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The History of  China: A Summary 
 
 

   

Note: 
This file describes Chinaõs historical development from the beginnings to the end of  imperial 
China, the main focus being on political events and developments. Since it is rather an outline 
for orientation, it should not be regarded as a replacement for history books but merely as 
supplemental to such books. 

Furthermore, the maps presented are not intended to depict accurately the territory 
represented. Since well-defined borders often did not exist in the past (especially in ancient 
history), these maps are intended simply to give the reader an idea of  the territory a certain 
dynasty controlled. 
In this file, òN/Aó stands for ònot availableó, òakaó stands for òalso known asó. 
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The emergence of  humans in the Greater China area 
 
Human habitation in the area comprising todayõs PRC during the Stone Age has been confirmed by numerous 

archaeological finds. The oldest remains of  humanoids ever found in the China region date back 2 to 3 million years 

and were discovered in 1985 in Longgupo  (Wushan County , Chongqing Municipality). In the 1960s 

human remains dating back about 1.7 million yearsñthe òLantian manó (Lantian yuanren , Sinanthropus 

lantienensis)ñwere unearthed in Gongwangling  (Lantian County , Xiõan City , Shaanxi 

Province), and other remains were found in Shangnabang  (Yuanmou County , Chuxiong Lolos 

Autonomous Prefecture , Yunnan Province). In 1954, paleolithic human teeth and stone tools were 

found at Dingcun  (Xiangfen County , Linfen City , Shanxi Province). 

The most famous fossils are those of the òPeking manó (beijing yuanren , homo erectus pekinensis/ Sin-

anthropus pekinensis) with a presumed age of  200,000 to 500,000 years, unearthed in the 1920s at the Upper Cave 

(shandingdong ) of  Longgu Mountain  at Zhoukoudian  (Fangshan District , Beijing 

City). Fossils of  a homo erectus found in 1985 in Jinniushan  (Dashiqiao City , Yingkou City , 

Liaoning Province) are 250,000 to 300,000 years old, and remains of  a pre-modern homo sapiens dating back 120,000 

years were discovered in Maba  (Qujiang District , Shaoguan City , Guangdong Province) in 

1958. 

The oldest human fossils in Taiwan belong to a homo sapiens between 20,000 and 30,000 years old, discovered 

1971 in Tsochen  (Tainan City ). The age of  fossilized teeth of  a homo erectus unearthed in the 1990s in 

Takangshan  (Kaohsiung City ) has yet to be determined, but may prove to be much older than the 

Tsochen remains. 

 
 

Neolithic China: The Yangshao and Longshan Cultures 
 
In the Neolithic Age, several cultures were present in China, the oldest of  which were the Cishan Culture (cishan wen-

hua ) and Peiligang Culture (peiligang wenhua ) active in the 6th millenium BC in the Hebei/He-

nan area. More is known about later cultures like 

the Yangshao Culture (yangshao wenhua ) 

and the Longshan Culture (longshan wenhua

) which were active around the Yellow 

River (huanghe ). 

The Yangshao Culture was a Neolithic 

culture found along the central Yellow River in 

China, stretching from the valleys of  Gansu 

Province to southern Shaanxi and northwestern 

Henan and active ca. 5000 to 3000 BC. The first 

village representative of  this culture was ex-

cavated in 1921 in Yangshao  (Mianchi 

County , Sanmenxia City , He-

nan Province), but the most important archaeo-

logical find was discovered at village Banpo  

(Baqiao District , Xiõan City , 

Shaanxi Province) in 1953. It was a society of  

sedentary farmers who primarly cultivated millet. The most distinctive feature of  Yangshao Culture was the extensive 

use of  painted pottery, although the people did not use pottery wheels. According to archaeologists, Yangshao 

society was based around matriarchal clans, while the succeeding Longshan culture was a patriarchical society. 

The Longshan Culture was a late Neolithic culture (ca. 2500 to 1700 BC) located along the central and lower 

Yellow River, centered in western Shandong Province, but also extending to southern Manchuria and the coastal 
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plains of  Jiangsu Province. It is named after Longshan Township  (Zhangqiu City , Jiõnan City

, Shandong Province), the first site where evidence of  this culture was found in 1928. The distinctive feature of  

Longshan Culture was the peopleõs skillfulness in potterymaking (which included the use of  pottery wheels). Bronze-

making first appeared with the Longshan culture as well. Cities also emerged at this time, as shown by evidence of  

rammed earth walls and moats. Rice cultivation was clearly developed by this time. Some archaeologists suggest that 

the Longshan Culture is connected to the legendary Xia Dynasty and provided the foundation for the Bronze 

Age Shang Dynasty . 

Besides these, there were other cultures like the Majiayao Culture (majiayao wenhua ) in the 

Qinghai/Gansu region, the Dawenkou Culture (dawenkou wenhua ) around Shandong, as well as cultures 

in South China. The latter included the Hemudu Culture (hemudu wenhua )ñwhose 700-year-old lacquer-

ware implements were unearthed in Yuyao City  (Ningbo City , Zhejiang Province)ñand the Majia-

bang Culture (majiabang wenhua ). That Chinese civilization had multiple origins is borne out by the San-

xingdui Culture (sanxingdui wenhua ) that existed between 5000 and 3000 BC, whose artifacts like masks 

unearthed at Jinsha  (Qingliang Township , Pingshan County , Yibin City , Sichuan 

Province) keep astonishing scientists with their weirdness. Taiwanõs oldest known culture was the paleolithic Chang-

pin Culture (changbin wenhua ) that can be traced back 5000 to 6000 years, followed by several other cultures 

including the Peinan Culture (beinan wenhua ), the people of  which built stone monoliths. 
 

List of  major Neolithic cultures in the Greater China area 

Dated (BC) Name Modern-day location 

8500ð7700 Nanzhuangtou Culture ( ) Yellow River region in southern Hebei 

7500ð6100 Pengtoushan Culture ( ) central Yangtze River region in northwestern Hunan 

7000ð5000 Peiligang Culture ( ) Yi-Luo river basin valley in Henan 

6500ð5500 Houli Culture ( ) Shandong 

6200ð5400 Xinglongwa Culture ( ) Inner Mongolia-Liaoning border 

6000ð5500 Cishan Culture ( ) southern Hebei 

6000ð4200 Dabenkeng Culture ( ) Fujian, Guangdong, western Taiwan 

5800ð5400 Dadiwan Culture ( ) Gansu and western Shaanxi 

5500ð4800 Xinle Culture ( ) lower Liao River on the Liaodong Peninsula 

5400ð4500 Zhaobaogou Culture ( ) Luan River valley in Inner Mongolia and northern Hebei 

5300ð4100 Beixin Culture ( ) Shandong 

5000ð4500 Hemudu Culture ( ) Yuyao and Zhoushan, Zhejiang 

5000ð3000 Daxi Culture ( ) Three Gorges region 

5000ð3000 Majiabang Culture ( ) Taihu Lake area and north of  Hangzhou Bay 

5000ð3000 Yangshao Culture ( ) Henan, Shaanxi, and Shanxi 

4700ð2900 Hongshan Culture ( ) Inner Mongolia, Liaoning, and Hebei 

4100ð2600 Dawenkou Culture ( ) Shandong, Anhui, Henan, and Jiangsu 

4000ð3300 Songze Culture ( ) Lake Tai area near Shanghai 

3400ð2250 Liangzhu Culture ( ) Yangtze River Delta 

3300ð1300 Peinan Culture (beinan wenhua ) southeastern Taiwan 

3100ð2700 Majiayao Culture ( ) upper Yellow River region in Gansu and Qinghai 

3100ð2700 Qujialing Culture ( ) middle Yangtze River region in Hubei and Hunan 

3000ð2000 Longshan Culture ( ) central and lower Yellow River 

2800ð2000 Baodun Culture ( ) Chengdu Plain 

2800ð1100 Sanxingdui Culture ( ) Sichuan 

2500ð2000 Shijiahe Culture ( ) middle Yangtze River region in Hubei 

2500ð1500 Qijia Culture ( ) Yellow River region of  Gansu, eastern Qinghai 

2200ð1100 
Lower Xiajiadian Culture (xiajiadian xiaceng 

wenhua ) 
Inner Mongolia, northern Hebei, western Liaoning 
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The legendary Xia Dynasty and the Mythical Emperors 
 
According to Chinese tradition, China has a history of  5000 years. However, that claim has yet to be provenñfor the 

time being, the existence of  a class society in China and the existence of  a written script can be traced back no 

further than about 2000 BC. For the period of  early Chinese civilizationñthe Xia , Shang /Yin  and Zhou  

Dynastiesñit is often difficult for historians to distinguish fact from fiction. No convincing scientific proof has so 

far been found for the existence of  the mythical emperors who were said to be the first rulers of  China, or for the 

Xia Dynasty  (ca. 2000-1500 BC) which was said to have been founded by one of  these mythical emperors. 

However, the government of  the PRC is boosting its efforts to prove its claim that Chinese civilization is 5000 years 

old by carrying out extensive excavations. One site that might contain the capital of  the Xia Dynasty is Erlitou

 (Yanshi City , Luoyang City , Henan Province). 

Most traditional Chinese sources mention the Xia Dynasty  as first the Chinese dynasty. According to these 

sources, the Xia Dynasty lasted from 2205 to 1766 BC, and its capital was Anyi in Shanxi Province, but 

traditional sources tell very little about this dynasty. The connection with Chinese myth is found in the belief that the 

Xia Dynasty was founded by Emperor Yu , who himself  was chosen by the mythical Emperor Shun. Traditional 

sources usually refer to three mythical emperorsñHuangdi  (trad. 2674-2575 BC), Yao  (trad. 2333-2234 

BC), and Shun  (trad. 2233-2184 BC), with the time of  their accession to the throne varying from source to 

source. Other sources list three emperors (sanhuang ) and five sovereigns (wudi ), and names of  mythical 

emperors in various sources include Fuxi  and his wife Nüwa , Shennong , Shaohao , Zhuanxu

, Diku , Dizhi , Tangyao , Suiren , and Youchao . Things become more complicated by 

the fact that some of  the mythical emperors have more than one name: HuangdiñYouxiong  or Xuanyuan

; ShunñYushun  or Youyu ; FuxiñTaihao , Paoxi  or Xi ; ShennongñYandi  or Lie-

shan ; ShaohaoñJintian ; ZhuanxuñGaoyang ; DikuñKu  or Gaoxin ; TangyaoñTaotang

. Given the inconsistencies in the information about the mythical emperors provided by the traditional Chinese 

sources, the only thing that can be deducted is probably that historians should not take that information at face 

value. 

However, some historians believe it may be possible that around 2000 BC a small state existed in south-western 

Shaanxi under a chieftain surnamed Yao and farther to the east another small state under a leader surnamed Shun. 

The tales about Xia Emperor Yu òcontrolling the floodsó might indicate early efforts in hydrology and flood control. 
 

Major events in contemporary world history 
ca. 2530 BC Completion of  the Cheops pyramid 

ca. 2300 BC Construction of  Stonehenge begins 

ca. 2000 BC Begin of  Minoan civilization on Crete (ended ca. 1450 BC after volcanic eruption) 

 
 

The Shang/Yin Dynasty (ca. 1500-1000 BC) 
 
Duration, capitals 
Shang /Yin ñduration: about 500 years (ca. 1500-1000 BC, trad. 1766-1122 BC), capitals: Yan (todayõs Qufu

, Jining City , Shandong Province); Yin  (todayõs Xiaotun in Anyang County , Anyang 

City , Henan Province) 
 

Historical outline 
The Shang Dynasty was a peasant civilization of  towns located in and around north-western Henan. This dynastyõs 

capital was moved several times, possibly due to the Yellow River (huanghe ) flooding. Traditional sources state 

that Shang ruler Pan Geng  moved the capital from Yan  to Yin  and that the dynastic title was then 

changed from Shang to Yin. After large amounts of  tortoise shells and bones (mainly bovine shoulder blades) used 

for oracle purposes and divination were discovered in Xiaotun in 1899, the place was nicknamed òthe ruins of Yinó 
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(Yinxu ). The Shang buried their kings with many implements in large, subterranean, cross-shaped tombs 

outside of  the capital. The excavation of  Shang-era tombs began in 1934 in Xibeigang  not far from Anyang. 

From the study of  thousands of  pieces of  oracle bone and shell unearthed in the Anyang area it is now known 

that the Shang had a fully developed feudal agrarian society. Society was divided into noble families and those 

dependant on their patronage, PRC historians describe this as a òslave societyó (nuli shehui ). Tyrannical rule 

by the Shang emperors led to widespread discontent and uprisings that destroyed the dynasty and brought King Wu 

of  the Zhou  to power. 

Religion consisted of  the worship of  many nature deities; the supreme god of  official worship was called 

Shangdi . In order to promote the fertililty of  the earth, human sacrifice was offered to the gods, the victims of  

which were often prisoners of  war. The worship of  deceased rulers is regarded as the precursor to the ancestor 

worship that later became typical of  Chinese civilization. The appearance of  horse-breeding and wheeled war 

chariots during the Shang Dynasty highlights the advanced degree of  development of  that civilization. 
 

Technology and science 
The Chinese Bronze Age, when highly 

developed metalworking techniques made mass 

production possible, occurred during the second 

millennium BC. Bronzeñan alloy composed of  

copper, tin, and small amounts of  leadñcame 

into use in China before iron as the preferred 

metal for making weapons and vessels around 

2000 BC. The Shang/Yin  and Zhou  

Dynasties are generally regarded as forming the 

Golden Age of  Chinese bronze art. Due to the 

rareness of  metal, bronze vessels were mostly 

used for religious purposes; for everyday use 

earthenware vessels were common. 
 

The emergence of  a written Chinese script 
The Shang Dynasty coincided with the emerging of  a written script. The first Chinese characters were mostly picto-

graphs and were carved on tortoise shells and ox bones for divination and oracle purposes. The shells and bones 

were cracked in fire and then interpreted by shamans. Some of  the ceremonial bronze vessels of  the period bear 

inscriptions as well. The earliest characters evolved into the òseal script styleó (zhuanshu ) which reached the peak 

of  its development during the Qin Dynasty. In the following centuries more styles evolved, including the òofficial 

script styleó (lishu ), which came about during the Qin Dynasty by modifying the seal style; the òregular script 

styleó (kaishu ) which was developed in the Han Dynasty and was used through the Tang Dynasty; the òrunning 

script styleó (xingshu ), probably developed in the Western Han Dynasty; and lastly the òcursive script styleó 

(caoshu , literally ògrass styleó) with all of  its subcategories. 
 

Major events in contemporary world history 
ca. 1450 BC Mycenaean Greece at height of  power and prosperity, collapses around 1150 BC 

ca. 1200 BC Olmec, the first pre-Columbian culture in Mesoamerica, appears 

1166 BC Death of Ramses III, Egyptõs last great pharaoh 

 
 

The Zhou Dynasty (ca. 1000-221 BC) 
 
Overview 
The Zhou Dynasty , at about 800 years the longest dynasty in the history of  China, is divided into the Western 

Zhou (xi Zhou , ca. 1000-770 BC) and Eastern Zhou (dong Zhou , 770-221 BC) because in around 770 BC its 

capital was moved from Hao/Haojing  (todayõs Xiõan, Shaanxi Province) eastward to Luoyi  
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(todayõs Luoyang, Henan Province). The Eastern Zhou is traditionally subdivided into the Spring and Autumn 

Period (chunqiu ) and the Warring States Period (zhanguo shidai ). 
 
 

̋ WESTERN ZHOU (CA. 1000-770 BC) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Western Zhou ñduration: about 230 years (ca. 1000-770 BC, trad. 1122-770 BC), ruling clan: Ji , capital: Hao

/Haojing  (todayõs Xiõan, Shaanxi Province) 
 

Historical outline 
During the Shang Dynasty, the Zhou 

occupied a portion of  todayõs central Shaanxi 

Province. At that time the area was home to 

many non-Chinese tribes (Turks, Tibetans), and 

the culture of  the Zhou was closely related to 

the Yangshao Culture (yangshao wenhua

), though it was technically more advanced. 

The presence of  other tribes gradually pushed 

the Zhou eastward, which brought them in 

closer contact to the Shang. While the Zhou 

became increasingly influenced by the Shang, 

their power steadily grew, and eventually King 

Wu of  Zhou  invaded the kingdom of  

Shang with a group of  tribal armies and an-

nihilated the Shang. 

Since the conquerors were a small minority and unable to rule the country all by themselves, they turned it into 

feudal state. Local power was transferred to a number of  feudal lords, often related to the Zhou royal family, who 

received their fiefs in a ceremony. Other small states were controlled as vassal states which had to pay tribute, and 

certain local potentates were allowed to keep their existing holdings. In the early Zhou Dynasty there were hundreds 

of  these feudal states, dukedoms and principalities that were different in size and often centered around walled 

garrisons. The establishment of  new cities around these military garrisons was one of  the ways by which power was 

consolidated in the post-Shang era, and often it was achieved by the forced resettlement of the Shangõs urban 

population. Some scholars believe the many resettled Shang urbanites either were or became businessmen, which 

might explain why today the Chinese word shang  means òmerchantó. 

While the distribution of  fiefdoms enabled the Zhou to control and expand their territory, at the same time it 

weakened the power of  the Zhou authority. Inevitably, political power gradually shifted to the hands of  the feudal 

lords. At the periphery of  Zhou territory, nomadic Turkish and Mongolian tribes pushed into Shaanxi and raided 

Chinese farms for food. Thus, some of  the nomad chiefs became local rulers themselves and established states 

bordering Zhou territory. Since the central authority was far away, feudal lords were increasingly less inclined to send 

auxiliary troops to the capital for defense when it was struck by tribal attacks. During the reign of  Zhou king You 

Wang , the barbarian tribe Quanrong  sacked the capital Hao in 770 BC. You Wang was killed and the 

Zhou were forced to move their capital eastward, marking the end of  the Western Zhou. 
 

Society, culture, and economy 
The political organization of  the Zhou is described as a dual system of  feudalism (fengjian zhidu ) and the 

zongfa  system of  patrilinear inheritance (property was passed to the eldest son). The feudal lords stood at the 

top of  a hierarchical aristocracy, and the daily life of  the Zhou nobility was governed by a complex set of  ceremonial 

rituals. Since the Zhou were rough conquerors and impressed by the high Shang culture with its ancient and highly 

developed moral system, the Zhou based their culture on the Shang cultureñbronze vessels of  the early Zhou were 

virtually identical with those of  Shang. The shape of  houses remained unaltered as well, but the form of  tombs 

changed. The cult of  Heaven (tian ), Shangdi , and the worship of  the sun and the stars played a central role 

in the Zhou culture, but the Zhou officially abolished human sacrifice. Different from the Shang, the Zhou had no 

priests, and religious rites were performed by the head of  the family, yet literate priests were still needed to ensure 
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the òcorrectó performance of  rites and ceremonies, and they formed a new class of  scholars. Important rites in the 

capital had to be performed by the king himself. During the Zhou Dynasty, agriculture was developed, improved, 

and intensified, and the main crops were millet and later wheat. 
 

