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Chapter 1: The Unfree Millions
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Ancient China built one of the most sophisticated civilizations the world has ever seen. Across the fourteen centuries this book covers — from the rise of the Shang around 1600 BCE to the collapse of the Han in 220 CE — its people produced a writing system that still underlies modern Chinese, advanced bronze and then iron metallurgy, silk, large-scale irrigation, monumental tombs, defensive walls running for hundreds of miles, and a tradition of philosophy and history that is still read all over the world. By the start of the first millennium CE the Han state could register and tax close to sixty million people, move grain between provinces through a network of state granaries, run a postal relay system, and staff a salaried bureaucracy long before anything on that scale existed in Europe. When the Qin unified the country in 221 BCE, it standardized the script, the currency, weights and measures, and even the axle width of carts so that wheels would fit the ruts of the imperial roads. This was a civilization that could think and act at enormous scale.

The technical accomplishments back that up. Chinese foundries were casting iron in quantity more than a thousand years before European ones managed it, turning out plowshares, tools, and weapons from state-run works. Armies were equipped with crossbows whose bronze trigger mechanisms were machined to a tolerance that let parts be swapped between weapons, an early kind of interchangeable manufacture. The Qin laid down tens of thousands of miles of road, including a straight military highway driven north from the capital toward the steppe. The Han kept granaries designed to buy grain when it was cheap and release it when it was dear, an attempt at price stabilization that European states would not seriously try for many centuries. Behind all of it sat a habit of writing things down — registers, accounts, reports, law — that turned the empire into a vast paper machine.

It could do all of that because it had learned, earlier and more thoroughly than almost anywhere else, how to make large numbers of people work whether they wanted to or not.

The walls and canals and granaries did not build themselves, and they were not built by paid contractors bidding for the job. They were built by people who had no choice: peasants called up for their annual stint of unpaid labor, convicts sentenced to years of hauling earth, war captives turned into state property, debtors handed over to their creditors, conscripts who spent more time digging than fighting. Forced labor in one form or another was the foundation under the whole structure, and it stayed there from the Shang to the Han and long after.

A single big project usually drew on several of these sources at once. A stretch of wall or a length of canal might be dug by corvée peasants doing their annual month, alongside convict gangs serving multi-year sentences, soldiers detailed from a nearby garrison, and state slaves assigned for life, all working the same earth under the same overseers. The categories mattered enormously to the people inside them — a convict's term ended, a slave's did not — but from above they blurred into a single resource: bodies that could be moved to where the digging was and made to dig.

This is not the usual way the story gets told. The standard version is admiring and clean: the inventions, the dynasties, the philosophers, the art. The labor that paid for all of it tends to drop out, partly because it is uncomfortable and partly because the people who did it left so little behind. The aim here is to put it back in — not to knock the achievements down, but to show what they actually cost and who paid.

A word on the span. "Ancient China" here means the long stretch from the Shang to the end of the Han, roughly 1600 BCE to 220 CE. That is close to two thousand years, a longer reach of time than separates the fall of Rome from today. Over it the political center passed through a sequence of states and dynasties: the Shang, then the long Zhou, which slowly broke apart into the contending statelets of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, then the brief and ferocious Qin unification, and finally the four centuries of the Han, the dynasty that set the template for imperial China for the next two millennia. The forms of unfreedom shifted across that span, and tracing those shifts is the work of later chapters. The through-line held from end to end: whoever sat on top, the society's labor was extracted by force.

The scale is hard to take in. There was never a single year when most of the population was enslaved in the way that word is used of the American South. But if you widen the lens to take in every kind of compelled labor — chattel slaves, corvée workers, convicts, debt bondsmen, conscripted soldiers doing construction — then across these centuries the number of people who spent part or all of their lives working under compulsion runs into the many millions. In a Han population of close to sixty million, the men liable for corvée and military service alone numbered in the millions in any given year. Add the women, the convicts, the bondservants, and the enslaved, and the unfree shade into something close to the working majority of the population at the moments when the state was building hardest.

The closest thing to a hard number comes from the year 2 CE, when the Han administration recorded a registered population of just under sixty million people in more than twelve million households. It is one of the earliest detailed censuses anywhere in the world, and it was compiled not out of curiosity but because the state needed to know whom it could tax, conscript, and call up for labor. The very document that demonstrates Han sophistication was, at bottom, a tool for extraction.

The figures that survive for single projects, though they have to be treated with caution, give a sense of the order of magnitude. Sima Qian, the Han historian, reports that seven hundred thousand convicts and laborers were put to work on the First Emperor's tomb complex and his great palace. He has Meng Tian marching north with a host of three hundred thousand to drive back the steppe nomads and build the long northern wall, and a further half a million sent south to hold newly conquered land. These numbers are almost certainly rounded up for effect, and a careful reader should not bank on the exact digits. Even discounted heavily, they describe mobilizations of people that no European state of the age could have contemplated.

