
The First Emperor of China
Was the Emperor of Qin an effective leader?

Introduction

In the later years of the Zhou dynasty, China entered a period of unrest
that lasted until the Qin dynasty seized power. During this dynasty,
China became unified under Qin Shi Huangdi (chin SHEE hwahng-dee).

The Emperor of Qin (chin) ruled over a united China from 221 to 210
B.C.E. His reign was one of great contrasts. He executed hundreds of
enemies, and his building projects killed thousands of his own people.
However, he also unified Chinese government and culture.

The emperor's construction projects were among the most spectacular
in the world, the largest of which was the Great Wall along China's
northern border. The wall was intended to protect China from invasion
from the north. Much like a general would prepare for a war, the
Emperor of Qin made plans to build his wall. Supply camps were set up
to bring food and materials to the workers in the mountains and deserts
of the northern frontier. Soldiers were posted to fight off bandits and
to prevent workers from running away. Thousands of Chinese were
marched from their homes and forced to work on the wall. It is said that
many of them never returned.

Clearly, the Emperor of Qin was both a strong leader and a cruel one. It
is little wonder that later historians would have very differing opinions
of this ruler and his impact on China. In this lesson, you will read about
the Emperor of Qin and develop your own opinion.
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1. Creating an Empire
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China's first emperor began life as Prince Zheng (jung) of the royal
family of the state of Qin. He was born in 259 B.C.E., near the end of
the Warring States period. In 256 B.C.E., Qin rulers took over the state
of Zhou, ending the Zhou dynasty. Ten years later, 13-year-old Prince
Zheng became king.

Occasionally called the Tiger of Qin, Zheng was quite an ambitious man.
He used military might, spies, bribery, and alliances to conquer the
remaining rival states. His kingdom ultimately became far larger than
those of earlier dynasties. In 221 B.C.E., he gained control of all of
China and decided to take a new title, Qin Shi Huangdi, or First
Emperor of Qin.

As a ruler, the Emperor of Qin was greatly influenced by Legalism.
Legalists believed in strict laws, harsh punishments, and a strong
central authority. The emperor adopted these ideas. To avoid threats
from powerful lords, he replaced the old system of feudalism with a
government he controlled personally. He divided his vast territory into
36 districts. Three officials were appointed to govern each district. One
official was responsible for the army. Another held authority over the
laws and agriculture. The duty of the third official was to keep the
emperor informed of district activities.

The Emperor of Qin used harsh measures to maintain his power. When
he discovered plots against his life, he ordered the traitors and their
families to be executed. He even exiled his own mother from court,
fearful that she was plotting against him.
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2. Standardizing the Culture

The Emperor of Qin aimed to unify China. He began to standardize
cultural practices that differed from location to location.

One key step was to develop a uniform system of laws, a number of
which were aimed at government officials. Officials were punished if the
grain in storehouses spoiled, or if a wall constructed under their
supervision collapsed. Other laws governed everyday life. For example,
widows were forbidden to remarry.

Based on Legalist beliefs, the emperor's laws were detailed and spelled
out exact punishments for people who broke them. Rich and poor were
punished in the same way. Typical punishments included fines that
were paid in shields, gold, or suits of armor. However, there were also
physical punishments that included forced labor, whippings, and
beheadings.

To make trading easier, the emperor standardized money, weights, and
measures. Throughout China, people had used various types of items
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as money, such as shells, pearls, silver, tin objects, and coins. The
Emperor of Qin commanded that metal coins of gold or bronze would
be the only acceptable form of currency. A hole in the center of each
coin enabled people to carry several coins together on a cord. The
emperor also ordered that measuring cups be designed to hold
consistent amounts. To regulate weights, he had metalworkers create
bell-shaped bronze or iron weights in a variety of standard sizes.

Shi Huangdi also simplified the writing system. He removed many of the
written characters that were in use across China. A later dictionary
listed 9,000 approved characters.