Rulers of  the Western Zhou 

Title  Personal name Reign 

Zhou Wen Wang  (King Wen of  Zhou) Ji Chang  trad. 1108-1058 BC 

Zhou Wu Wang  (King Wu of  Zhou) Ji Fa  trad. 1058-1042 BC 

Zhou Cheng Wang  (King Cheng of  Zhou) Ji Song  trad. 1042-1021 BC 

Zhou Kang Wang  (King Kang of  Zhou) Ji Zhao  trad. 1021-996 BC 

Zhou Zhao Wang  (King Zhao of  Zhou) Ji Xia  trad. 996-977 BC 

Zhou Mu Wang  (King Mu of  Zhou) Ji Man  trad. 977-922 BC 

Zhou Gong Wang  (King Gong of  Zhou) Ji Yihu  trad. 922-900 BC 

Zhou Yi Wang  (King Yi of  Zhou) Ji Jian  trad. 900-892 BC 

Zhou Xiao Wang  (King Xiao of  Zhou) Ji Pifang  trad. 892-886 BC 

Zhou Yi Wang  (King Yi of  Zhou) Ji Xie  trad. 886-878 BC 

Zhou Li Wang  (King Li of  Zhou) Ji Hu  trad. 878-841 BC 

 Gonghe  (regent) 841-828 BC 

Zhou Xuan Wang  (King Xuan of  Zhou) Ji Jing  827-782 BC 

Zhou You Wang  (King You of  Zhou) Ji Gongsheng  781-770 BC 

Note: The first generally accepted date in Chinese history is 841 BC, the first year of  the Gonghe reign . That 

regency ended in 828 BC. Dates of  events prior to 841 BC have not yet been verified. 
 

Major events in contemporary world history 
ca. 1000 BC Adena culture develops in Eastern North America 

ca. 950 BC Establishment of  Assyrian empire 

814 BC Foundation of  Phoenician colony of  Carthage 

ca. 800 BC Rise of  Etruscan city states in central Italy 

776 BC First pan-hellenic athletics festival held at sanctuary of  Zeus in Olympia  
 
 

̋ EASTERN ZHOU (770-221 BC) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Eastern Zhou ñduration: ca. 549 years (770-221 BC), ruling clan: Ji , capital: until 256 BC Luoyi  

(todayõs Luoyang, Henan Province) 
 

A note about òSpring and Autumnó and the òWarring States Periodó 
In traditional Chinese historiography, the Eastern Zhou Dynasty is subdivided into the Spring and Autumn Period

 (trad. 770-476 BC) and the Warring States Period  (trad. 475-221 BC). While the term òSpring and 

Autumnó is borrowed from the title of  historic records about events in the state of  Lu  between 722 and 481 BC 

with the same name, that subdivision is to a certain degree misleading, because actually there are only two major 

differences between Spring and Autumn and the Warring States Periodñthe number of  an initial 170 contending 

states during Spring and Autumn was (according to traditional Chinese historiography) reduced to seven in the 

Warring States Period, and while in Spring and Autumn the Zhou king commanded at least symbolic power and was 

still recognized as a ceremonial authority, in the closing two centuries of the Eastern Zhou the last shreds of Zhouõs 

power and authority had vanished entirely. On the other hand, in the 5th century BC when according to the 

traditional sources the Warring States Period began, more than seven states still existed. In fact, the crucial phase of  

only seven states fighting for power began later than 300 BC. Besides, the date 476 BC seems arbitrary since there 

was no major event at that time which could have marked the end of  Spring and Autumn. While the subdivision into 

the Spring and Autumn and Warring States Periods as a distinction between the early and later Eastern Zhou is 

acceptable, there was a smooth transition from one period to another. The most remarkable feature of  the Warring 

States Period is that continuous warfare had become the normal situation. 
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List of  the seven Warring States 
Ḗ Chu  (847-223 BC), Mi  clan. Capitals: Danyang  (todayõs Zigui County, Yichang City

, Hubei Province); Ying  (todayõs Yicheng, Hubei Province); Chen  (todayõs Huaiyang County

, Zhoukou City , Henan Province); Shouchun  (todayõs Shou County, Liuõan City , 

Anhui Province). 

Ḗ Han  (424-230 BC), Han  clan. Capital: Yangzhai  (todayõs Yuzhou , Xuchang City , 

Henan Province). It was one of  the three states created when the Jin kingdom broke apart. 

Ḗ Qi  (850-221 BC), Tian  clan (before 481 BC Jiang clan). Capital: Yingqiu  (todayõs Zibo, 

Shandong Province). Known as a trade center and the first place where money was used, it was also noted for its 

transportation system and salt production. 

Ḗ Qin  (844-207 BC), Ying  clan. Capitals: Yong (todayõs Fengxiang County , Baoji City , 

Shaanxi Province); Xianyang  (Shaanxi Province). 

Ḗ Wei  (424-225 BC), Wei  clan. Capitals: Anyi  (todayõs Xia County, Yuncheng City , 

Shanxi Province); Daliang  (todayõs Kaifeng , Henan Province). It was one of  the three states created 

when the Jin kingdom  broke apart. The defensive walls built by this kingdom at the border with the state 

of  Qin can still be seen today. 

Ḗ Yan  (ca. 1000-226 BC), Ji  clan. Capitals: Ji  (todayõs Beijing); Wuyang  (todayõs Yi County, 

Baoding City , Hebei Province). 

Ḗ Zhao  (517-228 BC), Zhao  clan. Capitals: Puyang  (todayõs Taiyuan, Shanxi Province); Handan

 (Hebei Province). It was one of  the three states created when the Jin kingdom broke apart. 
 

Historical outline 
When the Quanrong  tribe invaded the Western Zhou and conquered its capital Hao , the Zhou court was 

forced to move eastward into a territory where it had no strong foothold. After the establishment of  the new capital 

at Luoyi  (todayõs Luoyang, Henan Province) under king Ping Wang, first ruler of  the Eastern Zhou, 

the principalities developed greater in-

dependence, and the feudal lords became kings. 

The structure of  the Eastern Zhou empire can 

be described as a commonwealth of  in-

dependent states headed by the Zhou king. 

These independent states increasingly struggled 

for power among each other. It was also the time 

when Confucius (Kong Qiu , 551-479 BC) 

developed the philosophy that profoundly 

shaped Chinese thought. The period is 

traditionally referred to as òSpring and Autumnó 

(chunqiu ). 

During the Spring and Autumn Period the 

authority of  the Zhou kings extended little 

beyond the city of  Luoyi itself  and its environs. 

They were no longer chiefs of  feudal lords but a 

kind of  sanctified overlord, a mere symbol of  power. Yet a supreme leader was needed because all feudal lords still 

recognized the worship of  Heaven, and supreme sacrifices could only be offered by the Son of  Heaven, found in the 

personage of  the Zhou king. Zhou rulers were also needed as arbiters to settle conflicts between the feudal lords. 

Those conflicts were a prelude to the following Warring States Period. Even during the Western Zhou the 

principalities had sought to expand their own territory and sphere of  influence by force, and by the end of  Spring 

and Autumn, out of  the originally hundreds of  entities only about a few dozen states remained. Of  these states, the 

two most noteworthy were Qin (that unified China in 221 BC) and Chu (that contributed to the development 

of  southern China and was expanded as far as Yunnan by General Zhuang Qiao). In 453 BC the state of  Jin 

split into Han , Wei , and Zhao . Two other important states were Qi and Yan , and together with Qin 

and Chu they were to become the seven Warring States (zhanguo qixiong , literally òheroic seven warring 

statesó). 
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Other states (in alphabetical order) were Cai, Cao , Chen , Lu , Shen  (destroyed by Chu at the 

beginning of  Spring and Autumn, its western partñthe òbarbarian stateó Xishen/Shenrong ñwas 

destroyed by Qin), Song, Tang , Teng  (a dukedom of  the Ji  clan, destroyed by Yue during the 

Warring States Period, resurrected and later destroyed by Song), Wei  (destroyed in 209 BC), Wu , Xing , 

Yue , Zheng , and Zhongshan . Also extant were the fiefdoms of  Geng , Huo , Huo , Wei , and Yu

. 

Besides Chu, Wu  and Yue  were the two other important states in the southern part of  Zhou. The state 

of  Lu  (home of  Confucius) and neighbouring Song regarded themselves as the legitimate heirs of  the Shang 

culture. Most of  the estimated 170 states in the Spring and Autumn Period were very small in size. Unstable and 

morphous alliances were formed and broken throughout this period. In the Warring States Period some states like 

Chu, Qi, Wei and Yan built defensive walls to secure their borders. At the end of  the Eastern Zhou around 300 BC 

China first experienced what was to become a perennial problemñthe threat from the north posed by the Xiongnu

. 

The struggle for hegemony that had begun in Spring and Autumn with at least 170 small states fighting each 

other for dominance entered a final stage during the Warring States Period when only seven major players remained 

and the central authority of  the Zhou had been eliminated for good. 
 

Society and economy 
As smaller states were defeated by their stronger neighbours, more and more feudal lords and their underlings lost 

their land and became itinerant scholars and politicians. Often they were employed by rulers as tutors for their 

children and to properly conduct sacrifices and festivals. 

Agriculture was improved by a system of  rotating crops and the use of  iron ploughshares. Another important 

agricultural development was the use of  irrigation. Since there was still much arable land available, feudal lords tried 

to attract peasants to boost their population so they could build larger armies. Around 400 BC all states combined 

had a population of  ca. 25 million, and due to southward migration the populated area had extended as far as 

Guangdong, Guangxi, and even Tonkin  (todayõs Vietnam). 

Feudal lordõs cities continued to grow, and roads were built to transport food to cities to meet the increased 

demand. Naturally these roads could also be used for trade and the transport of  supplies for big armies. Camels and 

donkeys were used to move people and goods. The invention and circulation of  coins in the Warring States Period 

stimulated trade as well, and Sogdian merchants (from Sogdiana  [kangguo]: an area between todayõs Uzbekistan 

around Samarkand and Xinjiang) connected China and India. In general, the Eastern Zhou was a period of  

economic prosperity that also made possible the flourishing of  philosophy and literature. 
 

Technology and science 
The most remarkable technical advancement during the Eastern Zhou was the discovery of  iron in the 6th century 

BC. Thanks to the use of  iron, industries and the arts developed, and agriculture was improved by the use of iron 

implements. Steel production began, and through the introduction of  new weaponsñsuch as halberds and cross-

bowsñadvances in warfare were also seen. As time passed, armies grew to be comprised of  thousands of  soldiers. 

The state of  Zhao was the first to use cavalry, following the example of  non-Chinese neighbours like the Xiongnu

, and this was then copied by others, especially Qin. 

The oldest map of  China was possibly drawn in the Spring and Autumn Periodñ the òMap of Yugongõs Nine 

Regionsó (Yugong jiuzhoutu ) shows China consisting of  nine regions: Jizhou , Jingzhou , Liang-

zhou , Qingzhou , Xuzhou , Yanzhou , Yangzhou , Yongzhou , and Yuzhou . Also 

during the Eastern Zhou, Chinese astronomers began calculating the orbits of  planets in our solar system. 
 

Culture, philosophy, and the arts 
The Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period were marked by intense political strife, constant war-

fare, and the collapse of  the old order, so many philosophers began to contemplate about how to organize an ideal 

society and came to a number of  conclusions. The philosophical diversity of  the Eastern Zhou is highlighted by the 

òHundred Schoolsó (zhuzi baijia ). The four major schools to emerge were Confucianism (rujiao ), 

Taoism (daojiao ), Mohism (mojia ), and Legalism (fajia ), and the major works of  which were written 

during the Eastern Zhou. 

Mohism was the philosophy of  Mo Di  (ca. 480-390 BC) who protested against the oppression of  farmers 

and advocated universal love (jianõai). Other schools included the Yin-yang School (yinyangjia ) whose 
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major advocate was Zou Yan /  (305-240 BC); and the Dialecticians (òschool of namesó [mingjia ]) 

Gongsun Long  (ca. 320-250 BC) and Hui Shi  (ca. 370-310 BC). Another important book was Zuo-

zhuan , a commentary about the Spring and Autumn Annals (chunqiu ) written by Zuo Qiuming  

(556-451 BC?). 

Not only philosophy but also literature and poetry flourished during the Eastern Zhou. The òBook of Songsó 

(shijing ) was an anthology with 305 folk songs, poems, and hymns created between the 10th and the 7th centuries 

BC in northern China. The òSongs of Chuó (chuci ) originated in the southern part of  the country and were 

mainly created by the poet and statesman Qu Yuan (ca. 340-278 BC). One work that clearly reflects the martial 

spirit of the time was òThe Art of Waró (Sunzi Bingfa ) written by Sun Wu  in the 4th century BC. 
 

Confucianism 
The founder of  Confucianism (rujia ) was the philosopher Kong Qiu  (551-479 BC), who was also called 

Kong Zhongni , Kongzi , or Kongfuzi  (òConfuciusó = Master Kong). He was from Qufu  

in the state of  Lu  in todayõs Shandong Province. As Lu regarded itself  as the legitimate heir of  the Shang culture, 

traces of Shang culture can be seen in Confuciusõs political and ethical ideas. Al-

though the Warring States Period had not yet begun, the authority of  the royal Zhou 

court was already disintegrating, and Confucius praised the ideal order of  the 

Western Zhou under the kings Wen , Wu , and the Duke of  Zhou  

and lamented its collapse. According to tradition, Confucius had numerous students 

and today is revered as the father of  all teachers. 

Confucius believed the ideal rulerñor at least his consultantsñshould be Junzi

, upright gentlemen of  character and virtue. Introducing a concept of  morality, 

duty, and responsibility into politics was new and truly progressive for those times. 

Like the Taoists, Confucius believed in the universal law represented by the term dao

, but his deductions were quite different. Because the sun, the stars, and the moon 

move in accordance with the universal law, so humanity should live in harmony with 

the law of  the universe as well. Confucius believed that the ruler was to set an 

example like Heaven, clearly an element of  the ancient Cult of  Heaven. 

The part of Confuciusõs teaching that proved to be most lasting and influential was his concept about social 

hierarchy with its goal of  achieving an orderly, harmonious society. In large families, the established order of  

relationships between individuals was to be organised by rites to avoid continual friction, so scholars had an im-

portant role to play since they were specialized in the conduct of  rites and ceremonies. The ancient rituals were 

meaningful to Confucius for yet another reason: he believed the only way to become a Junzi was by performing the 

rites. 

Confucius regarded the state as an extension of  the family in which every member had his or her position and 

was expected to fulfill a distinct role. In this patriarchal system, the ruler was the father of  society and the Son of  

Heaven. Although ancestor worship plays a central role in Confucianism, Confuciusõs ideology was completely 

worldly, and he didnõt focus on questions about deities. 

Confucius and his students laid down a canon of  social morals. Central to Confucianism are the Five Confucian 

virtuesñren  (benevolence or humanity), yi  (righteousness), li  (propriety), zhi  (wisdom), and xin  

(trustworthiness). In other sources, the five virtues are listed as ren, yi, zhong  (faithfulness or filial piety), shu  

(decency or mercy), and zhi  (honesty). 

The most important texts of  Confucianism are the Five Classics (wujing ) and the Four Books (sishu ). 

The Five Classics are the Book of  Songs (shijing ), the Book of  Documents (shujing ), the Book of  Changes 

(yijing ), the Spring and Autumn Annals (chunqiu ), and the Book of  Rites (liji ). The Four Books are the 

Confucian Analects (lunyu ), Mengzi , the Great Learning (daxue ), and the Doctrine of  the Mean 

(zhongyong ), the latter two being chapters in the Book of  Rites. In the Analects, Confucius explained the proper 

behaviour of  a Junzi. Confuciusõs personal contribution to these texts cannot be ascertained since Confucius as 

historical figure was obscured by centuries of  apotheosis. It is believed that the Analects were written by his students, 

but that Confucius himself  was possibly involved in the creation of  the Spring and Autumn Annals. 

During the late Eastern Zhou, Confuciusõs philosophy was developed further by other philosophers like 

Mencius and Han Fei, men whose concepts were quite different in certain respects. Besides Confucius himself, the 

probably most important proponent of  Confucianism was Mencius, whose real name was Meng Ke (372-289 
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BC), the author of  the book Mengzi . He believed that human nature was good, and that education was central 

for development of  that inborn goodness. Like Confucius he thought that a ruler needed to be morally superior, but 

Mencius went further by stating that Heaven gave the ruler the mandate to rule (tianming ), and if  the ruler was 

evil, Heaven could revoke that mandate (geming , the modern Chinese word for òrevolutionó). 

While Confucianism temporarily lost its influence after the end of  the Han Dynasty, new Confucianist philo-

sophers emerged after the beginning of  the Tang Dynasty and instituted reforms that resulted in the creation of  

Neo-Confucianism (lixue ) in the Song Dynasty. 
 

Legalism 
Within a couple of centuries after Confuciusõ death, Legalism (fajia ) evolved as a distinctive branch of  

Confucianism. Legalism had its roots in the teachings of  philosophers like Shang Yang (ca. 400-338 BC), Shen 

Dao  (395-315 BC), and Shen Buhai  (385-337 BC), but its main theoretical foundation was provided by 

Xun Kuang  (ca. 300-237 BC) and his students Li Si  (ca. 280-208 BC) and Han Fei  (ca. 280-233 

BC). Xun Kuang (aka Xunzi ) believed that human nature was evil, and a good character could only be achieved 

by through rigorous study. He recommended a strong, authoritarian government and performance of the ancient 

rituals in order to maintain a strict hierarchy in society. Han Fei claimed a system of  laws and punishments was 

necessary to stop and prevent crime, and the terms shih  (authority, power, and influence), fa  (laws and re-

gulations) and shu  (management technique) made up the core of  his leadership concept. 

The first law codes were mentioned in 536 BC, laws that regulated the life of  commoners in the cities. The 

legalist Li Kui  (455-395 BC), minister in the state of  Wei, is traditionally said to be author of  the Book of  

Law [fajing ], a body of  criminal law. The ideas and theories of  Legalism were implemented in the state of  Qin

 where Li Si became chancellor and organized the notorious burning of  (non-legalist) books. Although Legalism 

had its roots in Confucianism, the relationship between the two schools turned into a deadly rivalryñbesides the 

destruction of  Confucian scriptures, many Confucian scholars were persecuted and killed in the Qin Dynasty, some 

of  them even buried alive. 

Though Legalism was officially condemned by mainstream Confucians, it had a profound, lasting impact on the 

development of  Chinese civilization. Even in the 20th century, Chinese society was shaped by the codex of  social 

rules with its delineated rights and duties for everyone in the family system that can be traced back to Confucius. An 

example that suggests the principles of Legalism are still alive today was the òstrike hardó campaign (yanda yundong

) against crime launched in September 1983 by the Chinese Communists. The widespread use of the death 

penalty in the PRC and Singapore could also be interpreted as having its roots in Legalism. 
 