Those are the people this book is about: not the emperors and sages who usually fill the histories, but the unnamed millions whose backs the civilization was built on.

The Range of Unfreedom: Slavery, Corvée, Convict Labor, Debt Bondage, Military Conscription

The first thing to get straight is that "slavery" is too narrow a word for what went on. Western readers come to the subject with the Atlantic trade in mind — people bought and sold as property, owned for life, their children born into the same condition. That kind of slavery existed in China, but it was never the main engine. The main engine was a wider set of arrangements that all came down to the same thing: people doing hard labor because the state or a master could make them, not because they were paid or willing.

It helps to picture a spectrum rather than a line with "free" on one side and "slave" on the other. At one end sat the chattel slave, owned outright. At the other sat the free peasant farming his own plot. In between lay most of the population, and the space between was crowded.

Start with slavery proper. The Chinese term usually translated as "slave" is nubi, a compound of nu, a male slave, and bi, a female one. Slaves could be bought, sold, given as gifts, and inherited. Some were privately owned by wealthy families and worked as household servants, artisans, or field hands. Others belonged to the state, which acquired them in bulk: prisoners of war, and above all the relatives of criminals, since a serious offense could see the offender executed and his wife, children, and sometimes wider family confiscated and turned into government slaves.

Slavery of this kind reached far back. In the Shang, the earliest period with written records, war captives were not only enslaved but sacrificed: the oracle bones record the killing of prisoners, often from a neighboring people the Shang called the Qiang, in rites to the royal ancestors, sometimes dozens or hundreds at a time, and the pits dug up around the late Shang capital hold their remains. Treating captured outsiders as things to be used up or killed sits at the dark origin of the whole story, and later chapters return to it.

State slaves were not just domestic decoration. They labored in the imperial workshops and the official manufactories, tended the parks and stables, and staffed the offices of government as menials. Their numbers could be startling. One Han official, Gong Yu, complained in a memorial to the throne that the government was holding more than a hundred thousand official slaves who sat largely idle while the cost of feeding and clothing them fell on the taxpaying peasantry. Whether or not his figure was exact, the fact that a senior official framed state slavery as a budget problem tells you how routine and how large it had become.

The form that touched the most lives, though, was corvée. Corvée is unpaid labor owed to the state as a duty, the way taxes are owed in money or grain. Every able-bodied commoner male owed a set amount of it, typically from his mid-teens until he was in his mid-fifties. The figure usually cited for the Han is around a month a year of local work, though the exact terms varied by period and are still argued over by historians. In principle a man could sometimes pay a fee to hire a substitute in his place, which meant the burden fell hardest on those too poor to buy their way out. That labor went into digging canals, repairing dikes, hauling grain, raising walls and roads, and building tombs. A peasant might spend most of the year on his own land and then be marched off for several weeks to dig on a project he would never use, in a place he had never been.

Corvée was not unique to China; many premodern states demanded labor as well as goods, and Egypt under the pharaohs and the Ptolemies ran corvée on a huge scale. What set China apart was how central, how organized, and how durable the system was. It was not an occasional emergency levy but a permanent administrative routine, recorded on registers, scheduled, and enforced by a bureaucracy that knew roughly how many working men each district contained. The Greek and Roman worlds had public labor obligations of their own, but nothing that reached so deep into ordinary life for so long.

Third was convict labor, and the legal codes turned crime into a steady labor supply. Rather than simply jail offenders, the state sentenced them to terms of hard labor, and the sentences came in named grades that fixed both the work and its length. The harshest grade put men to building walls from before dawn and set women to pounding grain; lighter grades had convicts gathering firewood for the ancestral temples or sorting white rice for state sacrifices; others stood guard against bandits. Terms ran from one to several years. Punishments that older codes had handled by mutilation — tattooing the face, cutting off the nose or the feet — were increasingly converted into spells of hard labor, so that a body that might once have been maimed was now put to use instead. Convicts were marked out by russet clothing, shaved heads, and sometimes iron collars, so that anyone could see what they were.

Fourth was debt bondage. A bad harvest, a death in the family, or a run of bad luck could force a peasant to borrow at steep interest, and when he could not repay, he or his children might be handed over to work off what was owed, sometimes sold outright into slavery. Han writers describe famine years in which parents sold their sons and daughters simply to keep the rest of the household alive. The scholar Dong Zhongshu argued to the throne that the great families were swallowing the land while the poor, stripped of any cushion, fell into selling themselves — a complaint that recurs across the dynasty. Because debt bondage grew out of ordinary hardship rather than war or crime, it could turn a free family into an unfree one in the space of a single bad year.

This was not just individual bad luck but a structural drift. Across the Han, powerful families accumulated land while free smallholders, squeezed by taxes, labor dues, and debt, lost theirs and sank into tenancy or bondage under those same families. Every peasant who fell out of the free, taxpaying, corvée-owing population was a loss to the state and a gain to the magnates, and the court worried about the trend without ever stopping it. The line between a free subject and an unfree dependent was not only crossed by individuals; it moved, slowly, across whole regions and generations.

