowd has wasted millions without obtaining any elixir—all I hear of them is charges of corruption! Handsomely as I treated Lu and the other scholars, they are libelling me, making out that I lack virtue. I have had inquiries made about the scholars in the capital and I find that some of them are spreading vicious rumors to confuse the black-headed people.”

He ordered the chief counsellor to try the scholars, who incriminated each other to save their own necks. Over four hundred and sixty, found guilty of breaking the law, were buried alive in Xianyang as a warning to the whole empire. Even more were banished to the frontier regions.

Even the emperor’s eldest son and heir protested, but he was ignored and sent off to the northern frontier to “supervise” Meng Tian’s armies.

In 210 B.C.E. the emperor went on another great tour, this time to the southeast. He paid homage at the mountain where the Great Yu was supposed to have been buried. Still obsessed by reports of isles of immortals, he traveled along the coast. He dreamed that he fought with a sea god, and later he killed a great fish. But then he fell ill and soon died. His chief eunuch, Zhao Gao, conspired with Li Si to put their favorite son of the emperor on the throne, but in order to do so they would have to get back to the capital without anyone, especially the heir apparent off in Meng Tian’s camp, knowing that the emperor was dead. The body was kept in the emperor’s great enclosed traveling carriage, and trusted servants continued to go in with meals at the proper times. But after a few days it was obvious to anyone downwind from the carriage that all was not well. The plotters then had a cart of salt fish drawn along behind the imperial carriage, so that anyone smelling a bad smell would think it was bad fish, not a very dead emperor. They succeeded in their plot, set their candidate on the throne as Second Emperor, and killed many princes and high officials. In the next year revolts broke out, and in the year after that Zhao Gao had the great Li Si executed.

The revolts against the Qin spread rapidly, and by 206 it had been completely overthrown. Many of the rebels were commoners and aristocrats who hoped to restore the old separate states; this kind of sentiment was especially strong in Chu. But the first revolt is supposed to have begun in perfect retribution for the excessive rigor of the Qin code of laws: a group of conscripted laborers had orders to report for duty on the construction of the Great Wall on a certain date, and the penalty for reporting late was death. When they became bogged down by heavy rains and flooded rivers and could go neither backward nor forward, some bold spirits among them decided that if their lives were forfeit in any case, they might as well risk them in the “Great Enterprise” of revolt.

Turning its back on the lessons of antiquity, exalting the rule of law, silencing high-principled scholars, imposing heavy burdens on the common people, the Qin was seen by most later Chinese political thinkers as the antithesis of good government. For them and for many Western students of China, the “Legalism” of Shang Yang, Han Fei Zi, and Li Si was the polar opposite of “Confucianism.” Some Chinese scholars always have realized that this contrast was much too stark, and have acknowledged the permanent contribution of the Qin to Chinese history. As we follow the development of “Confucian” roles and ideas in the political order founded by the “Legalist” Qin, we will find many ways in which these two strands of statecraft needed each other, completed each other, and many ways in which the melodramas of Qin continued to echo in the Chinese imagination.

1 Translations from the Basic Annals of the First Emperor are taken, with slight modifications, from Li Yu-ning, ed., The Politics of Historiography: The First Emperor of China (White Plains, N.Y., 1975), pp. 261–96.
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