3. Protecting the Northern Border

To protect his empire from invaders, the Emperor of Qin forced workers
to build an enormous wall along China's northern border. Earlier
kingdoms had previously constructed smaller walls of their own. The
emperor ordered long sections built to connect these walls and extend
the wall to the west. The complete structure was called the “10,000 Li
Long Wall.” (One li is about three-tenths of a mile.) It later became
known as the Great Wall.

Few traces of the original Great Wall survive. The Great Wall as it is
known today was built by later rulers. Most likely, the original wall was
made up of layers of earth pounded into wooden frames that held all
the components together.

The Emperor of Qin's wall took ten years to complete. A workforce of
300,000 men was assembled to construct it. Some were soldiers, while
many were peasants who were forced to renounce farming to work on
the project. Still others were musicians, teachers, writers, and artists
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that the emperor had previously exiled to the north.

The men who built the wall worked under difficult conditions since the
wall crossed high mountains, deserts, swampland, and quicksand. The
weather was bitterly cold in the winter and blazingly hot in the summer.
According to later accounts, tens of thousands of men died while
working on the project, and their bodies were buried in the wall.

Combined with strong Chinese armies, the Great Wall proved extremely
effective at stopping invasions. Nomads living to the north of the wall
were unable to move sheep or cattle over it, and horses could not jump
it. Therefore, any invaders who managed to scale the wall would be left
without supplies or horses.

4. Ending Opposition

The changes that the Emperor of Qin introduced to unify and protect
China drew a great deal of opposition. They were especially unpopular
with Confucian scholars, who believed in behaving properly and setting
a good example rather than enforcing harsh laws.
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The emperor was determined to end any opposition to his rule. It is said
that he executed 460 Confucian scholars for plotting against him.

The conflict between the emperor and the scholars worsened during a
royal banquet in 213 B.C.E. During the meal, one Confucian scholar
criticized the emperor, warning that the Qin dynasty would not endure
unless the emperor followed the ways of the past.

The scholar's comments angered the emperor's trusted adviser, Li Siu
(lee sway), who informed the emperor that scholars' criticisms were
causing trouble, and the government should censor the scholars. No
one, he declared, should be allowed to learn about Confucianism. All
Confucian literature must be brought to the capital city and burned.
Only books discussing medicine, farming, and the history of the Qin
kingdom should escape censorship.

The Emperor of Qin agreed to order the book burning. He said that
scholars who disobeyed the order would be marked with a tattoo on
their faces and sent to do forced labor. In addition, anyone who
discussed ancient teachings would be guilty of criticizing the
government and would be executed.

The emperor's brutal action shocked the people of China. Some
scholars chose to die rather than surrender their books. Even the
emperor's son became a victim of his father's campaign to end
opposition. When the son objected to the killing of scholars, he was sent
to oversee work on the Great Wall.
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5. The Emperor's Death and the End of the Qin Dynasty

Despite the Emperor of Qin's many achievements, some ancient
Chinese writings say that he could not find happiness. Above all, the
emperor was afraid to die, so he summoned magicians to his court and
asked how he could become immortal, or live forever. Some magicians
informed him that he should seek a magic potion. The emperor
searched far and wide for such a potion. He once sent an expedition all
the way to islands in the sea that is east of China.

The Death and Burial of the Emperor of Qin  In 210 B.C.E., the
Emperor of Qin died after ruling for just over ten years. He had been off
searching for the magic potion, 600 miles from the capital city. No one
knows the exact cause of his death, but some suggest he was poisoned.

The Emperor of Qin's body was transported back to the capital and
buried in a huge tomb in a human-made mound. The tomb complex, or
group of structures, covered many square miles. Ancient Chinese
writings state that more than 700,000 workers helped construct it.
Some of them were buried with the emperor to prevent grave robbers
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from learning about the tomb's fabulous treasures.