Taoism 
Taoism is a philosophy much older than Confucianism, having its roots in the Shang Dynastyõs Shamanism. The 

Taoists desired to bring manõs life on earth into harmony with the laws of  the universeñdao  can be translated as 

òfundamental principle of natureó. Although this was also the goal of  the Confucianists, the Taoists employed an 

intuitive, emotional method to achieve it. They withdrew from society, lived in nature, and refused to perform acts 

that ran counter to dao (a concept also called wuwei , ònot actingó). They despised education and seeked to 

prolong life. Their anti-social and anti-intellectual ideology stood in sharp contrast to Confucianism. 

The two main Taoist books are Laozi Daodejing  and Zhuangzi . Laozi Daodejing is a rela-

tively short book (only 5000 characters) with remarkably vague content and no reliable facts known about the au-

thor(s). Zhuangzi, a literary masterpiece characterized by indifference towards death, was written by the gifted poet 

Zhuang Zhou  (369-286 BC). Another Taoist philosopher of  the Eastern Zhou was Yang Zhu (ca. 

440-360 BC) who advocated moderate hedonism. Despite the huge differences between Confucianism and Taoism, a 

fascinating characteristic of  Chinese civilization is that people could be Confucianist and Taoist at the same time. 
 

Chronology (all years are BC; the seven Warring States are highlighted) 
661 The Jin kingdom  (Ji  clan) destroys the fiefdom of  Huo. 

636 Wei  annexes Xing . 

562 In the state of  Lu  the Huan  families replace the house of  Ji. 

505 Chu  destroys the principality of  Tang (Ji  clan) in the Hubei region. 

487 Cao  is destroyed by Song. 

473 Wu  is defeated by its southern neighbour Yue. 

469 Chu  destroys the principality of  Chen . 
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453 The Jin kingdom  is divided into three principalities (Han , Wei  and Zhao ). 

447 Chu  destroys the dukedom of  Cai (Ji  clan) in the Henan region. 

431 Chu  destroys the principality Ju in Shandong. 

375 Han  destroys the state of  Zheng. 

334 Yue  (lower Yangzi area and northern Zhejiang) is divided and annexed by Chu  and Qi . 

296 Zhao  annexes the principality of  Zhongshan  in northeast Shanxi. 

286 Qi  destroys the principality of  Song  in east Henan. 

256 Chu  destroys Lu ; Qin  defeats the kingdom of  Zhou , end of  the Eastern Zhou . 

230 Qin  destroys Han . 

228 Qin  destroys Zhao . 

226 Pressed by Qin , Yan  moves its capital from the Beijing area to southern Manchuria. 

225 Qin  destroys Wei  and establishes headquarters in Hebei and in the west of  Liaohe River  (Man-

churia). 

223 Qin  destroys Chu . 

221 Qin  destroys Qi . All Chinese states are united. The Qin Dynasty begins. 

209 The second emperor of  Qin  destroys Wei . 
 

Rulers of  the Eastern Zhou (Spring and Autumn Period) 

Title  Personal name Reign 

Zhou Ping Wang  (King Ping of  Zhou) Ji Yijiu  770-720 BC 

Zhou Huan Wang  (King Huan of  Zhou) Ji Lin  719-697 BC 

Zhou Zhuang Wang  (King Zhuang of  Zhou) Ji Tuo  696-682 BC 

Zhou Li Wang  (King Li of  Zhou) Ji Huqi  681-677 BC 

Zhou Hui Wang  (King Hui of  Zhou) Ji Lang  676-652 BC 

Zhou Xiang Wang  (King Xiang of  Zhou) Ji Zheng  651-619 BC 

Zhou Qing Wang  (King Qing of  Zhou) Ji Renchen  618-613 BC 

Zhou Kuang Wang  (King Kuang of  Zhou) Ji Ban  612-607 BC 

Zhou Ding Wang  (King Ding of  Zhou) Ji Yu  606-586 BC 

Zhou Jian Wang  (King Jian of  Zhou) Ji Yi  585-572 BC 

Zhou Ling Wang  (King Ling of  Zhou) Ji Xiexin  571-545 BC 

Zhou Jing Wang  (King Jing of  Zhou) Ji Gui  544-520 BC 

Zhou Dao Wang  (King Dao of  Zhou) Ji Meng  520 BC 

Zhou Jing Wang  (King Jing of  Zhou) Ji Gai  519-476 BC 

 

Rulers of  the Eastern Zhou (Warring States Period) 

Title  Personal name Reign 

Zhou Yuan Wang  (King Yuan of  Zhou) Ji Ren  475-469 BC 

Zhou Zhen Ding Wang  (King Zhen Ding of  Zhou) Ji Jie  468-441 BC 

Zhou Ai Wang  (King Ai of  Zhou) Ji Quji  441 BC 

Zhou Si Wang  (King Si of  Zhou) Ji Shu  441 BC 

Zhou Kao Wang  (King Kao of  Zhou) Ji Wei  440-426 BC 

Zhou Wei Lie Wang  (King Wei Lie of  Zhou) Ji Wu  425-402 BC 

Zhou An Wang  (King An of  Zhou) Ji Jiao  401-376 BC 

Zhou Lie Wang  (King Lie of  Zhou) Ji Xi  375-369 BC 

Zhou Xian Wang  (King Xian of  Zhou) Ji Bian  368-321 BC 

Zhou Shen Jing Wang  (King Shen Jing of  Zhou) Ji Ding  320-315 BC 

Zhou Nan Wang  (King Nan of  Zhou) Ji Yan  314-256 BC 

Dong Zhou Jun  / Zhou Hou Hui Wang  Ji Jie  255-249 BC 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
ca. 750 BC First evidence of  use of  Greek alphabet 

663 BC The Assyrian Empire reaches its greatest extent, collapses in 612 BC 
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563-483 BC Life of  Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama) 

525 BC Egypt becomes part of  the Persian empire 

510 BC Romans expel Etruscans and found a republic 

505 BC Establishment of  democracy in Athens 

492-479 BC The Persians invade Greece (battle at Marathon 490 BC, sea battle at Salamis 480 BC) 

490-429 BC Life of  Pericles 

431-404 BC Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta 

323 BC Death of  Alexander the Great 

ca. 280 BC Construction of  the Pharos Lighthouse (Alexandria, Egypt) 

264 BC Rome completes conquest of  Italy 

264-241 BC First Punic War: Rome ousts Carthaginians from Sicily 

 
 

Qin Dynasty (221-207 BC): Birth of  a unified China 
 
Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Qin ñduration: 14 years (221-207 BC), ruling clan: Ying , capital: Xianyang  (Shaanxi Province) 
 

Historical outline 
In 770 BC Haojing , the capital of  the 

Western Zhou, was attacked by the Quanrong

 tribe. The ruler of  Western Zhou was killed, 

the Zhou moved their capital eastward to Luoyi

, and its territory in the Shaanxi region was 

lost. The ruler of  Qin , a lesser feudal prince 

of  the Ying  clan, reconquered Shaanxi and 

kept it as a personal fiefdom. Qinõs population 

was not purely Chinese but consisted also of  

Turks and Tibetans, so some other states 

regarded Qin as a òbarbarianó state. Beginning 

in 677 BC the capital of  the Qin was Yong 

(todayõs Fengxiang County , Baoji City

, Shaanxi Province), but in 350 BC the 

capital was moved to Xianyang. 

In 256 BC, Qin defeated the house of  Zhou, effectively ending the Eastern Zhou, and in the last ten years of  

the Warring States Period the other six competing states were defeated one by one. When in 247 BC the ruler of  Qin, 

King Zhuangxiang , died, his son Ying Zheng  became his successor at age 12 with the title King Zheng 

of  Qin , and had as his regent Lü Buwei  (ca. 290-235 BC). Lü, a former merchant, and his successor, 

the legalist philosopher Li Si  (ca. 280-208 BC), were the main architects of  the Qin state. With the victory over 

Qi  in 221 BC China was unified under Qinõs control, and Ying Zheng, replacing the title òkingó (wang ) with the 

new title òemperoró (di ), assumed the title òFirst Emperor of Qinó (Qin shihuangdi  or Qin shihuang

). 

The ruling principle of  Qin was Legalism (fajia ). Shang Yang  (ca. 400-338 BC), whose philosophy 

helped to shape Legalism, served as an advisor at the Qin court and introduced an administrative system that 

subdivided the territory into prefectures (jun ) and counties (xian ) instead of  distributing it among feudal lords. 

While a bureaucratic system of  administration had begun to develop in Zhou, the process had gone furthest in Qin, 

promoted by representatives of  the Legalist school. The fact that Qin was able to overcome the other warring states 

was partly due to its more advanced administration, and in 250 BC Qin was also economically the strongest among 

all feudal states. Irrigation projects like the Zhengguo Canal (zhengguoqu ) completed in 246 BC stimulated 

agriculture. 
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Qin Shihuang was an ambitious and aggressive monarch who built a unified, centralized empire. Instead of  

distributing the land to members of  the ruling family, the country was reorganized into 36 prefectures and a number 

of  smaller administrative counties. All local authority was vested directly in the central governmentñthe heads of  

prefectures and counties and other higher officials were directly appointed by the emperor, and the positions were 

not hereditary. After the final victory of  the Qin, all the ruling families and important 

nobles were made to move to the capital, and so were deprived of  their power base, 

and their land could be sold. During Qin there was a great increase in the amount of  

private property because land could be bought and sold. 

Qin Shihuang ruled by the sword. As Legalism was introduced in the whole 

empire, power was no longer symbolized by rites. While in the past morality was a 

central issue, now the foundation of  the administration was the law, and violations of  

the law were severely punished. The Confucianists with their different set of  values 

were regarded as a threat as the Confucian writings kept alive the memory of  the old 

feudal conditions and the ethics of  the old feudal class. Li Si recommended all 

Confucian books to be burned, including Shijing, Yijing , and the writings 

of  the Hundred Schools. Although the burning of  the books in 213 BC caused great 

damage, many writings were passed on by oral tradition and were preserved. One 

year later, hundreds of  members of  the Confucianist literati were executed. 

Unification was not limited to military conquests and the administrative system, but extended to many other 

areas. Efforts to eliminate local differences were aimed at the promotion of  unity and integration. A major obstacle 

to unification were the different dialects and different written characters used throughout the empire. Standardization 

of  script became an important element of  cultural and political integration, and to this end the òsmall seal styleó 

(xiaozhuan ) was introduced. Measures and weights and the currency and coinage system were standardized as 

well. Even a standard for wheel gauges was createdñmany roads consisted of  deep cart-tracks, and when axles were 

not of the same length, roads were unusable for wagons or chariots of  different design. 

Also characteristic of  the Qin Dynasty was the huge construction and engineering projects undertaken. The 

network of  roads was expanded and canals were built to facilitate transport, instrumental for control. So-called 

speedways (chidao ) radiated north, northeast, east and southeast from the capital, and canals connected the 

Yangtze River (Chang Jiang ) with the Pearl River (Zhujiang ) and the West River (Xijiang ). Hundreds 

of  thousands of  laborers were conscripted for these projectsñ300,000 people were used for the construction of  the 

defensive walls in the north, 700,000 people for building roads and palaces, and a like number served in the armed 

forces. 

After the defeat of  the other warring states, Qin remained belligerent. The empire was expanded significantly to 

include todayõs Guangdong, Guangxi, and parts of  Fujian Province. It reached the South China Sea  and 

included even parts of  Vietnam and Laos. In the north, campaigns reached as far as Korea, and nomadic tribes were 

forced back. Facing starvation, these tribes unified and established the Xiongnu kingdom under Touman  

that posed a danger to Qin. The defensive walls built by Qin General Meng Tian (in some cases existing walls 

were linked) can be regarded as the beginnings of  the Great Wall (wanli changcheng ). 

Not surprisingly, the projects and campaigns of  the Qin were a heavy financial burden. Soldiers had to be 

garrisoned and supplied, and a lot was also spent on the construction and engineeering projects. The largest of  these 

projects was likely Qin Shihuangõs tomb, which was planned as early as 246 BC. Qin Shihuangõs status as a god-like 

ruler was reflected in the outline of  his palaces and especially his gigantic tomb that was described by historian Sima 

Qian  (145-92 BC). The tomb of  the First Emperor at Li Mountain  close to Xiyang Village  

(Lintong District , Xiõan City , Shaanxi Province) became world famous when farmers discovered an 

army of  lifesize terracotta soldiers and horses (bingmayong ) guarding the tomb in 1974. The tomb itself  has 

not been opened yet. 

Qin Shihuang conducted no less than five journeys that brought him to the most important areas of  his empire. 

Obsessed with the idea of  prolonging his life, he died on a tour searching for elixirs of  immortality. His death in 

Shaqiu  (near Pingxiang , Xingtai City , Hebei Province) in 210 BC was kept a secret by Li Si until 

the entourage returned to the capital in order to avoid a power struggle. Qin Shihuang had designated his eldest son 

Fusu  as his successor, but after a plot by Li Si Fusu was forced to commit suicide, and Qin Shihuangõs second 

son Huhai  was declared Second Emperor (ershi ). The plots and intrigues did not abate for the short 

remainder of  the Qin Dynasty. The influential eunuch Zhao Gao had Li Si executed in 208 BC, and a year later 
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Zhao forced Huhai to commit suicide but was himself killed on orders of the Qin Dynastyõs last emperor Ziying

.  

The collapse of  the Qin Dynasty was likely caused by overextension of  resources and the brutality of  its 

totalitarian regime, which caused popular resentment and finally a nationwide rebellion. Since too many people had 

been conscripted to complete the empireõs gigantic construction projects and engage in warfare, agricultural pro-

duction was neglected. Uprisings flared up after the death of  Qin Shihuang, most notably the peasant revolts led by 

Chen Sheng  (also called Chen She ) and Wu Guang  in the former territory of  Chu . The in-

surgency that toppled Qin was led by Liu Bang (also called Liu Ji ) who hailed from a peasant family in 

Shandong, another key rebel being Xiang Yu , a military leader of noble descent from Chu. In 207 BC Liu 

Bangõs army took the capital Xianyang, and Emperor Ziying surrendered. While Liu Bang spared Ziyingõs life, Xiang 

Yuõs army subsequently entered the capital and had Ziying killed. The following power struggle between Liu Bang 

and Xiang Yu was called òChu-Han waró (Chu Han zhi zheng ) and ended only with Xiang Yuõs death in 202 

BC. 

Liu Bang prevented the empire from disintegrating and founded the Han Dynasty. The fall of  the Qin Dynasty 

also marked the end of  Legalism as guiding philosophy, and after the restoration of  the Confucianists they wrote 

their own version of  history in which the Qin were scathingly condemned. While Legalism was officially rejected, 

many of  its features like harsh punishment for crimes prevailed. Although the Qin Dynasty lasted for less than two 

decades, the influence of  its reforms on Chinese civilization was enormous, and its significance within the history of  

China can hardly be overestimated. The idea of  political and cultural unity, a centralized administrative system, and a 

standardized script have profoundly shaped China and are still strongly held to. Even the modern name òChinaó 

derives from the name of  Qin. 
 

Rulers of  Qin before 221 BC 

Title  Reign  Title  Reign 

Qin Zhong  838-822 BC  Daogong  490-477 BC 

Zhuanggong  821-778 BC  Ligong Gong  476-443 BC 

Xianggong  777-766 BC  Zaogong  442-429 BC 

Wengong  765-716 BC  Huaigong  428-425 BC 

Ninggong  715-704 BC  Linggong  424-415 BC 

Chugong  703-698 BC  Jiangong  414-400 BC 

Wugong  697-678 BC  Huigong  399-387 BC 

Degong  677-676 BC  Chuzi  386-385 BC 

Xuangong  675-664 BC  Xiangong  384-362 BC 

Chenggong  663-660 BC  Xiaogong  361-338 BC 

Mugong  659-621 BC  Huiwen Wang  337-325 BC 

Kanggong  620-609 BC  [gengyuan ] 324-311 BC 

Gonggong  608-604 BC  Wu Wang  310-307 BC 

Huangong  603-577 BC  Zhao Wang  306-251 BC 

Jinggong  576-537 BC  Xiaowen Wang  250 BC 

Aigong  536-501 BC  Zhuangxiang Wang  249-247 BC 

Huigong  500-491 BC  Qin Wang Zheng  246-210 BC 

 

Emperors of  the Qin Dynasty 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Shi Huangdi  Ying Zheng  221-210 BC 259-210 BC 

Ershi Huangdi  Ying Huhai  209-207 BC 230-207 BC 

Ziying the Kid, King of  Qin  Ying Ziying  207 BC ?-207 BC 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
218 BC Hannibal crosses the Alps and invades Italy during the Second Punic War (218-201 BC) 

209 BC The Romans capture Tarentum in South Italy 
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The Han Dynasty (207 BC ð 220 AD) 
 
Overview 
Traditionally the Chinese cherish the Han Dynasty as a glorious period in their history, which is highlighted by 

the fact that the Chinese also call themselves Han people (hanren ). The Han Dynasty was named after the Han 

River (hanshui  or hanjiang , a tributary of  the Yangtze ) in Shaanxi/Hubei and consisted of  two parts, 

the Western Han  (207 BC-9 AD) and Eastern Han  (23-220) with a short interlude called òXin Dynastyó 

 (9-23 AD), which coincided with the rule of  Wang Mang  (45 BC-23 AD). Both of  the Han Dynasties 

combined lasted 427 years (the Wang Mang period included). The capital of  the Western Han Dynasty and the Xin 

Dynasty was Changõan (todayõs Xiõan, Shaanxi Province), while the Eastern Han Dynastyõs capital was 

Luoyang  (Henan Province). 
 
 

̋ WESTERN HAN (207 BC ð 9 AD) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Western Han ñduration: 216 years (207 BC ð 9 AD), ruling clan: Liu , capital: Changõan (todayõs Xiõan

, Shaanxi Province) 
 

Historical outline of  the Western Han and the Wang Mang period 
After Liu Bang  (247-195 BC) prevailed against his rival Xiang Yu  (232-202 BC) and became the first 

emperor of  the Han Dynasty (title: Gaozu  or Gaodi ), his first task was to consolidate power. The 

centralized system and many institutions of  the Qin were more or less maintained, but Liu Bangõs rule was not as 

harsh as that of  Qin Shihuang. He reorganized the empire into 13 prefectures (jun ) and 10 kingdoms (wangguo

). Although the kingdoms were hereditary kingdoms, within less than two decades most of  them were ruled by 

relatives of  Liu Bang. The prefectures were headed by governors (shou ) appointed by the central government. 

One important issue significant throughout most of  the Han Dynasty was conflict with the Xiongnu. The 

Xiongnu needed to expand to bring large number of  peasants under their rule and solve the problem of  gaining 

hold of  enough provisions for the winter. After the Xiongnu defeated the Yuezhi  and the Donghu , they 

became a formidable power. Xiongnu raids were 

regarded as a threat to the capital because their 

cavalry armies could advance quickly, so Han 

Emperor Wudi  determined to push 

them back far enough to remove that threat. 

