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Introduction

The role of the emperor in the Chinese royal hierarchy was one of absolute power. All power was vested in him: he ruled the government; he appointed the top officials for the central, provincial, and county administrative governments; he served as commander-in-chief of the military; he was the supreme justice of the courts, and he even performed the role of priest in the government’s religious observations.

The irony is that, with all this power in one man, many of the actual decisions that were made came from those peripheral persons, wheeling and dealing, conspiring and accusing, who manipulated their ways into the halls of exalted command: the eunuchs, who were entrusted with so much because it was assumed that they would work solely on behalf of the emperor rather than to suit their own ends; the empresses and empress dowagers and consorts, who, during the reigns of emperors that were still young children or even infants, often made the decisions that drove the government’s actions; and the families of the empresses, who served as advisors in a role which easily slipped from an advisory one to a controlling one.

During the Eastern Han dynasty’s tenure as the ruling family over China, the governing process was repeatedly assailed by the consequences inherent in a child emperor guided by a self-serving family and power-hungry eunuchs. The Western Han dynasty, which preceded the Eastern Han, had undergone similar crises during its 200-year rule. The flaws in the Han structure would prove to be systemic, and the cracks in the foundation would ultimately lead to the downfall of the Eastern Han dynasty as well.

The Han rulers had consistently been forced to deal militarily and diplomatically with the raids by the Xiongnu tribes on China’s northern border, but under the Eastern Han, internal uprisings, most notably the Yellow Turban Rebellion, became more common. Economic strains fostered agrarian rebellions; corruption stirred anger and unrest; self-serving family members plucked power from the hands of ineffectual emperors. The ability of the eunuchs to determine imperial policy seemed absolute.

The Eastern Han dynasty, which began with a member of the Liu family restoring the Han dynasty to the throne, ended when Emperor Xian was forced by a warlord’s son to abdicate his imperial position. This began the Reign of the Three Kingdoms.

But what is remarkable during the time of the Eastern Han dynasty is not its demise. Rather, it is the blossoming of inventions, science, and knowledge that flourished during these years. Cai Lun, a eunuch in the imperial court, is recognized as the man who developed a process for manufacturing paper; astronomer Zhang Heng invented a device that could measure earthquake tremors from miles away; the medical virtuoso Hua Tuo adopted the use of anesthesia in surgery.

It seemed that when the Han leaders failed their people, it was left to Chinese scholars and innovators to pursue the excellence which advanced the learning and efficiency of civilization.


Chapter One

Wang Mang, the Usurper

“He who conquers himself is the mightiest warrior.”

—Confucius

The Han dynasty ruled China from 202 BCE to 220 CE. However, in those centuries lies a tale of imperial infighting, government-endorsed corruption, and sinister relationships that would see the Han dynasty’s reign fractured into two lines: the Western Han, which began under the rule of the peasant-turned-emperor Liu Bang and lasted from 202 BCE to 9 CE, and the Eastern Han, which was restored by Liu Xiu and lasted from 25 to 220 CE. In between those two periods of Han imperial rule was the Xin dynasty, established by Wang Mang, whose dubious claims to the throne came through his connection to the imperial consort’s family.

As the Han dynasty entered the First Millennium, the family was torn by internal scheming and struggles for power. The Wang family, connected to the Han dynasty through marriage during Emperor Cheng’s reign, was able to establish its dominance at a time of child rulers, ambitious consorts, and the crumbling of civil order within the royal hierarchy.

Emperor Ping had ascended to the Dragon Throne at the age of eight; his predecessors, the Emperors Ai and Cheng, had died without leaving an heir. Consorts and their families exerted a great deal of control over an emperor who was yet a minor, and the Grand Empress Dowager Wang moved to consolidate power for her family, naming Wang Mang as regent for Emperor Ping.

Wang Mang differed from his other relatives who had indulged in the dominance without the titles, influencing weak emperors by governing from behind the scenes. He became regent for several emperors during their youth, and he found the position to his liking, but it was insufficient for his ambitions. To cement his power, Wang Mang began to rid the imperial court of the people who had been favorites of the former emperor. Then, in 6 CE, Wang Mang poisoned Ping, laying the groundwork for his eventual triumph. Adept at self-promotion, Wang Mang established his identity as a leader of Confucian values; he also began an extensive building program.

But he was not yet the emperor, and rebellions arose against him in 6 and 7 CE. He quickly put down the rebellions, and as the Han dynasty’s position declined, Wang Mang was able to overthrow the dynasty. He did not enjoy a groundswell of support, but with the absence of any rivals strong enough to challenge him, he was able to name himself emperor of a new dynasty, the Xin. The Han did not lack for backers, but the remaining nobles who were loyal to the Han recognized that the new regime would not tolerate rebellions and they stayed silent.