Fifth was military conscription, which shaded into forced labor more often than not. Commoners owed military service as well as corvée — in the standard reconstruction of the Han system, something like two years over a man's life, one in training near home and one on active duty at the frontier or the capital. Armies on the border spent much of their time building and farming rather than fighting. They raised walls, dug defensive ditches, hauled supplies, and worked the military agricultural colonies, the tuntian, set up so that garrisons could feed themselves and grain did not have to be carried across the empire. A conscript sent to the northern border to "serve" might pass his whole term with a shovel rather than a spear.

The penalties for failing the state were not idle threats. The Qin legal strips fix fines and punishments for labor gangs that arrived late or fell short, and the most famous revolt in early Chinese history began with exactly that. In 209 BCE a group being marched to a frontier posting was held up by heavy rain and could not arrive on time; facing execution for the delay under harsh Qin law, the conscripts killed their officers and rose in rebellion, lighting the fire that brought the dynasty down. Whether or not every detail of the story is exact, it shows how thin the line was between compelled labor and open revolt, and how lethal the system could be to the people it moved.

The state also ran much of the economy on this labor. When the Han took the production of salt and iron into government hands, the foundries and salt works that resulted were staffed in large part by convicts and conscripts. The monopolies became controversial enough that the court held a formal debate about them in 81 BCE, the record of which survives; the argument was about prices and state power, but the hands in the foundries belonged to the unfree. State enterprise and forced labor were not separate spheres. They were the same operation.

Women ran all through these systems, though the records notice them even less than the men. Female slaves, the bi, served in households and in the state's own workshops, where much of the empire's silk and cloth was woven; the harshest convict grade set women to pounding and hulling grain from before dawn; daughters were sold for debt as readily as sons, and often more so; and the imperial palaces held thousands of women whose labor and whose persons were entirely at the court's disposal. Their work is taken up on its own terms later in the book; the millions counted in this chapter were never only men.

These five categories were not sealed off from one another. A debtor could become a slave; a convict's family could be enslaved; a conscript could be put to digging; a free peasant could slide into bondage and his grandchildren climb back out. A person's place on the spectrum was rarely fixed for life, and that fluidity is part of what makes the Chinese case its own thing rather than a copy of anything in the West.

Why Chinese unfreedom was different from Western slavery

The historian Moses Finley drew a useful distinction for the ancient Mediterranean. Some societies, he said, merely had slaves — slavery was present but marginal. A few were genuine slave societies, where slavery was central to how the economy and the elite actually worked. Classical Athens and Roman Italy were slave societies in his sense. Slaves did much of the productive work, and the leisure and wealth of the citizen class rested on them directly.

The contrast with the Mediterranean is the quickest way to see what was distinctive about China. In Athens the silver mines at Laurion, which paid for the navy and much of the city's wealth, were worked by tens of thousands of slaves under murderous conditions. Wealthy Athenians leased out gangs of slaves for profit, and by some estimates the enslaved made up as much as a third of the population of Attica. Rome went further still. Great estates worked by slave gangs fed the cities, slave-staffed households defined elite life, and the system was violent enough at the seams to produce the revolts that culminated in Spartacus and the slave wars of Sicily. Roman law made the logic plain: a slave was a res, a thing, property that could be used, sold, or punished largely at the owner's discretion, and the agronomists who wrote handbooks for estate owners discussed slaves alongside livestock and tools, as equipment to be fed at the lowest workable cost. Chinese slaves could be bought and sold too, but slavery never became the organizing principle of production the way it did on the Roman estates, because the characteristic Chinese unfree worker was not a thing an owner possessed but a subject the state could command.

By Finley's measure, China was not a slave society. It was a society with slaves. Chattel slaves never did the bulk of the productive labor, and the elite did not depend on owning them the way a Roman senator depended on his estates. What the Chinese elite depended on was the state, and what the state commanded was not mainly slaves but the labor of its own free subjects, taken as corvée and conscription.

That is the real difference. In Rome the characteristic unfree worker was someone else's property. In China the characteristic unfree worker was a free man performing compulsory service to the government. The coercion ran through the state rather than through private ownership, which meant it could reach almost everyone, not just a bought-and-owned underclass. A Roman peasant who owned no slaves and owed no labor could live a long way from the system. A Han peasant could not, because the registers had his name and his labor month was owed.

Sparta is the closest Western parallel, and it is still not very close. The Spartan citizens lived off the helots, a subjugated population tied to the land and worked for the state rather than owned by individuals, which comes nearer to the Chinese pattern of mass, state-managed unfreedom. But the helots were a single conquered people held down by terror, whereas Chinese corvée fell on the state's own ordinary subjects as a normal duty of belonging to the realm. The helot was an enemy kept underfoot; the corvée laborer was a citizen meeting an obligation.