Moreover, the consolidation of  the central 

government had resulted in economic prosperity, 

allowing for the development of  metallurgy and 

textiles, leading to an increase in trade with 

Central Asia, and the Xiongnu were a threat to 

this profitable trade. The caravan routes had to 

be protected, and in 139 BC imperial envoy 

Zhang Qian  (ca. 164-114 BC) was dis-

patched to the Yuezhi to negotiate terms for an 

alliance against the Xiongnu. After being held in 

Xiongnu custody for about a decade, Zhang 

Qian returned empty-handed in 125 BC. A second mission to the Wusun did not yield immediate success 

either, but Zhang Qian brought valuable, accurate information about the territories in the far west called òXi Yuó 

. At that time, dozens of  independent kingdoms existed in Xi Yu. Military operations under Huo Qubing  

(140-117 BC) and Wei Qing  (?-106 BC) in 121 BC and 119 BC resulted in important victories for the Hanñin 

121 BC the road along the Hexi Corridor (hexi zoulang ) to Xi Yu was occupied by the Han. In 104 BC a 

Han army under the command of  General Li Guangli  (?-88 BC) embarked to Dayuan  (Ferghana), 
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while another campaign took place in 102 BC. After that, many of  the independent states in the Tarim Basin paid 

tribute to the Han. But while the Xiongnu were regarded as a threat by the Chinese, the reverse was also trueñthe 

Xiongnu were weakened by the Han campaigns, and large quantities of  their cattle fell in Chinese hands. They were 

also troubled by lack of  unity and internal strife because the Xiongnu were led by a number of  rulers (chanyu ), 

and the Xiongnu Empire collapsed in 58 BC. 

The military expansion of  the Han and especially their successful campaigns against the Xiongnu were decisive 

factors for the establishment of  trade routes through the Hexi corridor and the Tarim Basin to Persia. The famous 

Silk Road (sitiaozhi lu ) had its starting point in Changõan, and in the area of  Dunhuang  it split into 

two routesñnorthern and southernñto bypass the Tarim Basin and Taklamakan Desert. Chinese silk was traded as 

far away as Rome, and in return products like precious stones and grapes came to China. However, trade developed 

not as favourably as hoped for, and the cost of  military campaigns and occupation drained the treasury. Subsequently, 

the tax burden on the peasant population increased, sowing the seeds of  unrest that would eventually lead to the fall 

of  the government. 

During the Han Dynasty, the rise of  the gentry (shenshi ) as societyõs most influential force was completed. 

Families that had substantial land holdings leased their land to tenants. Some members of  these families lived on 

their estates to collect the rent, while other members lived in the capital or provincial administrative centers. The 

latter were mostly educated literati, some of  whom entered officialdom. Many gentry families remained in the ruling 

elite for centuries or even more than 1000 years, and gentry society remained a characteristic of  China from Gaozu 

until the 1940s. The rule of  the Emperors Wendi (202-157 BC, r. 179-157 BC) and Jingdi  (188-141 BC, r. 

156-141 BC) was a time of  relative peace and economic prosperity. The standard of  living rose, and many members 

of  the gentry devoted themselves to scholarship and studied ancient writings. Confucian ideals were popular among 

the ruling class, and in about 100 BC the examination system for officials was introduced which remained in 

operation until the first years of  the 20th century. 

Under Emperor Wudi, the Han empire reached its peak. In the northwest, the Great Wall was extended to 

Yumen , and in 108 BC Chaoxian  (Manchuria and northern Korea) was conquered. Wudiõs empire also 

included south China, the Leizhou Peninsula and even coastal areas of  Vietnam. Expansion to the south 

was not met with resistance as strong as that encountered in the north. In order to gain sufficient funds for military 

campaigns, occupations and the construction of  walls, the tax burden on peasants was increased, which led to the 

impoverishment of  the rural population. Besides paying taxes, another form of  pressure on peasants was military 

service. The woes of  the peasants became worse due to natural disasters like the flooding of  the Yellow River and 

bad harvests. 

Meanwhile, a succession crisis in the capital triggered a power struggle amongst gentry factions. After the death 

of  Emperor Yuandi  (75-33 BC, r. 48-33 BC), his widow ruled in the name of  the new Emperor Chengdi 

(51-7 BC, r. 32-7 BC). Her nephew Wang Mang was given an important government post. Wang Mang secured 

support also in the imperial family, and after the death of  Emperor Aidi  (26-1 BC, r. 6-1 BC), Wang installed 

the 8-year-old Pingdi  (9 BC-6 AD, r. 1-5 AD) as emperor and acted as his regent. The boy died four years later. 

His baby successor Ruzi  (5-25? AD, r. 6-8 AD) was soon deposed and Wang took the throne himself, pro-

claiming the birth of  the Xin Dynasty. Members of  the imperial Han family in the capital were removed from office 

and stripped of  their rank and position (except for Wang Mangõs supporters). 

Wang Mang launched several reforms like abolishing private slave-owning, establishing government monopolies, 

and implementing land reform. The state was allowed to keep its slaves, while the nationalization of  gold and issuing 

of  a new currency made Wang Mang unpopular among merchants. Land reform, meanwhile, was largely a measure 

to divest wealthy land owners of  their property in order to deprive them of  their power base. Wang Mangõs policies 

failed to improve the situation for the rural population, and in 18 AD the peasants rose in a great popular 

insurrection called òRed Eyebrowsó (chimei ). Along their march to the capital, the peasants looted and killed 

officials. Descendants of  the deposed imperial Han familyñamong them Liu Xiu  (5 BC-57 AD) and Liu Yan

 (?-23 AD)ñreemerged and gathered troops. Liu Xiu eventually gained the upper hand, conquered the capital, 

and had Wang Mang killed. 
 

Technology and science, culture, philosophy, and the arts 
After the Zhou Dynasty that had seen the birth of  a great variety of  philosophical schools, the Han Dynasty 

produced many books of  philosophy, but very few fundamentally new ideas. Legalism (fajia ), the doctrine of  

the Qin Dynasty, was officially condemned, and Confucianism (rujia ) was adopted as the official ideology in its 
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place. A new element in the official ideology was the concept of  a òMandate of  Heavenó (tianming ), which had 

as its origins the teachings of  Mengzi  (372-289 BC). The emperor was responsible only to Heaven, but moral 

behaviour was necessary in order to not to lose the mandate of  heaven. An indicator that the mandate had been 

withdrawn was the occurrence natural disasters. The Confucian scholar Dong Zhongshu  (179-104 BC) 

contributed to the adoption of  Confucianism as official doctrine, and the establishment of  an imperial academy 

(taixue ) in 124 BC for fostering an elite was partly attributable to Dongõs initiative. 

Confucianism in the Han Dynasty was not the same as Confuciusõ philosophy centered around 

man but was closely connected with the philosophy of  Yin and Yang  and the theory of  the Five 

Elements (wuxing ). Cosmologic speculations were popular, as was pondering about the 

relationship between heaven, earth, and man as well as the connection between natural events like 

disasters and the rule of  the emperor. 

An important task for the Confucians was the reconstruction of  works that had been burned during the Qin 

Dynasty in 213 BC. Although many books were saved, the reconstruction remained incomplete, and alterations due 

to error in oral tradition were unavoidable. Thus, a dispute between supporters of the òold text schooló and the 

ònew text schooló began. Guwen , meaning those classical (old) texts which had survived the Qin proscriptions, 

were found to be in opposition to the jinwen  (new) texts which had been lost in the Qin and then reconstructed 

and recorded from memory. After old writings were discovered in the walls of Confuciusõ house around 102 BC that 

were said to have survived the Qin purge, a dispute about the interpretation of  Confucian texts and the status of  

Confucius followed. The new text school, supported also by Dong Zhongshu, subsequently won approval in the 

Han court. Wang Mang had ancient Confucian scripts of  the old school written in his favor to secure his legitimacy. 

One of  the most noteworthy writings of  the Western Han is the historical book Shiji  by Sima Qian

 (145-92 BC), a compendium of  source materials. The Huai-nanzi  is a philosophical classic that blends 

Taoist, Confucianist, and Legalist concepts and is traditionally attributed to Liu An  (179-122 BC). An 

important writer and poet of  the Western Han was Sima Xiangru  (179-117 BC). The oldest known 

Chinese dictionary, òEryaó , was compiled around 200 BC. Han architecture was magnificent and technically 

highly complex. In 1972, Western Han-era tombs were discovered in Mawangdui  (near Changsha, Hunan 

Province) that contained artifacts like silk paintings and lacquerware. 
 

Emperors of  the Western Han Dynasty 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Han Gaozu  or Gaodi  Liu Bang  206/02-195 BC 247-195 BC 

(Xiao) Huidi  Liu Ying  194-188 BC 210-188 BC 

Empress Dowager Lü  Lu Zhi  187-180 BC 241-180 BC 

(Xiao) Wendi  Liu Heng  179-157 BC 202-157 BC 

(Xiao) Jingdi  Liu Qi  156-141 BC 188-141 BC 

(Xiao) Wudi  Liu Che  140-87 BC 157-87 BC 

(Xiao) Zhaodi  Liu Fuling  86-74 BC 95-74 BC 

(Xiao) Xuandi  Liu Xun  73-49 BC 91-49 BC 

(Xiao) Yuandi  Liu Shi  48-33 BC 75-33 BC 

(Xiao) Chengdi  Liu Ao  32-7 BC 51-7 BC 

(Xiao) Aidi  Liu Xin  6-1 BC 26-1 BC 

(Xiao) Pingdi  Liu Kan  1-5 AD 9 BC-6 AD 

The Kid , ruler: Wang Mang  Liu Ying  6-8 AD 5-25 

[Xin Dynasty ] Wang Mang  9-23 45 BC-23 AD 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
200 BC The Nazca Lines are carved into the surface of  the South Peruvian desert 

168 BC The Romans crush the Macedonians at Pydna 

146 BC Rome conquers Carthage 

48 BC Caesar defeats Pompey at the battle of  Pharsalus (Greece) 

44 BC March 15: Assassination of  Julius Cesar in Rome 

14 AD Death of  Augustus 
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̋ EASTERN HAN (23-220 AD) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Eastern Han ñduration: 197 years (23-220 AD), ruling clan: Liu , capital: Luoyang  (Henan Province) 
 

Historical outline 
The death of  Wang Mang  did not mean 

an immediate restoration of  peace, order and 

stability. The peasant armies of  the òRed Eye-

browsó (chimei ) were still strong, and 

among the various leaders of  the Liu clan which 

had constituted the leadership of  the Western 

Han Dynasty were three men with ambition to 

become emperorñLiu Yan  (?-23 AD), Liu 

Xiu  (5 BC-57 AD, r. 25-57) and Liu Xuan

 (?-25 AD, r. 23-25 AD). In 23 AD, Liu 

Xuan was proclaimed emperor (title: Gengshi

). His cousin Liu Yan was appointed prime 

minister but soon became the victim of  intrigue 

and was executed. Liu Yanõs younger brother Liu 

Xiu rebelled against Emperor Gengshi and de-

clared himself  emperor. Gengshi was defeated 

by Red Eyebrow troops in 25 AD and later killed by Red Eyebrow allies. 

As Emperor Guangwudi , Liu Xiu crushed the Red Eyebrow movement, and since Changõan  had 

been looted and burned down he chose Luoyang as his new capital. A phase of  reconstruction and restoration 

began. During the preceding chaos many peasants, land owners, and moneylenders had been killed, so many peasants 

found themselves free of  debt, and more land was available. The economy, especially the areas of  agriculture and 

handicrafts, flourished, and gradually a landowning class reemerged. 

Meanwhile, several regions in the south had become independent, and General Ma Yuan (14 BC ð 49 AD) 

was dispatched to reconquer them. The Eastern Hanõs territorial extension in the south was comparable with the 

Western Hanõs, and there were even Chinese settlements in Annam  and Tonkin  (todayõs Vietnam). In the 

north, the Xiongnu  were defeated by the Xianbei  and the Wuhuan , and split into northern and 

southern Xiongnu. Around 60 to 70 AD the Xiongnu regained strength, and a successful campaign by Eastern Han 

General Dou Gu  (?-88 AD) was led against Turkestan in 73 AD. The succeeding emperor, Zhangdi , 

conducted an isolationist policy, and a considerable part of  Turkestan broke away from the Eastern Han. Emperor 

Hedi  did not continue this isolationist course, and in 89 AD there was a new successful campaign against the 

Xiongnu. Dou Guõs deputy commander Ban Chao (32-102 AD) was sent as an envoy to the Roman Empire, 

and in 97 AD Ban Chaoõs subordinate Gan Ying (b./d. N/ A) reached the Persian Gulf. 

As in the Western Han, the military campaigns placed a great burden on the peasants and caused an economic 

downturn. The Eastern Han was thus weakened. Uprisings of  the Qiang in Gansu were successfully quelled, but 

the crackdown took many years and consumed a lot of  resources. At the imperial court, life had become more 

luxurious, and the number of  wives and eunuchs increased. Since the eunuchs were close to the emperor they 

became an important political factor, often serving different interests than the ministers and scholars. (A sign of  the 

improved status of  eunuchs was that in the 2nd century AD they were granted the right to adopt children so that they 

could pass on property.) As the provinces were difficult to control from a distance, around 150 AD the importance 

of  generals commanding provincial troops grew. Cao Cao (155-220) was one of  these commanders, others of  

whom included Dong Zhuo  (139-192) and his adopted son Lü Bu  (156-198), Yuan Shao  (154-202) 

and his cousin Yuan Shu  (155-199), Sun Ce  (175-200), and later Liu Bei  (161-223). From 180 AD 

on, the rivalry between them escalated into warfare. 

The struggles of  the cliques against each other caused considerable distress in the countryside. When conditions 

became disastrous, a popular movement broke out in 184 AD: the òYellow Turbansó (huangjin ), led by Zhang 

Jue  (?-184). The uprising spread to the entire country and raged for about thirty years, causing death and 
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destruction. Although the movement was eventually suppressed by the joint efforts of  all generals and cliques, it 

weakened the Eastern Han tremendously, and it never fully recovered. Another uprising against the Eastern Han was 

instigated by the Taoist sect òWay of  the Five Bushels of  Riceó (wudoumi dao ) in Sichuan. 

In 189 AD, the death of  Emperor Lingdi  triggered a succession crisis. He Jin  (?-189 AD), regent for 

the new infant emperor, was killed in a coup of  the eunuchs, whose opponents later massacred more than 2000 of  

them. The capital Luoyang was then occupied and destroyed by Dong Zhuoõs troops. Dong moved the capital back 

to Changõan, deposed Lingdiõs infant successor and installed Emperor Xiandi  on the throne. Holding the 

emperor was the critical factor for government control, because since Wang Mang the legalization of  enthronement 

was formalized by the transfer of  the imperial seal. Subsequently, Xiandi became a virtual prisoner of  one or another 

of  the generals. 

Around 200 AD, only three major players remained. Cao Cao, the strongest of  the warlords, controlled northern 

China. Sun Ce and his brother Sun Quan (182-252) controlled southeastern China around the middle and 

lower Yangtze, and the southwest including Sichuan was held by Liu Bei. None of  the warlords was strong enough to 

defeat the others and bring the whole empire under his control, so civil war resulted in the division of  China. 
 

Technology and science, culture and philosophy 
The uprisings by the two Taoist secret societies òYellow Turbansó and the òWay of  the Five Bushels of  Riceó 

suggested that Taoism was no longer a predominantly philosophical school following the teachings of  Laozi  

and Zhuangzi  but had become more worldly. Although the old Taoist texts were regarded as central to their 

ideology, Taoism also developed the features of  a religious organization. The main objective of  religious Taoism was 

to prolong life, which was to be accomplished by special breathing exercises and sexual techniques. The Taoists also 

looked for drugs that could help prolong life or even achieve immortality, thus aiding the development of  alchemy 

and chemistry. 

Buddhism was introduced to China during the Han Dynasty and gained a foothold in Eastern Hanõs capital Luo-

yang , but Buddhist learning and scholarship as well as exchanges with foreign missionaries flourished especially 

after the decline of  the Eastern Han and during the time of  Chinaõs division. In the 2nd century AD poverty drove 

members of  the lower classes to Buddhism, and educated circles became interested in Indian sciences. The 

significance of  trade routes between the East and the West like the Silk Road must not be underestimated because 

they not only served to facilitate the exchange of  goods but also that of  knowledge and ideas. 

After Sima Qian  in the Western Han, another important historian was Ban Gu (32-92 AD), the 

author of  hanshu , a history book subdivided by dynasty. The philosopher and poet Wang Chong (ca. 

27-100 AD), author of  lunheng , criticized superstition and advocated free natural science, and his views were 

regarded by the gentry as a criticism of  all that was traditional. Xu Shen (ca. 58-149) was the author of  shuowen 

jiezi , an etymological dictionary with 9353 characters and 540 radicals. 

Paper was the most important invention of  the Eastern Han Dynasty. When Confucius compiled the Five 

Classics (wujing ) during the Zhou Dynasty, books were written on slips of  bamboo or wood or on silk. The use 

of  paper for writing in China was recorded as early as 105 AD, although recent archaeological discoveries suggest 

that paper was invented earlier than that. Zhang Heng  (78-139) invented the seismometer (houfeng didong yi

) and constructed a rotating celestial globe; astronomy was an important subject because the emperorõs 

mandate came from Heaven. The mathematician and engineer Zhuge Liang (181-234) invented a crossbow 

that could shoot several arrows at the same time. 
 

Emperors of  the Eastern Han Dynasty 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Emperor Gengshi  Liu Xuan  23-25 AD ?-25 AD 

Guangwudi  Liu Xiu  25-57 5 BC-57 AD 

Mingdi  Liu Zhuang  58-75 28-75 

Zhangdi  Liu Da  76-88 57-88 

Hedi  Liu Zhao  89-105 79-106 

Shangdi  Liu Long  106 105-106 

Andi  Liu Hu  107-125 94-125 

Shundi  Liu Bao  126-144 115-144 

Chongdi  Liu Bing  145 143-145 
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Zhidi  Liu Zuan  146 138-146 

Huandi  Liu Zhi  147-167 132-168 

Lingdi  Liu Hong  168-188 156-189 

Liu Bian, minor emperor  Liu Bian  189 175-189 

Xiandi , ruler: Cao Cao  Liu Xie  189-220 181-234 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
ca. 29 AD Crucifixion of  Jesus Christ 

64 AD Execution of  St. Peter 

73 AD After three years, the Roman siege of  Masada ends, the Zealots commit suicide 

79 AD Aug. 24: Vesuvius erupts and destroys Pompeii and Herculaneum 

113 AD Trajanõs column is erected in Rome 

180 AD Death of  Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius 

 
 

Time of  division between Han and Sui (220-589) 
 
Overview 
After the fall of  the Eastern Han Dynasty  in 220 AD, China was divided into three states. Altogether the 

period between the beginning of  the Three Kingdoms (sanguo shidai , 220-280) and the establishment of  

the Sui Dynasty  in 581 was a complex period of  division (except for the time when China was briefly unified 

again by the unstable Western Jin , which lasted a mere 51 years). The sharpest division was between northern 

and southern China. 