The problems facing China did not pause for the new emperor. There had long been contentious relations with the Xiongnu on the northern border, and Wang Mang, like other emperors before him, had to deal with them. In response to a threat of invasion, Wang Mang sent 300,000 troops to the border. The Xiongnu were a tenacious lot, and as the disputes continued, Wang Mang established a rival to the Xiongnu in 19 CE. The costs of handling the Xiongnu dilemma and providing support to maintain the army to protect the border meant that funds which could have been useful elsewhere in the empire were dedicated to this crisis, draining the imperial treasury.

Wang Mang’s solutions to the problems he faced were intended to cover a multitude of issues. He presented reforms which were designed to strengthen the weakened economy, bolster the conditions of the peasants, reinforce the authority of the central government and diminish the role (and influence) of the noble families who sought to advance their own aspirations.

Seeking to restore the moral leadership of the government format to that of the Zhou era before the reign of the Han emperors, Wang Mang took land from the aristocracy and gave it to the landless. The sale of slaves was forbidden, and taxes on slave-owning were instituted. The government took back its monopoly on the salt and iron industries. Farmland was nationalized, and limits were set in place on the amount of farmland that a single family could own. The status of foreign vassal rulers was also diminished in an effort to bolster the Xin control over those border regions which were less completely under government control. When the gold-based form of currency was replaced by bronze as a means of stabilizing market prices, the nobles from the rank of marquis and below were ordered to surrender their gold and accept bronze coins in exchange. However, while the measures worked in terms of strengthening the government’s economic stability, they were unpopular with those members of the nobility who were affected by them.

In the beginning, the reforms achieved some success while eroding the power of the Liu family, the dynastic clan which had ruled China until Wang Mang’s takeover. Because the entrenched bureaucracy distrusted the reforms they regarded as too radical, Wang Mang’s changes found more support among the peasants than within the elite. Political instability ensued.

Political tensions were soon overtaken by natural disasters. When the Yellow River changed its course, flooding resulted. Silt built up, splitting the river into two channels and resulting in the displacement of many farmers. Eventually, famine hit. Crop-destroying locusts added to the dismal agricultural forecast. The peasants, now engaged in a life-and-death battle just to survive, no longer found reasons to support Wang Mang’s economic measures, which had not succeeded in preventing this economic crisis.

Faced with the failure of their harvests, the peasants in the eastern region of the empire resorted to banditry, and by the 20s CE, there were thousands of outlaw groups in the area. Before long, the disaffected farmers along the Yellow River transitioned from being bandit groups to becoming rebel armies. These armies, called the Red Eyebrows, formed alliances with Liu relatives of the former imperial dynasty and other nobles who held a grudge against Wang Mang. The rebels were known as the Red Eyebrows because their foreheads were stained red to set them apart. Red was also the color associated with the deposed Han dynasty, although these rebels were motivated more by poverty and need rather than personal connections to the former ruling family.

The result of the rebellions was a full-blown civil war by 19 CE. When Wang Mang, needing troops to address the rebellion, moved his forces, the Xiongnu capitalized upon the instability and overran the Protectorate of the Western Regions that Wang Mang had established to shield the border from invasion. Rebellions simultaneously erupted along the Lower Yangtze. The ensuing civil war strained the ability of Xin dynasty forces to hold off the rebels, and when they came up against Han forces in the Battle of Kunyang in 23 CE, they were defeated. Militia forces, emboldened by the defeat of the government troops, killed Wang Mang.

But peace was not the result. The rebel armies went after each other while China was torn by unrest. Then, in 25 CE, Liu Xiu ascended to the imperial throne as the Emperor Guangwu of Han, ridding himself of his rivals and threats, including the Red Eyebrows. A Han emperor was in control of China once again.


Chapter Two

Return of the Han

“If I were to be an official, I want to be zhijinyu; if I were to marry, I want to marry Yin Lihua.”

—Liu Xiu (Emperor Guangwu)

The Han family had been persecuted as Wang Mang sought to consolidate his power, but Liu Xiu, a sixth-generation descendant of Emperor Jing, and his family had managed to avoid the perils of being perceived as a potential claimant to the throne. As the usurper’s power began to wane, Liu Xiu rose in revolt.

In 25 CE, Liu Xiu, now known as Emperor Guangwu, took back the throne that had been stolen from the Han dynasty by Wang Mang. By the time he achieved this aim, China was weakened by economic instability and civil strife. Because of the power of rebel armies and bandits, Emperor Guangwu spent years of his reign trying to consolidate China once again after the intervening years of fracture and chaos.

There were threats to his reign from the beginning, no surprise considering that Wang Mang had sought to diminish the power of the Han in order to prevent them from contemplating a return to power. The new emperor’s battle strategy and military insight were of inestimable value as he fought for the kingdom his ancestors had claimed.

By uniting his military forces, Guangwu managed to defeat weaker rivals until, at last, the kingdom belonged to him and the Han again. Where he could, Guangwu worked to persuade the regional warlords to accept his rule and some did. Once he had brought the empire back under control, Guangwu rewarded his generals with titles and wealth, but he did not bring them into the government. Instead
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