The treasures in the Emperor of Qin's tomb were not uncovered until
1974 C.E. Among them were tools, precious jewels, and rare objects.
However, the most amazing discovery of all was an entire army made
of a kind of clay called terra-cotta. The army included more than six
thousand life-size figures such as archers, foot soldiers, chariot drivers,
and horses. So far, archaeologists have yet to find any two figures that
are exactly alike.

The End of the Qin Dynasty  Shi Huangdi died in 210 B.C.E. The
harshness of the emperor's rule had caused much unhappiness across
China. After his death, rebellions broke out in the countryside. Members
of royal families from conquered states joined in the revolt. As various
leaders competed for power, civil war raged. Finally, in 206 B.C.E., Liu
Bang (LEE-oo bahng), a peasant leader, gained power and established
the Han dynasty.
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Lesson Summary

In this lesson, you learned about Qin Shi Huangdi, China's first
emperor.

Creating an Empire Qin Shi Huangdi was influenced by Legalism. He
replaced feudalism with a strong central government under his control.
He divided his territory into 36 districts, each governed by three
officials. He used harsh measures to enforce his power.

Standardizing the Culture The Emperor of Qin unified China and also
greatly expanded its borders. He standardized Chinese laws, money,
weights, measures, and writing.

Protecting the Northern Border  Among the emperor's many
construction projects was the Great Wall, which he built to protect
China's northern border from invaders.

Ending Opposition Many of Emperor Qin's actions aroused opposition.
He brutally censored and executed his critics, including Confucian
scholars.

The Emperor's Death and the End of the Qin Dynasty  Although
the emperor searched for a way to become immortal, he died in 210
B.C.E. He was buried in a huge tomb, along with many treasures and an
army of 6,000 life-size terra-cotta figures. His amazing tomb was
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discovered in 1974. Revolt broke out after his death, and civil war
raged until the Han dynasty was established.

Reading Further

China's Great Walls

Is the Great Wall of China visible from space? Some people
claim it is, while astronauts who have viewed Earth from space
argue that it is not. And who gets credit for building this
enormous wall? The emperor Qin Shi Huangdi began building
the wall more than 2,200 years ago, but the Ming emperors
expanded upon it about 500 years ago.With the wall's complex
history, how can we separate fact from fiction?

There is a lot of contradictory information about China's Great Wall, in
part because it is not one wall, but many. The wall once ran the length
of all of northern China, from the Pacific Ocean to the western desert.
However, there were also a lot of branches and extensions.

The Chinese themselves did not refer to the structure as the “Great Wall
of China” until about one hundred years ago. Impressed with its
magnitude, European travelers in the 17th century probably first used
the name. The Chinese called it the “10,000 Li Long Wall.” A li was a
unit of length equal to about one-third of a mile. However, this name
did not represent an actual measurement, but was merely a poetic way
of expressing the wall's vast length.

To Keep Out the Barbarians
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By the 8th century B.C.E., the Chinese were already experts at wall
building. Their sturdy walls were constructed by pounding layers of
earth and stones inside wooden frames. These walls marked the
boundaries of homes, villages, and independent Chinese kingdoms.
Some of the walls were hundreds of miles long. When the Qin emperor
Shi Huangdi conquered and unified these kingdoms in 221 B.C.E., he
ordered most of the walls torn down, but left standing the sections of
wall along China's long northern border.

North of the border were nomadic herding tribes. Now and then, they
would invade China's territory, which earned them the reputation of
“barbarians,” or savages, among the Chinese. Qin Shi Huangdi
demanded that a new wall be built to connect the remaining wall
sections and keep the raiders out. This structure was the first “Great
Wall of China.”

Chinese records mention this initial portion of the Great Wall. Legends
describe the hundreds of thousands of workers who were forced to
leave their homes to build the first wall, but no documented details
exist about how long it was or what route it followed. Very few parts of
this wall remain. It is likely that the sections were made of local
materials to lower the cost of transporting building supplies. Stone was
used where it was available, but otherwise, pounded earth was used as
the building material.