After the rulers of  the Western Jin retreated to the south, marking the beginning of  the Eastern Jin , 

northern China was fragmented into what is generally called the òSixteen Nationsó (wuhu shiliuguo ). That 

period was followed by the òNorthern Dynastiesó (bei chao ). After the collapse of  the Eastern Jin southern 

China was ruled by four short-lived states called the òSouthern Dynastiesó (nanchao ). Some historians combine 

the Northern Dynasties and the Southern Dynasties in the term òSouthern and Northern Dynastiesó (nanbeichao

). 

The following table makes this period easier to understand. ò6Dó stands for the Six Dynasties (liuchao ), a 

category that is used by some historians for six states in southern China; their capitals were Jianye  and Jiankang

, respectively (todayõs Nanjing, Jiangsu Province). 

 
Northern China Southern China 

Three Kingdoms  (220-280) 

Wei  (Cao Wei ): 220-265 Shu  (Minor Han/Shu Han ): 221-263 Wu : 222-280 [6D]  

Jin Dynasty  (= Western Jin ): 265-316 

The Sixteen Nations : 304-439 Eastern Jin Dynasty : 317-419 [6D]  

Northern Dynasties  (386-581) 

Northern Wei : 386-534 

Eastern Wei : 534-550 

Western Wei : 535-557 

Northern Qi : 550-577 

Northern Zhou : 577-581 

Southern Dynasties (420-589) 

Song /Liu Song : 420-479 [6D]  

Qi /Southern Qi : 479-502 [6D]  

Liang /Southern Liang : 502-557 [6D]  

Chen /Southern Chen : 557-589 [6D]  

 
 

̋ THE THREE K INGDOMS: CAO WEI, SHU HAN, WU (220-280) 
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List of  the Three Kingdoms 
 ʾ Wei  (aka Cao Wei ) [ruling clan: Cao ]: 220-265 (duration 45 years), capital Luoyang  (Henan 

Province) 

 ʾ Shu  (aka Minor Han/Shu Han ) [ruling clan: Liu ]: 221-263 (duration 42 years), capital Chengdu  

(Sichuan Province) 

 ʾ Wu  (one of  the Six Dynasties) [ruling clan: Sun ]: 222-280 (duration 58 years), capital Jianye  (todayõs 

Nanjing, Jiangsu Province) 
 

Historical outline 
The Three Kingdoms were, as the name suggests, a period in which three competing kingdoms fought for 

supremacy. Each ruler of  the Three Kingdoms claimed to be the legitimate ruler of  all Chinañafter the last emperor 

of  the Han abdicated in favor of  Cao Caoõs son 

Cao Pi , the two other army commanders 

Liu Bei  and Sun Quan  declared 

themselves emperor. Liu Bei claimed to be a 

member of  deposed Han imperial family, but 

the ruler of  Wei (Cao Wei) declared that the last 

Han emperor had handed over power along with 

the imperial seals. While Wu never attempted to 

conquer all of China, Wei was more ambitious, 

but although its area was rich and densely 

populated, the events at the end of  Han had in-

flicted great economic damage to it. It was yet 

powerful enough to defeat Shu Han in 263. 

Meanwhile, the Sima family had gradually gained 

influence in Wei, and after Cao Piõs death the Si-

ma family controlled the government. The 

throne was finally usurped in 265 by Sima Yan  who proclaimed the birth of  the Jin Dynasty (Western Jin). 

Wu was weakened by power struggles after the death of  Sun Quan, and when Jin annexed Wu in 280, China was 

unified again, albeit for less than four decades. 
 

Emperors of  Cao Wei 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

King of  Wei , posthumous name: Emperor Wudi  Cao Cao  215-220 155-220 

Wendi  Cao Pi  220-226 187-226 

Mingdi  Cao Rui  227-239 205-239 

Shaodi /Cao Fang, King of  Qi  Cao Fang  240-253 232-274 

Duke of  Gaogui Town  Cao Mao  254-259 242-260 

Emperor Yuandi , King of  Chenliu  Cao Huan  260-265 246-302 

 

Emperors of  Shu Han 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Zhaoliedi  Liu Bei  221-222 161-223 

The Later Ruler Liu Shan  Liu Shan  223-263 207-271 

 

Emperors of  Wu 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Dadi  Sun Quan  221-251 182-252 

Sun Liang, King of  Kuaiji  Sun Liang  252-257 243-260 

Jingdi  Sun Xiu  258-263 235-264 

Sun Hao, Marquis of  Wucheng  Sun Hao  264-280 242-284 

 



ñññ  THE H ISTORY OF CHINA : A  SUMMARY ñññ  

27 
 

Major events in contemporary world history 
224 Parthia falls to the Sassanians under Ardashir I, who founds a new dynasty 

250 The Classical Period of  the Maya civilization begins 
 
 

̋ JIN DYNASTY/ WESTERN JIN  (265-316) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Jin /Western Jin ñduration: 51 years (265-316), ruling clan: Sima , capitals: Luoyang  (Henan 

Province); Changõan  (todayõs Xiõan, Shaanxi Province) 
 

Historical outline 
During the beginning of  the Western Jin, the peasantsõ lives were improved by the implementation of  a new land 

distribution system (zhantianzhi ). But soon after the death of  Sima Yan  several influential families 

started struggling for power, a conflict called òChaos of  the eight princesó (ba wang zhi luan ) which 

escalated into a civil war between 300 and 306 during the reign of  Sima Yanõs successor, Huidi . Meanwhile, the 

Xiongnu  under Liu Yuan  and his successors had gained strength in the north and took advantage of  the 

chaos by conducting invasions into Jin territory. Liu Yuanõs son Liu Cong  captured Luoyang  in 311 and 

took Jin Emperor Huaidi  prisoner. Huaidi was killed in 313, and the Jin moved their capital to Changõan . 

Since the power struggle among the princes continued in Changõan, Huaidiõs successor Mindi  was unable to 

improve his military situation. When the Xiongnu attacked again in 316, Mindi had to surrender, and the Jin 

collapsed. While the Xiongnu established the Han/Former Zhao , many Jin princes, generals, and members 

of  the gentry fled to the south and established the Eastern Jin  in Jiankang  (todayõs Nanjing). 
 

Emperors of  the Western Jin 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wudi  Sima Yan  265-289 236-290 

Huidi  Sima Zhong  290-306 259-306 

Huaidi  Sima Chi  307-312 284-313 

Mindi  Sima Ye  313-316 300-317 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
284-305 Reign of  Roman Emperor Diocletian 

 
 

̋ NORTHERN CHINA : THE SIXTEEN NATIONS PERIOD (304-439) 
 

Overview 
The period of  the Sixteen Nations (wuhu shiliuguo , literally ò16 kingdoms of  5 barbarian tribesó) which 

lasted for 135 years (304-439) was one of  the most chaotic periods in Chinaõs history. Northern China was divided 

into several short-lived states led mostly by non-Chinese minorities, a battleground for tribal kingdoms and some 

remnant Chinese military chieftains. The territory of  the Sixteen Nations was limited mostly to an area including 

todayõs Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, Gansu, and Sichuan Provinces. 

The five dominant tribes of  that period were the Xiongnu, Jie , Di , Qiang , and Xianbei . Di 

and Qiang were Tibetan tribes, the Qiang were also called òWestern Rongó . The Jie were related to the Xiong-

nu and probably to the modern Pamir Tajiks. The Xianbei were nomadic people, probably a proto-Mongolian tribe 

and descendants of  the Donghu ; the Tuoba  who would later end the Sixteen Nations and unify northern 

China under the Northern Wei Dynasty ñthe first of  the Northern Dynasties ñwere a Xianbei clan. 
 

List of  the states in the Sixteen Nations Period 

No. State Dates Capital/s (province/s)  Ethnic origin   

1 Han  304-329 Pingyang  (Shanxi) Xiongnu  3 

 Former Zhao   Changõan (Shaanxi)   
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2 Cheng Han  304-347 Chengdu  (Sichuan) Di  EJ 

3 Later Zhao  319-351 Ye  (Hebei) Jie  5 

4 Former Liang  314-376 Guzang  (Gansu) Han  6 

5 Former Yan  349-370 Longcheng  (Liaoning), Ye  (Hebei) Xianbei  6 

6 Former Qin  351-394 Changõan (Shaanxi) Di  11 

7 Later Yan  384-409 Zhongshan  (Hebei) Xianbei  15 

8 Later Liang  386-403 Guzang  (Gansu) Di  9 

9 Later Qin  384-417 Changõan (Shaanxi) Qiang  EJ 

10 Southern Liang  397-414 Xiping , Ledu  (Qinghai) Xianbei  11 

11 Western Qin  385-431 Yuanchuan  (Gansu) Xianbei  14 

12 Southern Yan  400-410 Guanggu  (Shandong) Xianbei  EJ 

13 Western Liang  400-421 Dunhuang , Jiuquan  (Gansu) Han  16 

14 Xia  407-431 Tongwan  (Shaanxi) Xiongnu  NW 

15 Northern Yan  409-439 Longcheng  (Liaoning) Han  NW 

16 Northern Liang  401-439 Zhangye  (Gansu) Xiongnu  NW 

The last column on the right in this table reveals which other state the state in the respective line was defeated by or 

which followed after its collapse: EJ = Eastern Jin  (317-419, one of  the Six Dynasties ), NW = Northern 

Wei  (386-534). 
 

Historical outline 
The first of  the Sixteen Nations, the Han (called òNorthern Hanó  by some historians), was founded by 

Liu Yuan , a charismatic Xiongnu leader and descendant of  Mo Du. Mo Du had cooperated with the 

Western Han  centuries before, and he and his successors had married Chinese princesses. Liu Yuan, who had 

adopted the family name of  the Han Dynastyõs ruling clan and received a Chinese education, had the ambition to be 

the ruler of  all of  China, but his vision was shared neither by other fellow Xiongnu leaders like Shi Le  nor by 

Liu Yuanõs successors Liu Cong  and Liu Yao ; the latter renamed Han Former Zhao . Shi Le opposed 

Chinese methods and favored the old warrior-nomad traditions. He later annexed Former Zhao and made himself  

emperor of  the Later Zhao . 

The Later Zhao lasted little more than three decades, which was also approximately the average lifespan of  the 

kingdoms in the Sixteen Nations Period. Among these short-lived kingdoms, the Former Qin , founded by Fu 

Jian , is noteworthy. Fu Jian was a member of the Tibetan Di tribe and (like Liu Yuan) had received a Chinese 

education. The most important characteristic of  his kingdom was its adoption of  a military organization instead of  a 

tribal structure, and, at least in its early years, it also enjoyed some support among the Chinese gentry. In addition to 

cavalry, Fu Jian also built up the infantry, and after he annihilated the Former Liang  in 376, the Former Qin 

became the supreme power in the north, holding Luoyang and Changõan and controlling the routes to Turkestan. 

After a failed attempt to invade the Eastern Jin in 383, the instability of  the Former Qin and the faltering support of  

the Chinese gentry spelled the end of  the kingdom. The Sixteen Nations Period came to an end in 439, when the 

Xianbei clan of  the Tuoba (original name: Tabgach) brought the whole of  northern China under its control and 

established the Northern Wei. The end of  the Sixteen Nations also marked the end of  the Xiongnuõs significance in 

Chinaõs history. 

All in all, the Sixteen Nations was a period of  devastation for northern China. Agricultural production collapsed 

and many Chinese peasants were robbed of  their possessions and livelihood or were killed. Landowners, officials, 

and the aristocracy fled to the south. These dire circumstances proved favourable for the spread of  Buddhism. When 

the foreign Buddhist monks found little approval among the local Chinese gentry, they turned to the middle and 

lower classes. The doctrine of  the afterlife was especially popular among the poor who had suffered a lot, because 

the thought of  reincarnation and a subsequent life of  better conditions gave them hope. Non-Chinese rulers who 

needed educated people for their administration usually enjoyed little support among the Chinese gentry, so they 

turned to the foreign Buddhist monks. The rulers being foreigners themselves, it was easier for them to accept a 

foreign religion, although many of  them retained their own mixture of  worship of  Heaven and shamanism. The 

Buddhist monks used their growing influence to spread religious propaganda. To sum up, the real significance of  the 

Sixteen Nations Period lies in two factsñfor the first time in Chinese history, the economic and cultural center of  

China was shifted to the south; and the Sixteen Nations Period was crucial for the spread of  Buddhism. 
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Major events in contemporary world history 
337 Death of  Roman Emperor Constantine 

404 The Vulgate version of  the Latin Bible is completed by Jerome 

410 The Visigoths under Alaric sack Rome 
 
 

̋ THE NORTHERN DYNASTIES (386-581) 
 

List of  the Northern Dynasties (386-581) 
 ʾ Northern Wei  [ruling clan: Tuoba /Yuan , ethnic Xianbei ]: 386-534 (duration 148 years), 

capitals Pingcheng  (todayõs Datong , Shanxi Province); Luoyang  (Henan Province) 

 ʾ Eastern Wei  [ruling clan: Yuan , ethnic Xianbei]: 534-550 (duration 16 years), capital Ye (todayõs 

Linzhang County , Handan City , Hebei Province) 

 ʾ Western Wei  [ruling clan: Yuan , ethnic Xianbei]: 535-557 (duration 22 years), capital Changõan  

(todayõs Xiõan , Shaanxi Province) 

 ʾ Northern Qi  [ruling clan: Gao ]: 550-577 (duration 27 years), capital Ye 

 ʾ Northern Zhou  [ruling clan: Yuwen , ethnic Xianbei]: 577-581 (duration 4 years), capital: Changõan 
 

Historical outline 
The Northern Wei  were the successors of  the state of  Dai  that had emerged in 315 in Inner 

Mongolia/Shanxi with its capital at Shengle  (todayõs Helinger County , Hohhot City , 

Inner Mongolia ). The Daiõs first king was Tuoba Yilu . In 376, Dai was defeated by the Former 

Qin  (one of  the Sixteen Nations) of  Fu Jian . During the subsequent collapse of  the Former Qin, Dai 

was re-founded by the Tuoba as the Northern Wei in 386, and after defeating the Rouran tribe, the Tuoba 

conquered the other kingdoms in the north one after anotherñXia  in 431, and Northern Yan  and 

Northern Liang  in 439. In 440, northern China was completely under the control of  the Northern Wei. 

The early years of  the Northern Wei were marked by the development of  agriculture and pragmatic ad-

ministrative measures. In order to be able to govern the Chinese population, the Tuoba adopted a Chinese ad-

ministration system, and gradually more and more administrative posts were given to Chinese. The Tuoba court 

encouraged assimilation and recommended intermarriage, so many Tuoba married into families of  the rich Chinese 

gentry. In the course of  time the court became completely sinified, and Chinese became the only official language. 

Emperor Xiaowendi  changed the family name of  the ruling clan from Tuoba to Yuan. In 494 the capital 

was transferred from Pingcheng  to Luoyang in order to claim dominion over all China, but the transfer also 

had practical reasons since Luoyang was more accessible as it lay along a navigable river. 

The result of  the transfer of  the capital was a shift of  Northern Weiõs political center to the south, a step that 

increased the internal tension which would eventually destroy the Northern Wei. There was a growing alienation 

between the sinified central government and the Tuoba tribe leaders whose herds had lost their value after the 

capitalõs transfer. The Tuoba nobles were separated from their tribes, and the court did not allow them to return to 

the north. Incursions of  the Rouran across the neglected northern border led to a mutiny of  the military, who 

conquered the capital and massacred Chinese and pro-Chinese Tuoba, and the Northern Wei split into the Western 

Wei  and Eastern Wei . 

The clash between the traditional Tuoba on one side and the pro-Chinese Tuoba and Han Chinese on the other 

side continued after the end of  the Northern Wei. Han Chinese Gao Yang assumed power in the Eastern Wei 

and established the Northern Qi , which was supported by the Chinese gentry. Xianbei Yuwen Jue 

assumed power in the Western Wei and established the Northern Zhou, which was supported by non-sinified 

Tuoba. The war between Northern Zhou and Northern Qi went on for more than a decade, but in 577 Northern Qi 

was annihilated by Northern Zhou. 

The Northern Zhou was soon weakened by intrigues and assassinations within the ruling group, and real power 

passed from the emperor and his Tuoba entourage to the Chinese Yang family. A daughter of  Yang Jian  

became the wife of  Northern Zhou Emperor Wudi , while other family members were also related to or 

connected with the imperial house. Yang Jian gained great power and prestige from his family connections. In 581 

Yang Jian massacred the members of  the imperial family and declared himself  emperor of  the new Sui Dynasty. 

With the end of  the Northern Dynasties, the Tuoba and Rouran disappeared from the annals of  Chinaõs history. 
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Emperors of  Tuoba-Wei/Northern Wei [Xianbei]  

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Daowudi  or Taizu ; Ruler of  Dai  Tuoba Gui  386-408 371-409 

Mingyuandi  Tuoba Si  409-423 392-423 

Taiwudi  or Shizu  Tuoba Dao , changed 

dynasty name to Wei 

424-451 408-452 

Tuoba Yu, king of Nanõan Tuoba Yu  452 ?-452 

Wenchengdi  Tuoba Jun  452-465 440-465 

Xianwendi  Tuoba Hong  466-470 454-476 

Xiaowendi , moved capital to Luoyang Yuan Hong , changed family 

name to Yuan 

471-499 467-499 

Xuanwudi  Yuan Ke  500-515 483-515 

Xiaomingdi  or Suzong  Yuan Xu  516-528 510-528 

Xiaozhuangdi  Yuan Ziyou  528-530 507-530 

Yuan Ye, King of  Changguang  Yuan Ye  530-531 ?-532 

Jiemindi  Yuan Gong  531-532 498-532 

Yuan Lang, king of  Anding  Yuan Lang  532 513-532 

Xiaowudi  Yuan Xiu  532-534 510-534 

 

Emperors of  Eastern Wei [Xianbei] 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Xiao Jingdi  Yuan Shanjian  534-550 524-551 

 

Emperors of  Western Wei [Xianbei] 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wendi  Yuan Baoju  535-551 507-551 

Feidi  Yuan Qin  551-554 ?-554 

Gongdi  Yuan Kuo  554-556 537-557 

 

Emperors of  Northern Qi 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wenxuandi  Gao Yang  550-559 529-559 

Feidi  Gao Yin  560 545-561 

Xiaozhaodi  Gao Yan  560-561 535-561 

Wuchengdi  Gao Zhan  561-565 537-568 

Hou Zhu  Gao Wei  565-577 556-577 

Youzhu  Gao Heng  577 570-577 

 

Emperors of  Northern Zhou [Xianbei]  

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Xiao Mindi  Yuwen Jue  557 542-557 

Mingdi  Yuwen Yu  557-560 534-560 

Wudi  Yuwen Yong  561-578 543-578 

Xuandi  Yuwen Yun  579 559-580 

Jingdi  Yuwen Chan  579-581 573-581 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
404 The Vulgate version of  the Latin Bible is completed by Jerome 

410 The Visigoths under Alaric sack Rome 

475 The keyhole-shaped tomb of  the 15th Yamato  Emperor Nintoku  (d. 399) is completed in 

Osaka  (Japan) 
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526 Death of  Roman Emperor Theodoric the Great 

537 The Hagia Sophia is completed in Constantinople 
 
 

̋ SOUTHERN CHINA : EASTERN JIN  (317-419) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Eastern Jin ñduration: 102 years (317-419), ruling clan: Sima , capital: Jiankang  (todayõs Nanjing

, Jiangsu Province) 
 

Historical outline 
After the invasion of  the Xiongnu , the Jin

 (i.e. Western Jin ) moved south and 

established the Eastern Jin in Jiankang. They 

were accompanied by princes, generals, and 

many members of  the gentry who fled to the 

south to avoid persecution. The population in 

the south at that time consisted not only of  

non-Chinese ethnic groups but also of  Han 

Chinese immigrants who had moved to the 

fertile Yangtze valley with its favourable climate 

around the time of  the beginning of  the Three 

Kingdoms  in the third century AD. 