One more difference matters, and it cuts against the easy assumption that compulsion was simply worse in China. Chinese unfreedom usually had exits. Convicts served fixed terms and were released. Debts could be cleared. Imperial amnesties, declared at a new reign or a good omen, periodically freed slaves and pardoned convicts by the thousand. Owners could and did manumit. None of this made the labor gentle, and plenty of people died in harness before any exit arrived. But the condition was often a stage in a life rather than a permanent, inherited caste, and that marks it off sharply from the race-based, lifelong, hereditary slavery of the later Atlantic world, where the entire point was that there was no way out and no way back.

There is also a difference of duration. Mediterranean slave society had a relatively short life: it rose with the Roman conquests and faded over a few centuries as the empire changed. China's state-based compulsion had no such arc. Corvée and conscription outlived the Shang, the Zhou, the Qin, and the Han, and went on, in changing forms, for the better part of two millennia after. It was not a phase the civilization passed through but a structural feature it carried almost the whole way.

The Confucian framework: hierarchy as natural order

None of this would have held together for two thousand years on force alone. It also rested on a way of thinking about people and their places that made the whole arrangement look less like oppression and more like the natural order of things.

That way of thinking is usually labeled Confucian, after Confucius, whose followers shaped the moral language of the Chinese state for most of its history. At its center was the idea that society is a web of relationships, each with a senior and a junior partner, and that harmony comes from everyone keeping to their place. Ruler and subject, father and son, husband and wife, elder and younger, friend and friend: get these right, the thinking went, and society holds; let them slip, and it falls apart. "Let the ruler be a ruler, the subject a subject, the father a father, the son a son," Confucius is recorded as saying, and the line was quoted for centuries as a summary of good order.

The household was the model for everything above it. A son owed his father obedience and labor without question, and that duty, called filial piety, was treated as the root from which all other loyalties grew: the dutiful son became the loyal subject, and the authority of the ruler was cast as a father's authority written large. Once obedience within the family was sacred, obedience to the state that mirrored the family was hard to argue against. A man who would not dig when the magistrate called was not just shirking a tax; he was failing in something close to a moral duty.

Mencius, the most influential thinker in the tradition after Confucius, made the link to labor explicit. Some people, he said, labor with their minds, and others labor with their strength; those who labor with their minds govern, and those who labor with their strength are governed. He offered this not as a complaint about injustice but as a plain description of how a functioning society works, with the implication that the arrangement was right as well as real. In a single sentence the division between those who direct labor and those who perform it was written into the order of the universe.

Xunzi, a later and tougher-minded figure, pushed the point further. Human beings, he argued, can accomplish nothing alone; one man's strength is less than an ox's, yet humans master oxen, because they can organize themselves into groups with ranks and divisions. Hierarchy, for Xunzi, was the thing that lifted people above animals, and ritual was the glue that held the ranks in place. A society without grades and divisions was, to him, no society at all.

The Confucian schools supplied the moral cover, but the day-to-day machinery of compulsion was built by their rivals, the Legalists. Where Confucians spoke of virtue and proper relationships, the Legalists spoke of law, reward, and punishment, and they thought a state grew strong by counting its people and pointing them at farming and war. In the state of Qin in the fourth century BCE, the reformer Shang Yang put these ideas into practice: he registered the whole population into groups of five and ten households, made each group collectively responsible for the conduct of its members, and tied advancement to a ladder of ranks earned by producing grain and killing enemies. A people thus counted, grouped, and ranked was a people that could be taxed, conscripted, and worked with a thoroughness no earlier ruler had managed. Later thinkers such as Han Fei gathered these methods into a full theory of statecraft built on law, administrative technique, and raw positional power.

The empire that emerged ran on a blend of the two. The Qin governed by naked Legalist method and collapsed within a generation, its harshness a byword ever after. The Han kept the Legalist apparatus — the registers, the codes, the graded punishments, the labor levies — but wrapped it in Confucian language about benevolence and proper order. Historians sometimes sum the result up as Confucian on the outside and Legalist on the inside. For the peasant facing his labor month, what mattered was that one tradition explained why he should accept his place and the other made very sure he could not refuse it.

The Paradox: The World's Most Sophisticated Civilization Built on Compulsory Labor

It is tempting to treat the brilliance and the coercion as two separate stories — the glory of Chinese civilization on one page, the suffering that paid for it on the next. They are not separate. They are functions of the same thing, and seeing why is the point of this section.

The thing they share is the state. Everything that makes ancient China look advanced — the censuses, the granaries, the standardized weights, the road network, the salaried officials — is a measure of administrative reach: the state's ability to know about its subjects and to act on them at a distance. That same reach is exactly what made mass coercion possible. A government that can count sixty million people in order to tax them can also count them in order to conscript them. The register that records a man's grain is the register that records his labor month. Administrative capacity does not come in a benign version for taxes and a separate harsh version for forced work; it is one capacity, pointed wherever the state likes.