The wall was only as strong as China's ability to defend it. Invading
“barbarians” could not drive their herds through it or jump their horses
over it. However, enemies sometimes broke through the wall to launch
raids. Later dynasties repaired, rebuilt, and added more sections of the
wall. In the 13th century, the Mongols conquered China by going around
the wall and attacking from the south and east.
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The Ming dynasty regained control of China in 1368, but wars with the
Mongols continued. Finally, the Ming emperors decided to erect new
walls along the northern border. Initially, the walls were built in the
traditional style of pounded earth, but by the 16th century, the Ming
were building with brick and stone. They took particular care to fortify
the wall north of their capital, Beijing, where the wall averaged 26 feet
in height and up to 30 feet in width. Soldiers could march along the top.
There were guard towers at every peak, dip, and turn. The guards could
send signals from tower to tower. Messages distributed this way could
travel 26 miles per hour, faster than a galloping horse.

Unfortunately, even this wall could not stop a determined enemy. In
1644, the “barbarian” Manchus broke through and conquered China.
Their land in the north was merged with that of the Chinese empire, so
there was no longer a need for a defensive wall. Neglected, the Great
Wall of China began to fall into ruin.

Crumbling Walls

In 1912, when the last Manchu emperor was overthrown and China
became a republic, the Chinese began to take pride in their walls. But
by then, many sections of the wall that the Ming built were gone. In
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fact, actions taken by the Ming had hastened damage to their huge
construction project.

As the new walls were under construction, Ming emperors were clearing
the forest and the grasslands for 60 miles on either side of the wall. On
the north side, this was completed so that enemies could not launch a
surprise attack. On the south side, the area was planted with crops to
feed the soldiers. The cleared land gradually became desert. Long
stretches of wall were buried by drifting sand and harsh winds tearing
stones from the wall's tops and sides. In mountainous areas, the
cleared land was eroded by floods, which undermined the base of the
wall and caused sections to collapse.

Human activity has also damaged the wall. Farmers excavated stones
to use as building material and hauled away packed earth to develop
their fields. Modern industry has taken its toll as well. Pollution from
factories has further eroded the wall. One section of the wall was
blasted away so that a highway could pass through. Another gap was
created so trucks could transport gravel from a nearby quarry.

In other places, the wall hasn't been destroyed as much as treated with
disrespect. Tourists scribble graffiti on it, and picnickers litter it with
trash. In 2006, golfers shot balls from the wall to advertise a golf
tournament. All-night dance parties have occurred on it. Government
officials have argued over who has the right to collect tourist fees.

Preserving the Walls

Fortunately, some people in China have taken it upon themselves to
save certain sections of the wall. The Chinese government has begun
paying more attention to this national treasure, too.

The movement to preserve the wall began with the people who lived
nearby. Some residents are descended from the families once forced by
Ming emperors to move to different locations for the construction of the
wall. Today, these people patrol sections of the wall to protect it from
further damage. The Chinese government pays them a small amount of
money for this effort.

In 2006, the government passed laws to protect the wall. Anyone
caught bulldozing away sections of it or damaging it in other ways may
have to pay a fine. However, China is an enormous country, and the
wall is long, so it is difficult to monitor the entire structure. Additionally,
officials are poorly paid, and there are not enough of them to enforce
the laws. For example, even though companies are fined for blasting
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holes in the wall, many have already caused significant damage.

Can You See the Great Wall from Space?

Now, what about those stories about the Great Wall being visible from
space? Such claims have often been repeated. However, people were
making that statement as early as 1754—more than 200 years before
humans first went into space. No astronaut ever confirmed that the
Great Wall could be seen by the human eye from space. However, it can
easily be seen in radar images taken from space. The Great Wall's
steep, smooth sides provide a good surface for reflecting radar beams.