While the old immigrants had become wealthy 

landowners and had no connection to the north, 

the new immigrants were politically ambitious militarists with no wealth or land, having no firm rooting in the south 

but family ties to the occupied areas in the north. The newcomers tried to grab as much land as possible, and soon 

conflicts between the two immigrant groups emerged. However, the population movement brought also new agri-

cultural techniques to the south, resulting in the development of  agriculture (which was also stimulated by increased 

demand due to the growing population, leading to higher prices), more trade, and overall economic prosperity. 

The rulers of  the Eastern Jin lacked political astuteness, and the dynasty was characterized by short reigns of  

weak emperors (11 emperors in 102 years), many of  them dominated by General Yu Liang whose sister was 

the mother of  Emperor Chengdi . Another familiar phenomenon was court intrigue and morphous alliances 

between several influential families against each other. In 440 the ambitious military leader Liu Yu marched on 

the capital where warlord Huan Xuan  had assumed power and drove him away; Huan Xuan was the son of  

General Huan Wen  who had conquered Sichuan in 347 by defeating Cheng Han  (one of  the Sixteen 

Nations). Liu Yu restored the emperor to his throne, but the real power was Liu Yuõs. In 415 Liu conquered the Later 

Qin , and in 420 he made himself  emperor of  the new Song Dynasty (also called Liu Song  to avoid 

confusion with the Song Dynasty [960-1279]), the first of  the Southern Dynasties. 
 

Emperors of  the Eastern Jin 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Yuandi  Sima Rui  317-322 276-322 

Mingdi  Sima Shao  322-325 299-325 

Chengdi  Sima Yan  325-342 321-342 

Kangdi  Sima Yue  342-344 322-344 

Mudi  Sima Dan  344-361 343-361 

Aidi  Sima Pei  361-365 341-365 

Sima Yi, duke of  Haixi  Sima Yi  365-371 342-386 

Jianwendi  Sima Yu  371-372 320-372 

Xiaowudi  Sima Yao  372-396 361-396 

Andi  Sima Dezong  396-418 382-418 

Gongdi  Sima Dewen  419-420 386-421 
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Major events in contemporary world history 
330 Roman emperor Constantine the Great (280-337) moves the capital to Byzantium 

410 Sacking of  Rome by the Visigoths 
 
 

̋ THE SOUTHERN DYNASTIES (420-589) 
 

List of  the Southern Dynasties (420-589) 
 ʾ Song /Liu Song  [ruling clan: Liu ]: 420-479 (duration 59 years), capital Jiankang  (todayõs 

Nanjing , Jiangsu Province) 

 ʾ Qi /Southern Qi  [ruling clan: Xiao ]: 479-502 (duration: 23 years), capital Jiankang 

 ʾ Liang /Southern Liang  [ruling clan: Xiao ]: 502-557 (duration 55 years), capital Jiankang 

 ʾ Chen /Southern Chen  [ruling clan: Chen ]: 557-589 (duration 32 years), capital Jiankang 
 

Historical outline 
After Liu Yu  had brought the Eastern Jin  to an end by establishing the Song Dynasty (Liu Song

), the intrigues and struggles of  cliques against each other that had plagued the Eastern Jin continued. The Tuoba

 of  the Northern Wei  began a lengthy military campaign against Liu Song, and the kingdom was further 

weakened by uprisings led by princes from 460 onward. Liu Song was finally overthrown by Xiao Daocheng  

who created the Qi Dynasty (Southern Qi ). Neither the Southern Qi nor its successor kingdoms was 

particularly stable. In 502 Emperor Xiao Yan  changed the name of  the Southern Qi to Liang (Southern 

Liang ). After the Northern Zhou  invaded Hubei and captured Hankou  where Liangõs emperor 

resided, General Chen Baxian  in the eastern part of  the kingdom took power and established the Chen 

Dynasty  (Southern Chen ), a feeble kingdom located in the lower Yangtze valley. When Chen was defeated 

by Yang Jian  and incorporated into the Sui Dynasty in 589, China was again unified. 
 

Emperors of  Liu -Song 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wudi  Liu Yu  420-422 363-422 

Shaodi  Liu Yifu  422-423 406-424 

Wendi  Liu Yilong  423-453 407-453 

Xiaowudi  Liu Jun  453-464 430-464 

Qian Feidi  Liu Ziye  464-465 449-465 

Mingdi  Liu Yu  465-472 439-472 

Hou Feidi  Liu Yu  472-477 463-477 

Shundi  Liu Zhun  477-479 469-479 

 

Emperors of  Qi 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Gaodi  Xiao Daocheng  479-482 427-482 

Wudi  Xiao Ze  482-493 440-493 

Mingdi  Xiao Luan  494-498 452-498 

Donghunhou  Xiao Baojuan  498-501 483-501 

Hedi  Xiao Baorong  501-502 488-502 

 

Emperors of  Liang 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wudi  Xiao Yan  502-549 464-549 

Jianwendi  Xiao Gang  549-551 503-551 

Yuandi  Xiao Yi  552-555 508-554 

Jingdi  Xiao Fangzhi  555-557 543-558 
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Emperors of  Chen 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wudi  Chen Baxian  557-559 503-559 

Wendi  Chen Qian  559-566 522-566 

Feidi  Chen Bozong  566-568 554-570 

Xuandi  Chen Xu  569-582 530-582 

Hou Zhu  Chen Shubao  582-589 553-604 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
475 The keyhole-shaped tomb of  the 15th Yamato  Emperor Nintoku  (d. 399) is completed in 

Osaka  (Japan) 

526 Death of  Roman emperor Theodoric the Great 

537 The Hagia Sophia is completed in Constantinople 
 
 

̋ CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT BETWEEN 220 AND 589 
 

The spread of  Buddhism and its impact 
Before 220 AD Buddhism had no real influence in China. The variation of  Buddhism that found its way to China 

was Mahayana Buddhism (also called Northern Buddhism, dache  in Chinese, popular in Korea and Japan as 

well). Closer to original Buddhism was Hinayana Buddhism (also called Southern Buddhism, xiaoche  in Chinese, 

popular in Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Sri Lanka). When Buddhism spread from India to Central Asia 

and China, it incorporated major elements of  the local cultures. Mahayana Buddhism proved to be particularly 

tolerant and adaptable, developing into a popular religion that spoke of  salvation. 

Although Buddhism had undoubtedly a great impact on China after 220 AD, it did not affect all classes of  

society in the same way. While it was widely accepted among the poor and lower classes in war-torn northern China 

and also often by non-Chinese rulers during the Sixteen Nations Period and the Northern Dynasties, it was far less 

successful among the Chinese gentry and Confucian scholars. Indeed, some aspects of  Buddhism were found in-

compatible with orthodox Confucian tradition. Life as a Buddhist monk meant not to be able to fulfill the duties to 

family and state, while celibacy violated the concept of  filial piety because the continuity of  ancestor worship re-

quired male offspring. Nevertheless Confucian scholars didnõt ignore Buddhism but reacted to the challenge it re-

presented by engaging in scholarly debates and writing critical or sometimes even polemic essays (e. g. Fan Zhen

, author of  òMortality of  the Souló [shenmielun ]) concerning it. 

Under the Tuoba  who ruled northern China between 386 and 534 in the Northern Wei, Buddhism 

became the official religion. The construction of  Buddhist cave temples was influenced by a Tuoba myth that their 

ancestors had come to the world from a sacred grotto, and the Tuoba constructed spectacular cave temples in the 

vicinity of  their capitalsñthe Yungang Caves  close to their first capital Pingcheng  (todayõs Datong

, Shanxi Province) and the Longmen Caves  near Luoyang  (Henan Province). Magnificent 

caves were also built in Gansu: the Thousand Buddha Caves of  Dunhuang  (also called Mogao Caves

) and the Maijishan Caves . These caves show how much the introduction of  Indian art left its 

mark on Chinese sculpture and painting. Architectural structures of  different kinds were related with Buddhism as 

well: pagodas, temples, monasteries and statues, although they were often wooden structures that have not survived 

to the present day. 

Buddhism didnõt remain confined to a religious and cultural role but also became a factor in the economy: 

monasteries accumulated large estates, temples became peasantsõ landlords, and merchants supported Buddhist 

monasteries, using them as banks and warehouses. On the other hand, some measures were also taken to limit the 

power of  Buddhism. In 446 the Northern Wei ordered the destruction of  statues of  Buddha and the abolition of  

monasticism, and after the Northern Zhou  issued an edict ordering the confiscation of  temple property, 

thousands of  monks were defrocked. Buddhismõs development in the north was matched by that in the south In the 

Southern Liang Dynasty  Emperor Wudi  abdicated and became a monk, and in its capital Jiankang 

there were more than 500 monasteries housing approximately 100,000 monks and nuns. 

The spread of  Buddhism brought about a vivid intellectual exchange with dozens of  monk delegations traveling 

to India, the most famous one led by the monk Faxian who set out in 399. After returning to China in 414, he 
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wrote a òA Record of  Buddhist Kingdomsó (foguoji ). According to some sources, approximately 3000 foreign 

Buddhist monks resided in Luoyang between 500 and 515. Large translation offices were set up to translate Buddhist 

sutras into Chinese. 
 

Other cultural developments 
With northern China a battlefield, numerous members of  the rich Chinese gentry fled to the south, and poets and 

scholars gathered around the capitals and courts of  the south. The famous calligrapher Wang Xizhi, a native 

of  Shandong Province, spent most of  his life in Zhejiang Province, while Tao Yuanming  (aka Tao Qian

), the most famous writer and poet of  his time, lived in present-day Jiangxi Province. 

Among the most important writings of  the period was òThe Literary Mind and the Carving of  Dragonsó 

(wenxin diaolong ) by Liu Xie , the first book of  literary criticism to be written in the Chinese language. 

An anthology of  literature entitled òSelected Literatureó (wenxuan ) was compiled by Xiao Tong , a prince 

from the Southern Liang Dynasty . Li Daoyuan  wrote a major work on geography: òA Commentary on 

the Classic of  Waterwaysó (shuijingzhu ). During the Three Kingdoms, Taiwan was mentioned for the first 

time in Chinese geographical records under the name Yizhou , meaning òbarbarous regionó. Jia Sixie  

was the author of  Chinaõs first agricultural encyclopedia òEssential Skills for Common Peopleó (qimin yaoshu

). In the natural sciences, Zu Chongzhi  succeeded in calculating the mathematical figure pi (Ǯ) as being 

between 3.1415926 and 3.1415927 (actual value 3.141592653589793238). 

 
 

The Sui Dynasty (589-618) 
 
Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Sui ñduration: 37 years (581-618), ruling clan: Yang , capitals: Daxingcheng /Changõan (todayõs 

Xiõan, Shaanxi Province); Luoyang  (Henan Province); Jiangdu  (todayõs Yangzhou, Jiangsu 

Province) 
 

Historical outline 
In 581 Yang Jian  assumed power in the 

Northern Zhou  in an bloodless coup dõetat 

and established the Sui Dynasty. Its capital 

Changõan was called òDaxingchengó 

 at that time. With the defeat of  the Chen 

Dynasty  in the south, China was unified 

again. Although short, the Sui Dynasty was 

important because of  its accomplishments. The 

Sui Dynasty not merely reestablished centralized 

power, but institutional reforms carried out at 

this time and the engineering marvel that was 

the Grand Canal (dayunhe ) were crucial 

to Chinaõs integration after centuries of  division, 

and paved the way for the glory of  the suc-

ceeding Tang Dynasty , and making the Sui a 

significant transitional period from division to 

unity. 

During the long period of  division, northern and southern China had developed in different ways and as a result 

had very different social and economic structures. The Sui streamlined the bureaucracy, albeit keeping many 

functions of  the former states in the north or simply renaming them. A new legal code was introduced; the currency, 

measures, and weights were standardized; and tax collection was made more efficient. After reforms, agricultural 

production increased. At the same time, Yang Jianñnow Emperor Wendi ñreduced the use of  forced labor. 

Wendi hailed from the area around Changõan and was a devout Buddhist. With a military background and having 
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anti-intellectual tendencies, he was a practical man who did not trust Confucian scholars. 

After Wendiõs death in 604 his second son ascended the throne as Emperor Yangdi, but his succession is 

regarded as illegitimate by most historians; according to Chinese sources, Wendi was killed by Yangdi. Yangdi was an 

unsavoury character, and to satisfy his extravagant lifestyle and his love for palaces, hundreds of  thousands of  people 

were conscripted into construction gangs. He moved the capital to Luoyang and later established Jiangdu  

as another capital. Besides the construction of  palaces and the Grand Canal, Yangdi continued to build defensive 

walls in the north, a process that had begun under Wendi. 

In retrospective, the construction of  the Grand Canal was probably the most spectacular achievement of  the Sui 

Dynasty. After the capital was moved to Luoyang, Yangdi ordered the construction of  the canal system to facilitate 

the transport of  grain to the capital, a move that was also welcomed by many members of  the gentry because the 

canal made it much easier for them to sell their produce. About a million people were pressed into service between 

587 and 608 to complete the canal. The canal linked the new capital Jiangdu on the lower Yangtze with 

Changõan (situated not far from the Wei River , a tributary of  the Yellow River ), and by 608 Luoyang (on 

the Luo River , another tributary of  the Yellow River) was connected with Peking as well. This man-made 

waterway could be used by large freight barges with a capacity of  up to 800 tons. The significance of  the Grand 

Canal can hardly be overstated, it remained the most important communication route between northern and 

southern China until the 19th century. Besides its importance for the economy and trade, it was invaluable to the 

integration of  northern and southern China and also important for the development of Chinese culture. 

The necessity to control trade routes with the West and access to Central Asia brought the Sui into conflice with 

the Tuyuhun  on the western border. The Tuyuhun lived in the extreme north of  Tibet, and while their 

ruling class was apparently of  Xianbei  origin, the people were Tibetan. In 609 the route to Central Asia 

through the Gansu Corridor was made safe again. More problematic though was the conflict with the Tujue. 

While the Xiongnu  had not been a threat since the end of  the Sixteen Nations Period, the ethnic Turkish 

Tujue had risen in the north as a force to be reckoned with. Luckily for the Sui, the Tujue split into two factions in 

581 that could be played off  against one other. Regarding the Tujue, diplomacy proved more effective than military 

expeditions. 

Furthermore, several unsuccessful Sui military campaigns against the Koguryo in Korea were related to the 

conflict against the Tujue. The Koreans had sought an alliance with the Tujue, so the Sui attacked Korea to avoid a 

situation in which there would be enemies on multiple fronts. However, the Sui overextended themselves with their 

incursions into Korea, resulting in disastrous military setbacks and rebellions. On the other hand, between 600 and 

609 Japanõs ruler Shotoku Taishi  (574-622) sent four delegations to China, marking the start of  Japanõs 

inclusion into the Chinese cultural sphere. 

Yangdiõs military campaigns and costly construction projects ended the period of  prosperity that had begun 

under his father. The heavy burden imposed on the people by grain taxes, military recruitment, and forced service in 

self-serving construction projects led to widespread impoverishment. Around 615 when the Sui suffered a military 

defeat against the Eastern Tujue, several uprisings erupted in different parts of  the country. Already in 613 Yang 

Xuangan  (son of  influential General Yang Su ) had led a rebellion in the Luoyang area. Besides peasant 

uprisings like those led by Zhai Rang , Dou Jiande , and others, the emperor started to lose the support 

of  the gentry. In 616 Yangdi retreated to Jiangdu where his base of  support was, but in 618 was assassinated by 

General Yuwen Huaji . Yangdiõs nephew was installed as new emperor, but Li Shimin  and his 

father Li Yuan , who in 617 had captured Changõan with the help of  Turkish troops, later installed Yangdiõs 

grandson as emperor. Meanwhile, Wang Shichong  installed another puppet emperor in Luoyang. Before 

long, Liu Yuan took the place of  the puppet emperor he had installed and declared himself  emperor of  the new 

Tang Dynasty, but it took another five years until the competing leaders who had made themselves independent were 

defeated and the whole empire came under the control of  the Tang. 
 

Emperors of  the Sui Dynasty 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Wendi  Yang Jian  581-604 541-604 

Yangdi  Yang Guang  604-617 569-617 

Gongdi  Yang You  618 611-618 
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Major events in contemporary world history 
585 The Visigoths conquer Sueves in Spain 

590 The papacy of  Gregory the Great begins (until 604) 

ca. 610 Muhammad (570-632), prophet of  Islam, has his first relevation and begins to preach in Mecca 

 
 

The Tang Dynasty (618-907) 
 
Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Tang ñduration: 288 years (618-906), ruling clan: Li , capitals: Changõan (todayõs Xiõan, Shaanxi 

Province); Luoyang  (Henan Province) 
 

Historical outline 
The Tang Dynasty was the most powerful 

òChineseó dynasty since the Han Dynasty 

and is widely regarded as a òGolden Ageó in 

Chinese history. Not only were its territorial 

holdings greater than those of  any previous 

period, the Tang Dynasty also witnessed re-

markable cultural development. 

The first emperor of  the Tang Dynasty, Li 

Yuan  (posthumous title: Gaozu ) had 

been a military commander of  the Sui Dynasty

 and rose to power in 618 with the aid of  

Turkish troops. It took Gaozu five years to 

defeat rival claimants to the throne and con-

solidate power. Gaozuõs son Li Shimin 

had contributed a great deal to his fatherõs suc-

cess but was not named heir to the throne because he was not the eldest son. In 626 tensions between Li Shimin and 

his brothers escalated into an armed clash. Li Shimin emerged victorious, killed his brothers and their families, and 

forced Gaozu to abdicate in his favour. Li Shiminõs reign as Emperor Taizong was probably the most stable 

and prosperous period in the Tang Dynasty, and under his son and successor Gaozong the dynasty was further 

consolidated. 