This is why the achievements grow more impressive and more troubling together rather than apart. A walled frontier hundreds of miles long is staggering as an act of organization, and the same fact that makes it staggering — that a single authority could move tens of thousands of bodies to a remote line and keep them digging — is what made it grind those bodies up. The capacity to build at that scale and the capacity to compel at that scale were not two talents that happened to coexist. They were the same talent.

From this one idea a sharper claim follows, and it is the real argument of the chapter. The strength of the early Chinese state is usually told as a happy story of precocious sophistication: China had bureaucracy, meritocracy, and unified administration centuries before Europe, and that is presented as straightforward progress. But a stronger, more centralized state is also one that reaches deeper into ordinary lives. The more capable the government, the less room the individual has to escape its demands. Europe's later, messier, more fragmented states were in many ways less impressive on paper, and that very weakness left ordinary people with gaps to live in — competing lords, independent towns, charters and rights wrung from rulers who could not simply command. Early Chinese centralization closed those gaps. Its sophistication was, in part, the sophistication of a machine for extracting labor.

That comparison can be pushed too far, and this book will not pretend that European peasants were free in any modern sense; serfs and the rural poor of medieval Europe lived hard, constrained lives of their own. The point is narrower. The very features that make us call ancient China advanced — the reach, the record-keeping, the central command — were the features that let it conscript and convict and register its people on a scale no contemporary could match. Capacity is neutral about its uses, and a state good at large projects is, by the same skills, good at compelling the labor that large projects need.

That does not make the civilization a fraud, and it does not mean the achievements should be admired less. The irrigation works that fed millions were real goods, and many of them outlasted the dynasties that built them. But the cost was real too, and it was paid in lives we cannot count, by people who had no say in the matter. Holding both of those facts at once — the genuine grandeur and the genuine human price — is the only honest way to look at it, and it is the stance this book takes throughout.

Why Western readers know almost nothing about this

Most educated Westerners can say something about Roman slavery or the Atlantic trade. Very few could say a word about Chinese corvée. The gap is not an accident, and a few reasons sit behind it.

The first is simply what gets taught. When China reaches a Western general reader at all, it usually arrives as a parade of high culture and invention: Confucius and Laozi, silk and porcelain, paper and gunpowder, the beautiful objects in the museum cases. The labor that built and paid for that culture is not part of the package. It is the kind of thing that drops out when a vast subject is boiled down to its most flattering highlights.

The second is language and sources. The evidence for unfree labor sits in classical Chinese legal codes, administrative documents, and excavated texts that only a small number of specialists can read. A great deal of the best work exists in Chinese, or in technical scholarship aimed at other specialists, and it rarely crosses into the popular books that shape what general readers know.

The third is an old habit of Western thinking about Asia. For a long time European writers reached for the idea of "Oriental despotism" — the notion that Asian states were uniquely tyrannical, their people uniquely servile, their great works the product of mindless mass compulsion. Because that cliché was lazy and self-flattering, later scholars were rightly wary of it, and in steering away from it some played down the role of forced labor rather than risk sounding as if they endorsed the old caricature. An honest account has to describe the coercion plainly while refusing the racial sneer that used to come attached to it.

The fourth reason is political. For much of the twentieth century, the most serious study of unfree labor in early China happened inside Chinese Marxist scholarship, which was intensely interested in whether ancient China had passed through a "slave society" stage in the Marxist sequence of history. That produced real research, but it also tangled the subject up in doctrine and in arguments about exactly when one stage gave way to the next, which made some Western scholars warier of the whole question and made it harder for general readers to approach. The upshot is a topic that is central to the history and nearly absent from the popular picture.

There is also, finally, a matter of comfort. The achievements of ancient China are a source of deserved pride, claimed by a fifth of the world's living population and admired by everyone else, and a book that insists those achievements were built on the backs of the compelled is unwelcome from several directions at once. It can read as an attack on a civilization, as the same old Western condescension in new clothes, or simply as a downer attached to a story people would rather keep inspiring. None of those reactions makes the labor any less real, but together they help explain why it stays so quietly in the background.

What this book will cover and how

The plan is chronological. The book follows unfree labor from the Shang to the end of the Han, watching how its forms change as the state that organizes it changes, and it is grouped into parts that move in step with that history.

The early parts deal with the Shang and Zhou, where the evidence is thinnest and the unfreedom most entangled with war, sacrifice, and the gift of land-with-people from a king to his followers. Here slavery and bondage are bound up with religion and with the personal bonds between a ruler and his dependents, and the state is still small enough that its demands fall unevenly. The middle parts reach the Warring States and the Qin, the period when the machinery sharpened: population registration, written legal codes, graded convict labor, and corvée organized on a scale earlier rulers could only have dreamed of. This is where the system that defines the rest of the book is forged.

