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INTRODUCTION

Wisdom is the most precious asset our ancestors have left behind. But it
is something that cannot be genetically inherited. Unless we make an effort to
learn and practice it, wisdom will not be ours to keep.

The Book of Chinese Wisdom brings together a host of thought-
provoking stories that are among the most famous in Chinese classics. They
are the gems in the treasure trove of Chinese wisdom. You do not need
prior knowledge of Chinese history to appreciate these stories whose morals
transcend time and space.

Wisdom is not one-dimensional or singly focused; wisdom is rich in
variety and kaleidoscopic in manifestation. The Book of Chinese Wisdom is
in four volumes. Book I is about the art of management; Book II's theme is
wit and humor; Book Il focuses on virtues and values; and Book IV contains
famous stories of power and influence.

Looking through the annals of China’s long history, | found the period
between the fall of an old dynasty and the rise of a new one to be the best
focal point to examine the folly and wisdom of man. These periods gave birth
to great men whose talent and wisdom were brought into full swing by fate.
Great men come out of great conflict.

Ralph Waldo Emerson said, there is properly no history, only biographies.
Indeed | am not so much interested in history as in the people who made
history, in the individuals: what they thought, what they did and how they
did it. The role of the individual to shape, change and create history was
important then as it is today.

In this book I limit myself to three most significant periods. The first is the
rise of the Qin dynasty which built the Great Wall and its rapid collapse; the
second is the rise of the Han dynasty whose distinguished founder rivaled with a
famous war hero in an epic struggle for supremacy; and the third is the turbulent
years of the last emperor of the Ming dynasty and the rise of the Qing.

History is a mirror. If we can read its reflections correctly, then it
becomes a crystal ball for us to see what future has in store for us.

| have not included the story of the glorious Tang dynasty and its
founding emperor Tang Taizong because | have written a separate book on
the subject entitled The Emperor of Tang and the Secret of His Spectacular
Success.
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A RADICAL REFORMER

The fifth century B.C. was a time of internal strife
in China. Although the king of the Zhou dynasty was the
sovereign ruler, he held only the vain title of the “Son of
Heaven” and the capital city of Luoyang was the only place he
could exercise any control. The divine right which he claimed
to be his had long been ignored by the rulers of his numerous
vassal states—hereditary nobles whose ancestors had been
kinsmen of the royal house of Zhou.

In the course of time, these hereditary nobles had built
up their own armies and governments. Some even assumed the
title of king. As they fought each other for supremacy, China
entered a period known as that of the Warring States. Smaller
states were annexed by bigger states until there were only seven
left.

The State of Qin in northwestern China was the most
backward as it was separated from the civilized life of the other
six states—Yan, Zhao, Han, Wei, Qi and Chu.

Anxious to remedy the situation, Qin rulers adopted a
policy of recruiting men of distinguished abilities from other
states. Among those recruited, the most famous was Shang
Yang.

Well-versed in law and political science, Shang Yang was in
the employ of the prime minister of Wei who had a good mind
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A RADICAL REFORMER

to recommend him to King Hui of Wei. But before he did so,
the prime minister fell ill. The king came to see him.

“If anything happens to you, what should I do?” The king
asked.

“Appoint Shang Yang as my successor,” said the prime
minister. “He is a man of great talent and will serve you well.”

The king did not say a word.

“If you don’t use him,” the prime minister added, “you
must kill him. Never let Shang Yang leave Wei to work for
other states.”

The king nodded cursorily and left. The prime minister
sent for Shang Yang.

“I recommended you to the king, but he didn’t listen to
me. So, for the interest of the country, I suggested that he kill
you to prevent you from working for other countries. You had
better leave Wei for your own safety.”

Shang Yang refused. “If the king did not take your advice
to appoint me, why should he listen to you and have me killed?”

After the death of the prime minister, Shang Yang could
not find a meaningful job in Wei, so he set out for Qin.

When Duke Xiao of Qin interviewed him, Shang Yang
talked about the ways of the sage kings of the past, the duke
was so bored that he dozed off during the conversation, for he
wanted to make a name in his lifetime, not to wait for hundreds
of years for his policy to bear fruit. Next time Shang Yang
proposed an ambitious reform program. As he described his
ideas, the duke was enthralled. Their conversation lasted for
days. At the end of which, Duke Xiao appointed Shang Yang
prime minister.

Shang Yang began a series of unprecedented legal and
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A RADICAL REFORMER

cconomic reform. To encourage agriculture and migration,
peasants were given the right to own land and no longer
attached to feudal lords. To encourage marriage, a man with
two or more adult sons living with him had to pay a double
amount of tax. To discourage profiteering by traders, basic
products such as salt and iron were placed under government
monopoly.

The old hereditary system was abolished and a new
aristocratic hierarchy was created based on military merits and
grain contribution to the state.

When his new policy was announced, Shang Yang was
concerned that people might not take it seriously. To show he
meant business, he had a wooden pole erected in the market
place and offered ten ounces of gold to anybody who would
move it from one end of the market place to the other. But
there was no response. Shang Yang increased the reward to fifty
ounces. Thereupon a man came forward, moved the pole, and
walked away with the reward. Now everybody knew Shang
Yang meant what he said.

Households in Qin were organized into units of five or ten
and residents were obliged to keep an eye on each other. If one
failed to report a crime committed by his neighbor, he would
share the punishment. The penalties for breaking the law were
cruel. A condemned prisoner could be beheaded, cut in half,
thrown into a boiling pot, had his ribs pulled out, or torn apart
by horses. Even littering in the street would mean flogging for
the offender.

Duke Xiao worried that the reform might be too radical.
But Shang Yang urged him to stick to it.

“Don’t expect to be popular when you introduce new