In 640 a woman named Wu Zetian  (aka Wu Zhao  or later Empress Wu ) was introduced into 

Taizongõs court as concubine for the emperor. After Taizongõs death in 649 she became a Buddhist nun, but the new 

emperor, Gaozong, fell in love with her and made her his concubine. She had two sons with Gaozong and replaced 

the (childless) Empress Wang  in 655. Empress Wang was cruelly killed shortly afterwards, and Wu Zetianõs 

son Li Hong  was named heir to the throne. Wu gained in influence and gradually replaced her husband as ruler 

of  the empire. When Gaozong died in 683 she first put Li Xian (Emperor Zhongzong ) on the throne, 

soon replacing him with Li Dan  (Emperor Ruizong ). After a failed coup of  princes against her, she 

declared herself  empress of  the new Zhou Dynasty in 690 and moved the capital from Changõan  to Luo-

yang . That dynasty ended with Empress Wuõs death in 705, and Emperor Zhongzong was reinstated, but his 

wife, Empress Wei , tried to rule in the same fashion as Empress Wuñafter Zhongzongõs death in 710 she in-

stalled young Li Chongmao  on the throne. A rebellion led by Li Longji  brought Ruizong back to 

power, and when Ruizong abdicated in favour of  Li Longji (Emperor Xuanzong ), stable rule was finally re-

stored in the Tang Dynasty. 

The rule of  Emperor Xuanzong was the longest of  a Tang emperor. Xuanzong moved the capital back to 

Changõan, which became the politicial, economic, and cultural center of the empire. Changõan was the biggest city in 

the world at this time with two million inhabitants, and its geometric outline with an area of  almost 70 km² was used 

as a model for the Japanese cities Nara and Kyoto  as well as later for Peking . During the early part 

of  his reign, Taizong initiated reforms in the areas of  financial and economic policy as well as military administration 
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with the help of  able ministers like Yao Chong and Song Jing . Between 736 and 752 Li Linfu , 

who held the office of  chancellor (zaixiang ), assumed almost dictatorial powers as Xuanzong neglected the 

nationõs administration, preferring the arts, Taoism, and mysticism. Another person with significant influence on the 

emperor was Yang Yuhuan  (better known as Yang Guifei ), who had become Xuanzongõs concubine 

in 745. She managed to have important government posts given to her relatives like her brother Yang Guozhong

 (who succeeded Li Linfu as chancellor after Liõs death in 752), but the decline that began in the late years of  

Xuanzongõs rule was not so much her fault as the result of  the disastrous rebellion of  An Lushan  between 

755 and 763, also called the òAn Shi Rebellionó (An Shi zhi luan ). 

An Lushan was a man of  mixed Sogdian and Turkish descent and served as military governor (jiedushi ) 

in Fanyang /Youzhou  (southwest of  present-day Beijing ). The military governors were powerful 

men since they had not only military but also fiscal authority in the area under their responsibility. Anõs rise began 

with a victory over the Khitan  in the northeast in 744. In a bid to usurp the imperial throne An Lushan and an 

army of  200,000 men marched south in 755 and quickly conquered first Luoyang and then Changõan. While 

Emperor Xuanzong retreated to Chengdu  in Sichuanñhis troops killed Yang Guozhong and forced Yang 

Guifei to commit suicideñand gave up the throne in favour of  his son (Emperor Suzong), An Lushan de-

clared himself  emperor of  the new Yan Dynasty  in 756. Suzong turned to the Uighurs (Huihe/Huigu ), 

Tibetans (Tufan ), and other tribes in the Tarim Basin for help. After the Uighurs sent troops to aid the Tang 

government, An Lushan was defeated in 757. An himself  was murdered by his son An Qingxu . Although the 

Uighurs took control of  Luoyang, the insurgency was not yet finished. General Shi Siming  who had taken 

command after Anõs death recaptured Luoyang but in 761 suffered the same fate as An Lushan, being murdered by 

his son Shi Chaoyi . Troops loyal to the Tang government finally quelled the rebellion in 763. 

The An Lushan Rebellion was the turning point in the Tang Dynasty. The civil war had claimed tens of  millions 

of  lives, destroyed the economy, and devastated large areas, especially in the Yellow River region around Changõan 

and Luoyang. Furthermore, the rebellion had significantly eroded the central governmentõs authority, which had 

proven itself unable to effectively control the military governors. No taxes came in from large parts of  the empire as 

the military governors retained most of  the revenues and spent it on their armies. Separatist tendencies among 

military governors was a problem for the central government until the end of  the Tang Dynasty. Despite the terrible 

experiences with An Lushan and other military governors who turned against the court, the system of  military 

governors was maintained because it still provided effective protection against foreign invasions, notably at the 

northern border. Although the Tang Dynasty was saved by Uighur troops, the Uighurs and Tufan were strengthened 

at the expense of  the Tang, which eventually lost its western territories (and thus control over the trade routes) to the 

Uighurs and Tufan. 

After the end of  the An Lushan rebellion, the situation remained grim. The Tang Dynasty would never regain 

the glory it had under Taizong or Xuanzong. The economy was in ruins, and the loss of  the western territories 

resulted in less trade and lower revenues. In the inner court the power of  the eunuchs (huanguan ) increased and 

they engaged in a power struggle with the literati, weakening the central government. Further rebellions by military 

governors which the government was unable to suppress weakened the empire even more. But the common people 

remained the real victims of  the heavy tax burden, weakened economy, and disloyal troops. The first big popular 

uprising in 860 was led by Qiu Fu , followed by a mutiny of  the army under Pang Xun, and finally the 

great uprising from 874 on led by Wang Xianzhi  and Huang Chao . The rebels and their massive 

peasant army quickly brought the Yangtze region and eastern China under their control. In 880 they took Luoyang 

and Changõan, and Huang Chao declared himself  emperor of  the Great Qi Dynasty while Emperor Xizong

 and the Tang court retreated to Sichuan. Once again, the Tang had to rely on foreign help to suppress the 

rebellionñthis time they turned to the Turkish Shatuo , a tribe of  the Western Tujue . Led by Li Keyong

, the Shatuoõs first attack against the rebels was repelled in 881, but in 883 they were victorious. Huang Chao 

fled and was killed by the Shatuo the following year. Although the Tang emperor returned to Changõan in 885 and 

the dynasty was nominally restored, it exercised no real power. 

In 890 open war broke out between Li Keyong and Zhu Wen (aka Zhu Quanzhong ), a strong 

military commander in the east who had initially been a follower of  Huang Chao but, after surrendering to Tang 

forces, helped them recapture Changõan. In 904 Zhu brought Emperor Zhaozong  (who had sided with Li Ke-

yong) under his control and killed him, installing young Li Zhu  (Emperor Aidi ) on the throne. In 907 he 

forced Aidi to abdicate and declared himself  emperor of  the Later Liang Dynasty , the first of  the Five 

Dynasties . 
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The Tang empire disintegrated quickly in the first decade of  the tenth century. Already in 902 the Yang clan 

had established the kingdom of  Wu  (Huainan ) in Yangzhou  (Jiangsu Province), and in 907, besides 

the Later Liang in Henan, other kingdoms were founded independent of  Tang controlñMin  in Fujian, Former 

Shu  in Sichuan, Wuyue  in Zhejiang, Southern Han  (Yue ) in Guangdong, and Nanping  

(Jingnan ) in Hubei. The period of  division after the end of  the Tang Dynasty lasted until 979 when China was 

unified again under the Northern Song Dynasty. 
 

Foreign policyñthe Tang, the Turks, and the Tibetans 
Major foreign policy issues during the Tang Dynasty included securing the vital trade routes and fending off  the 

threat posed by neighbouring ethnic groups. The first half  of  the Tang Dynasty was marked by dynamic territorial 

expansion which was brought to a halt when Tang troops under General Gao Xianzhi  were defeated by 

Arabs in the battle of  Talas  (in present-day Kazakhstan) in 751. 

In 583, the Turkish empire of  the Tujue  in the north was defeated by the Sui Dynasty and split into 

Western Tujue  (centered around present-day Xinjiang and Kazakhstan) and Eastern Tujue  

(centered in present-day Inner Mongolia). The Tang had come to power with the aid of  the Eastern Tujue, but the 

latter were not a reliable ally and turned against the Tang less than a decade after the dynasty was established. In 

response to Turkish invasions, Tang Emperor Taizong dispatched General Li Qing  with an army in 629, and 

the Eastern Tujue were defeated in 630. In an effort to neutralize future threats by assimilation the Tang resettled the 

Eastern Tujue in the Yellow River area and admitted their leaders into the Chinese army. The sons of  their nobles 

lived at the imperial court. As for the Western Tujue, the Tang conducted two campaigns in 639/640 and 647/648 

against them, conquered the city state of  Gaochang  in the east of  present-day Turfan in 639 and eventually 

brought the whole Turkestan basin under their control. The last military units of  the Western Tujue were destroyed 

in 657. Around 680 the Tujue reunified and formed a kingdom in present-day Gansu called the Later Turks (Hou Tu-

jue ), but they did not militarily challenge the Tang. In 774 the Later Turks were destroyed by the Uighurs 

(Huihe /Huigu , part of  the Turkish Tölös  tribe). The Uighurs had played a key role in the 

suppression of  the An Lushan Rebellion, at which time the Tang lost its western territories to the Uighurs and the 

Tufan . The Uighur empire collapsed in 840. 

In 635 the Tuyuhun  in the Qinghai/Tibet region were defeated by General Li Jing  and their 

territory incorporated into the Tang Empire. Meanwhile, a new political unit had formed in Tibet. Songtsen Gampo

ñalso called Songzain Gambo 

(604-650)ñunified the Tibetan tribes in the 

Kingdom of  Tufan. Tufanõs relations with the 

Tang were mostly friendly, and in the course of  

Tangõs nuptial diplomacy towards Tufan 

Songtsen Gampo was given the Tang princess 

Wencheng  as a wife. As a result of  

the economic and cultural bonds forged 

between the Tang and Tufan, Buddhism was 

brought to Tibet. In 663 the Qaidam Basin

 (Qinghai Province) became part of  

Tufan. There were periods in which the relations 

between the Tufan and the Tang deteriorated. In 

763 (when the Tang was in the throes of  the An 

Lushan Rebellion) the Tufan captured Changõan 

and the surrounding area, and the Tang lost 

access to central Asia in 790. Relations between the Tang and Tufan improved again in 821. The Tufan kingdom fell 

in 842, and parts of  its western territories were subsequently reconquered by the Tang. 

In the northeast, the Khitan living in present-day Manchuria never posed a real threat to the Tang. While the 

unsuccessful campaigns against Korea had greatly contributed to the fall of  the Sui Dynasty, the Tang allied them-

selves with the Korean state of  Silla , and together they defeated the other two Korean states Paekche and 

Koguryo  in 660 and 668, respectively. Korea continued to be an important bridge for cultural transfer 

between China and Japan. 
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Nanzhao  (649-902) was a kingdom of  the Borean tribe  centered around Erhai Lake  in 

present-day Yunnan Province. The kingdom often switched between an alliance with the Tang and one with the Tu-

fan but was never conquered by Tang troops. Nanzhao united with six other small kingdoms in 737 with the support 

of  the Tang, rebelled against the Tang in 750, and defeated a Tang army at Xiaguan in 751. After another 

victory against the Tang in 754 Nanzhao expanded into Burma, the rest of  Yunnan, and parts of  Laos, Thailand, and 

even Sichuan. Nanzhao captured Chengdu in 829, but Nanzhao forces were expelled from Sichuan in 873, and the 

kingdom was finally overthrown in 902, though not by the Tang. 
 

Economy of the Tang Dynasty 
The first half  of  the Tang Dynasty was by and large a time of  political stability and economic prosperity. Many 

sectors of  the economy like agriculture, handicrafts, manufacturing and trade flourished. The Grand Canal, 

constructed during the Sui Dynasty, greatly facilitated the flow of  merchandise, and there was a lively exchange of  

goods and knowledge along the Silk Road. For instance, the Chinese knowledge of  paper manufacturing spread as 

far as Europe via the Arab world. Changõan, Luoyang, Yangzhou, and Guangzhou were important centers for 

commerce and trade. 

In the 7th century technical improvements like the plough and irrigation techniques greatly boosted agricultural 

output. To the same end, the Tang put in place a land lawña modification of  the Tuoba land law (juntianfa

)ñaimed at equalizing land ownership. However, many provisions of  the law were not implemented because 

concessions to rich and influential members of  the gentry were unavoidable. The system of  land equalization 

eventually failed and was officially abolished around 780. 

The late 8th century saw the first steps in the development of  paper money. The use of  copper coins (tongqian

) as currency impeded large-scale trade because in larger quantities it was too heavy and difficult to transport. As 

the use of  money became more common, more coin metal was needed, so coins were then often minted from iron. 

Silver coins were common as well. Areas with an adverse trade balance could lose all their copper, but a prohibition 

of  copper export would end external trade, so merchants prepared deposit certificates which soon entered into 

circulation, first in Sichuan. The use of  deposit certificates instead of  coins allowed for a much larger trade volume, 

and by the end of  the Tang Dynasty the government had started to issue deposit certificates of  its own. 

The state became a major player in manufacturing and set up numerous facilities to produce textiles, metals, 

ceramics, paper, and others. Mining was another industry in which remarkable progress was made at this time. 

Economic and commercial opportunities also attracted many foreign immigrants. Unfortunately, these positive 

developments came to an end when the An Lushan Rebellion turned large parts of  China into a battlefield and the 

Tang Dynasty lost control over its western territories and thus the international trade routes. 
 

Government and administration 
The Tang empire was divided into 10 provinces (dao ), 260 prefectures (zhou ), and more than 1000 counties 

(xian ), the administration of  which was strongly centralized. The most important institutions were three depart-

ments (sheng ) and six ministries (bu )ñthe Department of  State Affairs (shangshusheng ), the Secretariat 

(zhongshusheng ), and the Chancellery (menxiasheng ). The six ministries under the Department of  State 

Affairs were the Ministry of  Personnel (libu ), the Ministry of  Revenue (hubu ), the Ministry of  Rites (libu

), the Ministry of  War (bingbu ), the Ministry of  Justice (xingbu ), and the Ministry of  Works (gongbu ). 

This institutional structure was kept intact even in succeeding dynasties. The examination system for government 

officials from the Han Dynasty was reactivated, and as a result the aristocracy gradually lost power to the pro-

fessional government bureaucracy recruited through those examinations. Although the examination system was 

modified in the following centuries, it remained in place largely unchanged almost until the end of  Imperial China in 

the 20th century. The exam shaped Chinese officials by forcing those who aspired to pass it to receive an education in 

the Classics and be indoctrinated in the Confucian tradition. Several test-preparation academies were set up, most 

notably the òSchool for the Preservation of Literatureó (hongwen dian , established in 621), the òSchool of the 

Congregation of the Wiseó (jixian yuan , established in 725), the òHanlin Academyó (hanlin yuan , 

established in 738). The law code Tanglü shuyi , laid down in 624, was an impressive work with a high 

standard of  juridical rationality. 

At the beginning of  the Tang the backbone of  the armed forces were militias (fubing ) consisting of  

conscript troops recruited from among the farming population, but after territorial expansion a professional army 

was needed, especially for the protection of  border regions. Ten military governors (jiedushi ) were assigned to 

oversee those border troops. The military governors were able to accumulate great power because they commanded 
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areas the size of  whole provinces, and they were also in charge of  the civil and financial administration in their area 

of  responsibility. Although the system allowed for effective control over border areas, it also nurtured powerful 

military rulers who could challenge the central government. 
 

Buddhism and other religions 
Throughout the Tang Dynasty, Buddhism remained the dominant religion, but in the later Tang, attempts by rulers 

to limit the influence of  Buddhism through administrative measures, combined with growing criticism by Confucian 

scholars like Han Yu , made it clear that Buddhism would no longer play such a crucial role in China. 

Buddhism was at its height during the early Tang. An important event in the history of  Chinese Buddhism was 

the pilgrimage of  Xuan Zang  to India between 639 and 645. He and other pilgrims like Yi Jing returned 

with many Buddhist texts and translated them into Chinese. Monasteries in China were important centers of  learning 

and cultural activity. Several schools of  Buddhism developed, the most important being Chan Buddhism 

(better known under the Japanese name òZenó), the Pure Land Sect (jingtu zong ) or Lotus Sect (lianzong ), 

and the Secret Sect/Tantrism (mizong ). Among the most influential supporters of  Buddhism was Empress Wu, 

a former Buddhist nun. 

During the Tang Dynasty, Buddhist temples and monasteries became an important economic force. Temples 

were exempt from taxation and accumulated land, and monasteries collected large quantities of  metal to use in 

casting bronze Buddhas, thus giving them significant influence over the money market. Certain measures of  the 

Tang government during the 9th century against foreign religions in China also affected Buddhismñmany foreign 

merchants belonging to religions like Manichaeanism (monijiao ), Zoroastrianism (xianjiao ), Nestorianism 

(jingjiao ) and Islam were under the political protection of  the Uighur embassy, and when the influence of  

Uighurs decreased from 832 onward, the Tang decided to profit from that opportunity by decreeing a ban on foreign 

religions. The real objective was to seize the funds the foreigners had accumulated. In the process, thousands of  

Buddhist temples, shrines and monasteries were secularized, and all statues were required to be melted down and 

delivered to the government, even those in private possession. 

The An Lushan Rebellion also had a deleterious effect on Buddhism in China. Buildings were destroyed, monks 

were dispersed, and teaching traditions were interrupted. In 842 an intense persecution of Buddhism began during 

the reign of  Emperor Wuzong , instigated by Li Deyu . Land belonging to monasteries was confiscated, 

more than 4000 monasteries were demolished, and a quarter of  a million monks and nuns were defrocked. The 

anti-Buddhist regulations were not applied to Taoism since Wuzong was influenced by Taoists like Zhao Guizhen

. The persecution ended with Wuzongõs death in 846ñWuzongõs successor Xuanzong  was a Buddhist and 

changed the religious policy. 

The Tang Dynasty was a period of  great religious diversity. Foreign merchants who settled down in Chinese 

cities brought their religions with them and, in general, enjoyed religious freedom. Arabian Muslims and Jews came 

to China, the Jews mostly as fabric dealers. Nestorian Christianity arrived in China during the reign of  Tang Emperor 

Taizong in 635. In 781 the famous Nestorian Stele (jingjiaopai ) was erected in Changõan to mark the opening 

of  a Nestorian church, featuring texts in Chinese and old Syriac. Manichaeanism was popular among the Uighurs, 

and the Uighur king adopted Manichaeism in 762. Another religion introduced into China was Zoroastrianism, also 

called Mazdaism or Parsism. The confiscation of  property of  followers of  Manichaeism in Tang China dealt a heavy 

blow to the religion, from which it never recovered. Although Islam was much more successful in China than 

Nestorianism, Manichaeism, and Zoroastrianism in the long run, Buddhism and Taoism remained the major faiths at 

that time. 
 