The best way to get a good view of the Great Wall would be to go to
China and visit it. Then you would be able to appreciate why Chinese
people want to preserve the Great Wall—and what an extraordinary
monument it is to human achievement.
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The Rise of the Mongol Dynasty

At the start of the 13th century, the Mongols were a collection of
separate tribes that roamed the grasslands north of present-day China.
But by the end of the century, they had taken over China, as well as
much of Eurasia, to become one of the largest empires the world had
ever seen. How did this empire grow so large? And who led this great
expansion?

The Mongol empire is best known for the leaders' brutal war tactics that
drove expansion. The first military campaigns were led by a man
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named Genghis Khan (GEHNG-guh-SKAHN), born with the name
Temujin. Khan united the Mongol tribes in the early 13th century, which
began the creation of an empire.

As you read, you will learn about Khan's ruthless war tactics and
intensely loyal subjects. You will also discover how his descendants
brought the Mongol empire to its peak and, eventually, to its demise.

Rise Under Genghis Khan

Temujin was born in 1162 in present-day Mongolia. According to a
Mongolian legend, he was born holding a clot of blood, which was
believed to be a sign of future success. However, he faced a difficult
upbringing. When Temujin was only nine, his father was poisoned by a
rival clan. After this tragedy, Temujin's clan (called the Borjigin)
abandoned him and his family, believing them to be weak. For a long
time, the family was extremely poor.

From a young age, Temujin attracted followers. One ancient Mongolian
story tells of thieves that stole all but one of Temujin's horses during
the night. He went out after them using the only horse left. Along the
way, he met a man on the side of the road named Bo'orchu. Seeing
promise in Temujin, Bo'orchu gave him a new horse and pledged his
service for free.

Though Temujin and his family were poor, they still had some ties the
Borjigin, who happened to be the royal clan of the Mongols. At age ten,
Temujin claimed a wife and began climbing the ranks of the clan. His
natural ability to attract supporters helped him make powerful allies.
One friend in particular, Toghril, who was the khan (leader) of a
different clan, proved to be especially valuable. In exchange for a
prized animal skin, Toghril supplied Temujin with 20,000 men for an
army. This was the start of Temujin's rise to power.

With his army, Temujin killed many rival leaders and even members of
his own clan. His battle strategy was to take out anyone who he felt was
a possible threat. Historians estimate that he and his troops killed as
many as 40 million people while he was in power. This brutal tactic
helped grow his army, for every time he defeated a clan, he would add
the remaining people to his own.

Another strategy he used to maintain his power was placing his family
in positions of authority, for they were unlikely to betray him.
Eventually, he became the strongest leader in Mongolia. By 1206,
Temujin ruled over all the clans.
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When he took power, Temujin was given the title of Genghis Khan,
which is thought to mean “Universal Ruler.” This moment is recognized
as the start of the Mongol dynasty.

Expanding the Empire

Under Khan's military genius, the Mongols achieved victory after
victory, fighting their first battles against the Western Xia (located in
modern-day China and Tibet). Initially, the Mongol army only used
cavalry (men on horseback) to fight. Their most effective battle tactic
was to shoot enemies with arrows as they rode on their horses.

Later, when they seized major cities, Khan had to adapt his strategy
since horses could not get over large walls. His advanced tactics
included catapults, hot oil, and ladders for climbing walls.

When the Mongols raided cities, they usually destroyed them. At first,
the Mongols didn't realize that captured cities offered resources and
protection. It was only later in Khan's rule that, with the guidance of his
advisors, he stopped completely destroying enemy cities. His
destructive behavior gave the Mongols a reputation as brutal, lawless
conquerors. One 13th-century British historian named Matthew Paris
described them as a “detestable nation of Satan.”

Because of Khan's military leadership, the Mongols were able to defeat
armies that were much larger than theirs. Two examples of this are the
Khwarezm (from present-day Iran) and Jin (from present-day North
China) empires.