The later parts take up the Han, where that system reached maturity and where the records, for the first time, are rich enough to let us watch it working in detail. From there the book steps back to look hard at particular subjects: the great construction projects and what they consumed, the daily lives of the laborers, the place of women in a world of compelled work, and the revolts and quieter resistance the system provoked. It closes with the unraveling of the Han order and what became of unfree labor as the unified empire broke apart.

The approach throughout is to stay concrete. Where there are numbers, names, sentences, and excavated objects, the book leans on them, and where the evidence runs out it says so rather than filling the gap with invention. The argument — that the civilization and the coercion were one thing — is not imposed on the material from above; it is meant to rise out of the details as they accumulate. A reader who finishes the book should come away not with a slogan but with a crowded, specific sense of how an entire civilization arranged to make its people work.

The evidence: what we have and what we're missing

The sources fall into two broad kinds, and the difference between them shapes everything that can be said.

The first kind is texts that were copied and passed down through the centuries: the great histories, above all Sima Qian's and later Ban Gu's; the classics such as the Book of Documents and the Rites of Zhou; the philosophical works. These are priceless, but they were written by and for the literate elite, and they treat unfree labor the way a modern annual report treats the cleaning staff — as a background fact, mentioned when it bears on policy or scandal and otherwise ignored. They tell us how the people at the top thought about labor far better than they tell us what the labor was like.

The second kind is the material that has come out of the ground, and it has transformed the subject in the last several decades. From Shang sites come the oracle bones, the cracked and inscribed turtle shells and ox bones on which kings recorded their divinations, including questions about war captives and human sacrifice. From the Zhou come bronze vessels cast with inscriptions that record grants of land together with the people on it. From the Qin and Han come something even more useful: caches of legal and administrative documents written on bamboo and wooden strips, found in tombs and at frontier posts, that preserve the actual statutes and case records governing slaves, convicts, and corvée.

A handful of these finds have done more than any transmitted text to open the subject up. The legal manuscripts from a Qin official's tomb at Shuihudi let us read the statutes and model cases that an everyday administrator worked from, down to the rules for handling runaway bondservants. The bundle of Han statutes recovered from a tomb at Zhangjiashan gives the law of the early dynasty in the officials' own words. The wooden strips from the northwestern garrisons at sites such as Juyan let us watch individual conscripts being enrolled, issued rations, and accounted for, day by day, at the empire's far edge. None of this was meant to survive for us to read; it survived by the accident of burial and a dry climate.

A single Qin-era well at Liye, in the south, gave up tens of thousands of wooden documents from a county government — receipts, rosters, reports, and labor records that together let historians watch one local administration run its corner of the empire. Finds like these have shifted the subject from guesswork built on a few literary anecdotes toward something closer to documentary history, even if the documents survive only in scattered pockets.

Archaeology also gives us the bodies. Near the Eastern Han capital, excavators found a burial ground for convict laborers: shallow graves, skeletons still wearing iron fetters, and bricks scratched with the dead men's names, home districts, convict ranks, and sometimes the date of death. It is one of the few places where the system left a record of individuals rather than aggregates.

Read together, those bricks sketch a grim collective portrait: men drawn from many different regions, sentenced under the same handful of convict grades, and dying far from home, often young, their bodies laid in shallow rows with an iron ring still at the ankle. No single brick says much on its own. The field of them says that the state could pull a man from one end of the empire to labor and die at the other, and keep just enough of a record to know which anonymous body had been which. It is bookkeeping more than memorial, and that is exactly what makes it such a clear window onto how the system saw the people inside it: as units to be tracked, not lives to be mourned.

What is missing is just as important. There are no account books from the great projects telling us how many died building a given wall. There is no census that breaks the population down cleanly into free and unfree. There are almost no documents written by unfree people themselves. The numbers that do survive are often round, rhetorical, or pulled from a single source with its own agenda, and they have to be handled with care rather than quoted as if they came from a modern statistical office. A good deal of this history has to be built from fragments and stated as likelihood rather than certainty, and the book will be open about which is which.

The Voices We Don't Have: Why the Unfree Left Almost No Records

Every history is shaped by who could write, and this one is shaped by the fact that the people at its center almost never could.

The unfree of ancient China left no memoirs, no letters, no testimony. They did not write because they could not, and the literate men who could write had little reason to record what a convict thought or what a corvée laborer felt on the long march to a construction site. Almost everything we know about these millions of people reaches us secondhand, filtered through the officials who counted them, the laws that bound them, and the historians who mentioned them in passing while describing the doings of kings.

This is the central difficulty of the whole subject, and it has to be faced rather than wished away. We can describe the systems of unfree labor in real detail, because the systems were exactly what the literate elite cared about recording. We can read the statutes, the registers, the sentences, the supply lists. What we cannot do is hear the people inside the systems in their own words. Their inner lives, their families, their resistance and their resignation, the texture of an ordinary unfree day — these are mostly lost, and no amount of careful reading will fully recover them.