Culture: Literature and arts 
The Tang Dynasty is commonly associated with its impressive cultural developments, most notably in poetry. A 

comprehensive collection of  Tang poems (quan Tang shi ) compiled in the 18th century includes 50,000 poems 

by 2200 poets, the most famous of  whom are Li Bai (also called Li Taibo ), Du Fu , and Bai Juyi

. Other important poets were Du Mu , Li Shangyin , He Zhizhang , and Yuan Zhen . 

The poems, songs, and also random pieces are a treasure trove of  information showing what daily life was like in the 

Tang Dynasty. The end of  the Tang also witnessed what can be regarded as the beginnings of  operañpoems with 

free versification (lines having no fixed end) sung as a continuous series to accompany theater. Writers like Han Yu

 and Liu Zongyuan  created magnificent prose works. While Han Yu revived the classical guwen style 

( ), other prose styles were influenced by Buddhist translations. In 601 Lu Fayan  compiled the 

dictionary Qieyun  which comprised some 26,000 characters arranged according to phonetic aspects, so it could 
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be used much later by linguists to understand the phonetics of  Chinese during the Tang Dynasty. At this time, Liu 

Zhiji  critically surveyed all aspects of  historical scholarship in Shitong . The Diamond Sutra (jinõgangjing

), the worldõs oldest surviving printed work, discovered in 1907 in Dunhuang , was produced in 868. 

As for fine arts, the most famous painter of  the Tang Dynasty was Wu Daozi. Landscape painter Wang 

Wei  was also a poet, and another noteworthy painter was Xie He . Sculpture was still very much in-

fluenced by Buddhism as evident in cave temples like Yungang , Dunhuang, and Longmen . The ceramics 

art of  the Tang was highly developed, and although porcelain was not yet of  the white variety, technically and 

artistically it was already of a very high quality. 
 

Emperors of  the Tang Dynasty 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Gaozu  Li Yuan  618-626 566-635 

Taizong  Li Shimin  627-649 599-649 

Gaozong  Li Zhi  650-683 628-683 

Zhongzong  Li Zhe  684 656-710 

Ruizong  Li Dan  684 662-716 

Wuhou , who proclaimed the 

Zhou Dynasty  in 690 

Wu Zetian  or Wu Zhao  684-690/704 625-705 

Zhongzong  Li Zhe  705-710 656-710 

The Minor Emperor  Li Chongmao  710-711 695-? 

Ruizong  Li Dan  711-712 662-716 

Xuanzong  Li Longji  712-755 685-762 

Suzong  Li Heng  756-762 711-762 

Daizong  Li Yu  763-779 727-779 

Dezong  Li Shi  780-804 742-805 

Shunzong  Li Song  805 761-806 

Xianzong  Li Chun  806-820 778-820 

Muzong  Li Heng  821-825 795-824 

Jingzong  Li Zhan  825-826 809-827 

Wenzong  Li Ang  827-840 809-840 

Wuzong  Li Yan  841-846 814-846 

Xuanzong  Li Chen  847-859 810-859 

Yizong  Li Wen  860-873 833-873 

Xizong  Li Yan  874-889 862-888 

Zhaozong  Li Jie  889-904 867-904 

Aidi  Li Zhu  905 892-908 

Note: The Tang emperors were the first to systematically use the dynastic title òzongó  for their ancestors. 
 

Rulers of  Nanzhao 

Name Reign B./d .  Name Reign B./d . 

Meng Xinuluo  649-674 617-674  Meng Xungequan  808-809 778-809 

Meng Luosheng  674-712 634-715  Meng Quanlongcheng  809-816 798-816 

Meng Yange  712 ?-712  Meng Quanlicheng  816-823 802-823 

Meng Shengluopi  712-728 673-728  Meng Quanfengyou  823-859 ?-859 

Meng Piluoge  728-748 ?-748  Meng Shilong  859-877 844-877 

Meng Geluofeng  748-779 712-779  Meng Longshun  877-897 ?-897 

Meng Yimouxun  779-808 754-808  Meng Shunhuazhen  897-902 877-902 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
633-640 Muslim conquest of  Syria, Palestine, and Iraq (642 Egypt, 664 Kabul) 

710-794 Later Nara Period  in Japan 
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711 The Muslims invade the Iberian Peninsula (Cordoba conquered in 718) 

795 First recorded Viking raids on Ireland and Scotland 

814 Death of  Charlemagne 

889 Angkor, capital of  ancient Cambodia, founded 

 
 

Time of  division between Tang and Song (902-979) 
 
Overview 
The period of  division between the end of  the Tang Dynasty and the beginning of  the Northern Song Dynasty

 is commonly referred to as the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms (wudai shiguo ). The Five Dynasties 

(wudai , 907-960) were extant in the Yellow River area, while the Ten Kingdoms (shiguo , 902-979) ruled 

mostly areas in southern China. 
 

List of  the Five Dynasties (907-960) 
 ʾ Later Liang  [ruling clan: Zhu ]: 907-923 (duration 16 years), capital Kaifeng (Henan Province) 

 ʾ Later Tang  [ruling clan: Li , ethnic Turkish Shatuo ]: 923-936 (duration 13 years), capital Luoyang

 (Henan Province) 

 ʾ Later Jin  [ruling clan: Shi , ethnic Shatuo]: 936-947 (duration 11 years), capital Kaifeng 

 ʾ Later Han  [ruling clan: Liu , ethnic Shatuo]: 947-950 (duration 3 years), capital Kaifeng 

 ʾ Later Zhou  [ruling clans: Guo /Chai ]: 951-960 (duration 9 years), capital Kaifeng 
 

List of  the Ten Kingdoms (902-979) 

No. Kingdom (other name) [ruling clan] Dates, duration (years) Capital (province)  

1 Wu  (Huainan ) [Yang ] 902-937 (35) Yangzhou  (Jiangsu) 8 

2 Min  [Wang ] 907-946 (39) Changle  (Fujian) 8 

3 Chu  [Ma ] 927-956 (29) Changsha  (Hunan) 8 

4 Former Shu  [Wang ] 907-925 (18) Chengdu  (Sichuan) LT 

5 Later Shu  [Meng ] 934-965 (31) Chengdu  (Sichuan) NS 

6 Wuyue  [Qian ] 907-978 (71) Hangzhou  (Zhejiang) NS 

7 Southern Han  (Yue ) [Liu ] 907-971 (64) Guangzhou  (Guangdong) NS 

8 Southern Tang  [Li ] 937-975 (38) Jinling  (Jiangsu) NS 

9 Nanping  (Jingnan ) [Gao ] 907-963 (56) Jingzhou  (Hubei) NS 

10 Northern Han  [Liu ] 951-979 (28) Taiyuan  (Shanxi) NS 

The last column in this table shows by which other state the state in the respective line was followed after its collapse: 

LT = Later Tang  (923-936, one of  the Five Dynasties ), NS = Northern Song  (960-1126). There is a 

significant contrast between the Northern Han and the other states of  the Ten Kingdoms because the Northern 

Han was located in northern China and ruled by a clan of  the Turkish Shatuo. 
 

Historical outline 
The first of  the Five Dynasties, the Later Liang, was founded by a former Tang military governor (jiedushi

) named Zhu Wen , aka Zhu Quanzhong . Before surrendering to the Tang, Zhu had been a follower 

of  rebel and peasant leader Huang Chao . Since the establishment of  the Later Liang was the result of  a popular 

uprising and many of  Zhuõs subordinates were of  peasant origin, the new state failed to gain support of  the Chinese 

gentry. Zhuõs main opponent was Li Keyong , general of  the Turkish Shatuo . Not only had Zhu been 

unable to defeat Li, but to the gentry Li seemed to be a more acceptable leader than Zhu and his peasant followers. 

After Li Keyongõs death in 908, the Shatuo first fought off  an attack of  the Khitan in the north and then 

marched against the Later Liang. The end of  the dynasty came when generals of  the Later Liang defected to the 

enemy, and Li Keyongõs son Li Cunxu  founded the Later Tang . The change to the following Later Jin

 was a smooth transition because the successor of  the last Later Tang emperor was not his son but his 
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son-in-law, Shi Jingtang , also a Shatuo. 

The Shi clan was overthrown by General Liu Zhiyuan  after it ceded territory to the Khitan and lost 

more in a war against them, as a number of  leading Shatuo desired to protect their privileges. Liu then founded thee 

Later Han Dynasty . Meanwhile, the resistance of  Han Chinese to Shatuo rule increased, and Liu Zhiyuanõs 

successor was assassinated. His place was taken by Chinese General Guo Wei  who founded the Later Zhou 

Dynasty . Although the Shatuo managed to stay in power in the Northern Han  in present-day Shanxi, 

their power was greatly diminished. 

As a result of  continuous fighting in the north the economy there was in chaos. The formerly magnificent city 

of  Changõan was ruined and depopulated by fighting, and it was eliminated as a center of  power for a century. These 

conditions stood in stark contrast to the prosperity of  the Ten Kingdoms in the south. The independent states in 

southern China enjoyed relative peace and thrived mostly through trade, especially in salt and tea. In terms of  

economy, Sichuan was better off  than any other part of  China at that time. The division into several independent 

kingdoms stimulated the development of  many cities in the south which gained importance as political centers, e. g. 

Chengdu , Jinling  (todayõs Nanjing ), Fuzhou , Hangzhou , Guangzhou , Jingzhou

, and Changsha . 

Besides the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms, there were two other states at the periphery of  Chinañthe 

Khitan state of  Liao  (907-1125) in the north and Dali  (937-1253) in the south. 

LIAO: Around the beginning of  the tenth century, the Khitan lived in the area of  the Liao River in 

present-day Manchuria. After the collapse of  the Tang Dynasty, they started to expand and resumed raids into 

northern China. In 907, Yelü Apaoki  declared himself  emperor of  the Khitan, and he transferred the 

capital which originally had been in Linhuang /Huangdu  (todayõs Bairinzuo , Chifeng City

, Inner Mongolia) to Yanjing  (near todayõs Beijing). By 925, the Khitan ruled eastern Mongolia, most of  

Manchuria, and much of  northern China. In 926, they conquered Balhae  in Korea, a kingdom that had 

integrated remnants of  the Kingdom of  Koguryo  (37 BCñ668 AD). In 937, the Khitan started using the 

name Liao, to indicate a claim on the Chinese throne. The Liao posed a continuous threat to the Five Dynasties, 

especially to the Later Jin, which suffered a heavy defeat at the hands of  the Khitan. The Liao Dynasty ended when 

the Khitan were defeated by the Jurchen tatars  in 1125. The name of  the Khitan is the origin for òKitaió, the 

word for China in Slavic languages. 

DALI : Not long after the fall of  the Nanzhao  kingdom in the Yunnan region in 902, Dali was established 

in 937 by Duan Siping  and ruled by a succession of  22 kings. Its capital was Yangjumie  (todayõs 

Dali , Yunnan Province). The kingdom lasted well into the Southern Song Dynasty and was only finally 

destroyed by the Mongols in 1253. 

The Five Dynasties marked the end of  the Tang Dynastyõs system of  military governors. The provincial ad-

ministration was transferred to the central government at this time. At the end of  this period, the Later Zhou took 

measures to control the power of  the army. Among other changes, a palace guard (dianqianjun ) was created, 

and General Zhao Kuangyin  was appointed as its head. In 960, Zhao usurped power in a coup and made 

himself  emperor of  a new dynasty he called Song (usually referred to as Northern Song  by historians). In 

his campaign to reunify China, he did not challenge the Liao in the north but turned south instead. The Northern 

Song first defeated Nanping  in 963, then in succession, overcame the Later Shu (965), Southern Han

 (971), Southern Tang  (975) and Wuyue  (978), and after the victory over the Shatuo state of  

Northern Han in 979 China was unified again. The Later Zhou is regarded by some historians as a transitional stage 

on the way to the Song Dynasty. 

After a closer look at the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms it could be asked why the Northern Han is not 

added to the Five Dynasties, because from a geographical point of  view a categorization of  Six Dynasties and Nine 

Kingdoms would seem more appropriate. The reason for this categorization is that the Five Dynasties have been 

regarded as legitimate successors of  the Tang Dynasty and rulers of  China by Chinese historians while the Ten King-

doms (including the Northern Han) have not. 
 

Emperors of  the Later Liang (also called Posterior Liang) 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Taizu  Zhu Wen  907-912 852-912 

ñ Zhu Yougui  912-913 ?-913 

The Last Emperor  Zhu Youzhen  913-923 888-923 
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Emperors of  the Later Tang (also called Posterior Tang) [Shatuo] 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Zhuangzong  Li Cunxu  923-926 885-926 

Mingzong  Li Siyuan  926-933 867-933 

Mindi  Li Conghou  933-934 914-934 

Last Emperor  Li Congke  934-936 885-936 

 

Emperors of  the Later Jin (also called Posterior Jin) [Shatuo] 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Gaozu  Shi Jingtang  936-942 892-942 

Chudi  Shi Chonggui  942-946 914-947 

 

Emperors of  the Later Han (also called Posterior Han) [Shatuo] 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Gaozu  Liu Zhiyuan  947-948 895-948 

Yindi  Liu Chengyou  948-950 931-950 

 

Emperors of  the Later Zhou (also called Posterior Zhou) 

Title  Personal name Reign Born/died  

Taizu  Guo Wei  951-954 904-954 

Shizong  Guo Rong / Chai Rong  955-959 921-959 

Gongdi  Chai Zongxun  959-960 953-973 

 

Major events in contemporary world history 
910 Establishment of  a Benedictine monastery in Cluny, France 

911 Vikings found duchy of  Normandy 

941 Kievan Rus defeated at Constantinople 

 
 

The Song Dynasty (960-1279) 
 
Overview 
The Song Dynasty  (960-1279, duration: 319 years) is divided in two partsñNorthern Song (bei Song , 

960-1126) and Southern Song (nan Song , 1127-1279). At the end of  the Northern Song, the dynasty was pushed 

southward by the advancing Jurchen tatars and in its Southern Song incarnation after 1127 was in control only 

of  the southern part of  China. 
 
 

̋ NORTHERN SONG (960-1126) 
 

Duration, ruling clan, capital 
Northern Song ñduration: 166 years (960-1126), ruling clan: Zhao , capital: Bianjing  (todayõs Kaifeng

, Henan Province) 
 

Historical outline 
When Zhao Kuangyin  came to power and founded the Song Dynasty in 960, there were several other states 

in the territory now ruled by the PRCñin the north were the Liao Dynasty (907-1125) ruled by the Khitan  

and the Northern Han  (951-979) ruled by the Turkish Shatuo , while in the south the Nanping  

(907-963), Later Shu  (934-965), Southern Han  (907-971), Southern Tang  (937-975), and Wuyue



ñññ  THE H ISTORY OF CHINA : A  SUMMARY ñññ  

45 
 

 (907-978). Restoring unity was the most important objective of  the Song Dynasty, and since the states in the 

south were economically advanced but militarily weak, Zhao first conquered the states in the south one by one. Most 

of  them fell quickly without heavy fighting because the local gentry and merchants realized the advantages of  a 

widened, well-ordered economic field and were in favour of  annexation, especially as the Song proved to be mild 

with defeated rulers. With the end of  Wuyue in 978, the conquest of  southern China was complete, and Song then 

defeated the Northern Han in 979. After this, Song foreign policy was mostly defensive in nature, and its territory 

never reached the size of  the Han or Tang Dynasties. The Song were under constant pressure at their northern 

border, first by the Liao, and later also by the Western Xia/Xixia  (1032-1227) ruled by the Tanguts  and 

the Jin Dynasty  (1115-1234) ruled by the Jurchen tatars . 

One major reason for the collapse of  the Tang Dynasty was that the military governors (jiedushi ) had 

amassed too much power and could not be effectively controlled by the central government. As Emperor Taizu , 

Zhao Kuangyin reduced military governorsõ power by giving them command over only one prefecture each, and 

vacant posts were often filled with civilian officials. At the same time the best troops were no longer deployed to the 

border regions but stationed close to the capital 

or used as palace guards. Military and financial 

administration was placed under the authority of  

the central government, the palace secretariat 

(shumiyuan ) being in charge of  military 

affairs. Reducing the power of  the military and 

strengthening the central government were the 

most important administrative change occurring 

during the Song Dynasty. 

While in the past, access to official posts 

could be gained by recommendation, in the 

Song Dynasty the civil service examinations 

became the main tool for recruitment. The 

examinations were held regularly at three 

levelsñthe first level in the prefectures (success-

ful participants earned the degree of  a shengyuan

 or xiucai ), the second level in the imperial capital (degree: juren ), the third level in the imperial palace 

(degree: jinshi ). Although the examinations were open to students of  almost any background, usually at least a 

modest level of  wealth was necessary for a family so that it could afford to give a son the required education. The 

social class of  scholar-officials became a distinguishing feature of  Chinese society. 

In its first century, the Song Dynasty enjoyed economic prosperity. Agricultural productivity increased thanks to 

rice cultivation and technological advances like the use of  waterpower for the threshing and milling of  grain, so there 

was a surplus of  labour that could be used in mining (copper, gold, silver, iron, tin, lead) and crafts like silk manu-

facturing and ceramics production. When landowners like in the past started to accumulate large estates of  land, the 

financial situation of  the government deteriorated because the big landowners often found ways to evade paying 

taxes. As a result, more taxes had to be paid by independent small farmers, many of  whom could hardly live on their 

fieldõs yield, so some gave up their independence and became tenants of  big landowners, which caused further loss 

of  tax revenue for the state. 

Financial difficulties, peasant uprisings caused by famine and increased pressure from the Khitans in the north 

caused increasingly serious problems during the reigns of  Emperors Renzong  and Yingzong , and when 

Emperor Shenzong  ascended to the throne he came to the conclusion that reforms were unavoidable. At that 

time Wang Anshi  was a scholar and official who had previously made reform proposals to the imperial court, 

and in 1069 the young Shenzong gave Wang the authority to implement a reform policy which included financial, 

military, and educational reforms. In particular, the ònew policyó (xinfa ) of  Wang and his supporters introduced 

loans and credits for small peasants and aimed to establish a fairer taxation system. Officials were paid higher salaries 

to make them financially independent and people who were not big landowners could be recruited to become 

officials. Of  Wang Anshiõs policies, the baojia  system for organizing households remained in place the longest. 

Wangõs policy improved the financial situation of  the government but met opposition from big landowners and 

merchants because the reforms hurt their interests. Wangõs influential opponents were led by Sima Guang , 

and in 1076 the emperor finally gave in to their pressure and relieved Wang Anshi (who himself  had asked to be 