Over time, Khan learned that there was more to conquering lands than
looting and destroying. Advisors from Khwarezm taught him the
“meaning and importance of towns.” Another advisor from Jin
explained that peasants and craftsmen could be used to make products
for the empire and that fields could be used to grow crops. Both pieces
of advice stopped Khan from committing some of his atrocities.

Khan died on a campaign in 1227. By this time, the Mongol empire
stretched from Beijing (in North China) to the Caspian Sea (near Italy),
and north into Russia. Before he died, Khan ensured that his empire
would continue, choosing his son, Ogodei, to rule after him. Though it
was the end of the great military leader's life, his empire had yet to
grow to its largest size.

The Rule of Kublai Khan
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The Mongol empire continued to expand under the rule of Ogodei. Upon
his death in 1241, the grandsons of Genghis fought for control. First,
Mongke became the great khan, and then Kublai Khan. It was under
Kublai's rule that the empire reached its peak.

Ruling from 1260-1294, Kublai's greatest accomplishment was
conquering all of China (Genghis had only conquered the northern
part). This made Kublai the first khan to rule all of China as well as the
Mongolian empire (including southern Russia, present-day Iran, and the
Mongol heartland).

But ruling China was not easy. As one of Kublai's advisors said, “I have
heard that one can conquer the empire on horseback, but one cannot
govern it on horseback.” This meant that the ways of the Mongols were
very different from the ways of the Chinese. Kublai would have a hard
time ruling a people whose ways he didn't understand. Kublai realized
this and gathered a trusted group of Confucian advisors from China to
help him rule.

Not only did Kublai rule China, but he unified the country for the first
time in over 300 years. This achievement was considered even more
impressive because he was not native to China.

Kublai's success in China was evidence that he was an effective ruler.
His reputation also benefitted from publicity by Marco Polo, an Italian
explorer. Polo wrote a book called Il milione about his adventures,
which included travelling to China and spending time with Kublai Khan.
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Polo catalogued and praised Kublai's rule heavily, giving him a
favorable reputation.

In addition to creating the largest empire the Mongols would ever have,
Kublai is celebrated for his use of paper money. Though he was not the
first ruler to use it, he was the first to make it the only form of currency.

However, it is worth noting that Kublai's rule in China was not without
some problems. For one, China's population dropped in half during the
50 years of Mongol occupation. This is likely due to the brutal war
tactics and deaths employed by Genghis and then passed on to his kin,
including Kublai.

Another problem Kublai had was his admiration with Chinese culture.
Kublai moved the headquarters of his empire to Beijing. There, he
adopted many Chinese practices and customs. While this strengthened
ties with China, it angered other leaders in the Mongol empire.

Overall, Kublai's rule made China very prosperous, but he lost touch
with the rest of the Mongol empire. He even fought with other Mongols
during his ruled. After his reign, the Mongol empire did not survive for
very long. Kublai Khan died in 1294, and the empire dissolved in 1368.

The Mongol dynasty dissolved for multiple reasons. Among them was
that power was no longer as controlled as it was under Genghis. Rather
than being all in the family, it was given to foreign advisors and
bureaucrats. Another factor is that lower-ranking leaders, called
Khanates, frequently fought amongst each other, which weakened the
empire. The Mongol empire is marked to end when China was
recaptured from the Mongols by the Ming dynasty in 1368.

However, the Mongol expansion left a lasting legacy on the regions that
the dynasty had ruled. From the Caspian Sea to the coast of China,
Mongols left their mark by settling in the civilizations they conquered.
Using genetic testing, scientists can show that many modern people
throughout Eurasia have Mongol genes.

For better or worse, Genghis Khan's ambition and leadership changed
the course of history for a large portion of the world. Perhaps the
greatest achievement of Genghis and his ancestors was the single,
unified Mongolian culture he helped create. However, this culture came
at the price of many deaths. Even though the vast Mongolian empire
has long since fallen, aspects of Mongolian culture still endure today.
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