The closest thing to a voice is often an object. The bricks from the convict cemetery are not testimony, but a name scratched beside a fettered skeleton is a person insisting, against the odds, on being more than a number. A frontier strip recording one conscript's rations is not a diary, but it fixes a single real man at a single real post on a single real day. Now and then a legal case preserves a few lines of what someone said in court — a runaway questioned, a dispute over a sale — and for a sentence or two an unfree person almost speaks. The work of this kind of history is to read these scraps closely enough that the people behind them stop being an abstraction, while staying honest about how little they can be made to say.

That silence is not a flaw in the record to be apologized for and set aside. It is part of the history itself. The reason the unfree left so little is the same reason they were unfree: they were treated as instruments rather than as people whose words were worth keeping. To write their history at all is to work against the grain of sources built to overlook them, and to keep insisting that the millions who built the civilization were there, even where they cannot be heard.
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Chapter 2: The Many Forms of Chinese Unfreedom
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Chapter 1 made the case that forced labor was the foundation under Chinese civilization. This chapter takes the foundation apart and looks at the pieces. "Unfreedom" is a single word, but it covered a crowd of different conditions, each with its own law, its own vocabulary, its own way in and sometimes its own way out. A privately owned slave, a peasant doing his labor month, a convict in an iron collar, a boy castrated and sent to the palace, a soldier farming the frontier, a daughter pawned against a loan — all of them were unfree, and all of them were unfree in different ways. Lumping them together as "slavery" loses almost everything that matters about how the system actually worked.

Separating them matters, because the forms differed in who controlled the labor, in how long it lasted, in whether it could be inherited, in whether there was a road back to freedom, and in what the law allowed to be done to the person. A convict had committed a crime, at least in theory, and would be released when his term ran out. A chattel slave had committed nothing and might never be released at all. A corvée laborer was a free man with a house and a field to go back to. A eunuch had been cut for life. They were distinct institutions, sharing only one thing: the people inside them worked because someone with power could make them.

What follows is a tour of those institutions, taken one at a time. The order runs roughly from the most familiar to Western readers to the least. It starts with chattel slavery, the form that looks most like what the word "slave" calls to mind, then moves to the larger and stranger systems that did most of the actual work — corvée, convict labor, debt bondage, state slavery, conscription — and ends with the eunuch system, which has no real parallel in the Western experience of bondage. The chapter closes by putting the pieces back together, because in practice they were never as separate as a list makes them look.

Chattel slavery (nubi): privately owned human property

The Chinese word for a slave in the strict sense is nubi, written with two characters: nu, an enslaved man, and bi, an enslaved woman. A nubi was property. A master could buy one, sell one, give one away, hand one down to his heirs, or offer one as security against a loan. In the eyes of the law a slave was closer to a possession than to a person, and the transmitted texts sometimes list slaves in the same breath as cattle and horses, as part of an estate's movable wealth.

But Chinese chattel slavery was not Roman chattel slavery, and the difference is worth getting right, because it shaped everything about how the institution worked. In Roman law a slave was a res, a thing, and an owner's power over that thing was close to absolute, including, for long stretches of Roman history, the power to kill. Chinese law never granted ownership quite that complete. A master's authority over a slave was real and harsh, but the slave remained, faintly and unevenly, a subject of the emperor as well as the property of an owner, and the state occasionally reached past the master to assert its own claim. The clearest sign of this is that killing a slave was not simply the owner's business. Under the Han, and especially after the founding of the Later Han, the throne issued edicts insisting that a master who killed a slave would be judged, not excused, and that slaves who had been killed or branded were owed the protection of the law. In the year 35 CE the founding emperor of the Later Han, Guangwu, ordered that those who murdered slaves should not have their own punishment reduced, and forbade the branding of slaves with hot irons. The very fact that such orders had to be issued tells us masters were killing and branding slaves freely enough that the court felt a need to speak. But the orders also mark a line that Roman law did not draw: the Chinese slave was property whose owner could still, in principle, be called to account.

What did slaves actually do? Most privately owned slaves worked in and around the households of the wealthy, as servants, cooks, grooms, musicians, concubines, bodyguards, and skilled artisans. A great house might be staffed top to bottom by bought people. Some slaves were trusted with money and business, managing shops or trading on a master's behalf, which meant that a slave could occasionally end up handling more wealth than a poor free man would ever see, while owning none of it. Slaves were also put to productive work — in workshops, in the kitchens of inns and eating houses, on the land — but here the institution ran into its limits. Gang slavery of the Roman kind, where hundreds of bought laborers worked a great estate under overseers, never became the dominant way of farming in China. The land was worked mostly by free and semi-free peasants, by tenants, and by hired hands, not by armies of chattel slaves. Slavery in China was widespread, sometimes large in particular households, and genuinely brutal, but it sat to one side of the main economy rather than at its center.

The slave's in-between status — property for most purposes, person for a few — ran right through the law. A slave could not hold office, could not stand as a full legal equal to a free man, and was bought, taxed, and inherited as a chattel; yet when a slave committed a crime, the law punished the slave as a responsible person rather than merely fining the owner for damaged goods, and a slave's word could enter a legal case. The law treated the slave as property for the purposes of ownership and as a person for the purposes of guilt, less out of confusion than convenience, reaching for whichever definition served the master or the state at a given moment.

Numbers are hard to come by and harder to trust. Wealthy families and great merchants are recorded holding slaves in the hundreds, and a handful of the very rich in the dozens of hundreds, but these are the eye-catching extremes that get written down precisely because they were extremes. The ordinary picture was smaller: a prosperous household with a few slaves, a modest official with one or two. Across the empire the total enslaved population was large in absolute terms but small as a share of the whole, which is exactly why this most recognizable form of bondage was not the one that built the country.

How people became slaves: war, punishment, debt, birth, sale

Nobody was born a slave by nature, and the law knew it; a slave was made, and the routes into slavery were specific and identifiable. There were five main ones, and a single person might have arrived by any of them.

The oldest road was war. Defeated enemies, especially the non-Chinese peoples on the frontiers, were taken in large numbers and turned into property, either kept by the state or distributed to the victors. In the early periods captives were the classic source of slaves, and the association between the foreigner, the captive, and the slave ran deep in the language and the law. Campaigns against the steppe peoples to the north and the tribes to the south produced human plunder as a matter of course, and a successful general might return with thousands of captives to be settled, sold, or enslaved.

The second road, and under the settled empire probably the most important single source of slaves for the state, was punishment. Chinese law worked on a principle of collective liability: a serious crime did not fall on the criminal alone but on the criminal's family. A man condemned for treason or another grave offense could be executed while his wife, his children, and sometimes his siblings and their households were confiscated along with his property and turned into government slaves in a single stroke. This is the mechanism that fed the state's own holdings of slaves, taken up below. For the family of a condemned man, enslavement was not a punishment for anything they had done. It was the legal aftershock of someone else's crime.

The third road was debt, which is important enough to have its own section later in this chapter. In brief, a family that borrowed and could not repay might surrender a member to the creditor to work off the loan, or sell a child outright, and what began as a temporary pledge slid easily into permanent slavery. The fourth road was birth. Slave status was heritable through the mother: the child of an enslaved woman was born enslaved, the property of her owner, which meant that slavery reproduced itself without any fresh capture or sale. A household that owned a few female slaves owned their future children too.

The fifth road was sale, and it took several forms. Desperate families sold their own children, especially daughters, in years of famine and flood, sometimes to keep the rest of the household from starving, sometimes simply to turn a child into food. Adults sold themselves into slavery for the same reasons, trading their freedom for a master's obligation to feed them. And beneath the legal sales ran an illegal traffic in kidnapped and abducted people — children snatched, travelers seized, the vulnerable lured and sold to dealers who moved them far from anyone who might recognize them. The law condemned kidnapping and the sale of free people, which tells us both that it happened and that it happened often enough to need condemning.

These roads were not equally traveled in every period. War mattered most when the empire was expanding; punishment mattered most under a settled state with a heavy criminal code; debt and sale mattered most when ordinary people were squeezed hardest. But all five stayed open across the whole span this book covers, and a single bad year of war, harvest failure, and a tightened law could send people down all of them at once.

The slave markets and the economics of the trade

Slaves were bought and sold in markets, openly, alongside other goods. The sources describe enslaved people being held in pens and offered for sale much as cattle and horses were, in the same market districts, sometimes literally in adjacent enclosures, which is part of why the texts so often pair slaves with livestock. A buyer could inspect the merchandise, haggle over the price, and walk away with a human being and, in a proper transaction, a written contract recording the sale.

One such document, or rather a literary joke built on the form of one, happens to survive and gives us a rare close look at what owning a slave involved. In the first century BCE a scholar named Wang Bao wrote a mock contract, usually called "The Slave's Contract," recording the purchase of a slave named Bianliao and setting out, in exhaustive and deliberately absurd detail, the endless list of duties the slave was bound to perform. The piece was meant to be funny — its humor lies in the sheer crushing length of the work assigned, from cooking and cleaning to farming, building, trading at market, and minding the household, with no rest from dawn past dark. But comedy only works on a frame the audience recognizes, and the frame here is a real institution: a real form of sale contract, a real price, a real assumption that a bought person owed every waking hour to the buyer. The joke tells us more about ordinary slaveholding than most of the sober references in the histories.

Prices, where they are recorded, put a slave well beyond the reach of the poor. A slave could cost on the order of fifteen or twenty thousand cash in the Han, comparable to a good horse or
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