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HTHEH
The Rise and Fall of Chinese Dynasties

Emperor Yan and the Yellow Emperor

The ancient history of China is veiled in mists of mythology, out of which emerges the epic
Yellow Emperor and Emperor Yan. These two heroic figures made exceptional contributions
to the development of the Chinese nation. The fierce conflict between them, however, did
not diminish their glory as the forerunners of the Chinese people, who, up to this day, call
themselves the “descendants of Emperor Yan and the Yellow Emperor.”

Legend recalls the Yellow Emperor, whose eminence parallels Zeus of Greek mythology,
as the god of thunder. He later became the emperor of both heaven and the human world.
As the ruler of the central realm of heaven, he established heavenly order by defeating the
kings of the eastern, western, northem and southern realms. In the human world, his
major triumphs were the two huge wars with Emperor Yan and Chiyou, which took place
on the plains of what is present-day Hebei. (They were actually two versions of the same
war, according to another rendition of the story.) These campaigns were of such an
extensive scale as to draw on the participation of ferocious animals and birds. Even the gods
joined in later on. The Yellow Emperor was triumphant, thus promulgating order in the
human world. Legend has it that the Yellow Emperor and his ministers were responsible for
the invention of clothing, language, the calendar, land vehicles, the boat, and the bow
and arrow. The Yellow Emperor is said to have ultimately ascended to heaven, escorted by
the divine dragon, where he attained immortality, along with some of his followers.

Emperor Yan was the younger brother of the Yellow Emperor. Although he lost the war to
rule the world, his contribution to humanity was no less. He initiated farming and Chinese
medicine. These achievements may be verified in many ancient books and records. In order
to test the effects and efficacy of herbs, he once poisoned himself 70 times within a single

day. He taught the people agriculture and irrigation to ward off famine, and has since been
revered as “the Sacred Farmer.”

Historians surmise that the tribes represented by Emperor Yan and the Yellow Emperor
inhabited the Wei river basin (in present-day Shaanxi province) in the late period of China’s
primitive society . They later moved to the Hebei plains. Of the numerous Chinese tribes of
remote antiquity, those led by these two semi-historical and semi-legendary emperors were
the most advanced in their economy and culture.
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HKEWEH

The Rise and Fall of Chinese Dynasties

Ancient Meritocracy

Yao, Shun, and Yu were three sage kings of China’s remote past. For thousands of years
after, court officials would yeamn for yet never get to serve monarchs such as them. As we
know very little about them apart from legend, we can only speculate that they were
probably tribal chieftains during the transitional period from primitive to slave society .

Yao was a descendant of the Yellow Emperor. Historical records portray him as being as
openminded as the sky and as wise as the gods. People loved him in the way sunflowers
turned to the sun, and longed to see him like dry land thirsting for rain clouds. Such a ruler
could not incur human dissent, but then an immense flood, of a scale no smaller than that
described in the Bible , deluged the country. King Yao appointed Gun to harness the flood.

For nine years, Gun did all he could to stop the waters from running amok but without
success .

King Yao grew fatigued after 70 years as monarch. He transferred power to Shun, rather
than his morally corrupt son. The father did not want “the people to suffer in order to
benefit his son.” King Yao did not make the decision imprudently: He had observed Shun
in every aspect, even marrying his two daughters to Shun so as to gain a closer
understanding of his moral character. Shun lived up to Yao’s expectations by accomplishing
many of Yao’s hoped-for objectives, amongst which was the taming of the great flood.

Upon taking office, King Shun killed Gun for his dereliction, and placed Gun’s son Yu in
charge of tackling the floods. Drawing lessons from his father, Yu resorted to diverting,
rather than blocking, the waters. He joined the people in this hard work and did not take
time to visit his family for 13 years, even though he had to pass by his home three times

during that period. He became a hero of the people and was chosen by Shun as his
SUCCEeSSor .

Scholars over the ages have lauded Yao and Shun for bestowing ruling power on a successor
of merit. They believe that “only the virtuous should rule the country” and regard Yao and
Shun as model rulers who were “fair and honest with the people.” We might also say that
the stories of Yao and Shun are legendary representations of ancient meritocracy . King Yu,
however, did not follow Yao and Shun in this respect. He gave the throne to his son Qi.
Although Qi is said to have been chosen because he was loved by the people, Yu thus

initiated in China, “rule the country as family property,” a tradition which was to last for
thousands of years.
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The Rise and Fall of Chinese Dynasties

King Tang of Shang and the Demise of the Xia

Yu and his son Qi established the first dynasty in Chinese history — the Xia. It lasted
nearly 500 years from the 21st to the 17th century BC, ruled by 17 consecutive kings.

Unrest occurred several times at the beginning. For most part of the remaining period, the
dynasty enjoyed peace. It began its decline in the hands of the 14th king, Kongjia, who,
instead of concentrating on state affairs, indulged in bizarre and strange habits. It is said
that he even called up a dragon. The vassals began to rebel during this period. The last
king of Xia, Jie, was a ruthless ruler. He vainly believed that his reign would last as long
as the sun would shine. The people hated him so much that they chanted a curse at him:
“You doomed sun, I'd not hesitate to die with you!” Shang, a vassal state of Xia, attacked
Xia at the height of the people’s opposition.

The ancestors of the Shang had been awarded their fiefdom for helping Yu harness the
flood. Tang, the 14th Duke, is said to have set free birds that had. been netted. His
kindness spread far and wide, winning him a growing number of followers. King Jie
became suspicious and imprisoned him, but set him free not long after. This act amounted
to “releasing the tiger back into the mountains.”

Tang’s most important aide was Yi Yin. He is said to have been bom in the cleft of a
mulberry tree, probably abandoned by his mother. Having nobody to introduce him to
Duke Tang, Yi Yin presented himself as a cook, bringing along all types of cooking
utensils. He convinced Duke Tang of his statesmanship by comparing the running of state
affairs to the art of cooking. Thereafter, Yi Yin was revered as both a great statesman and
the originator of Chinese cuisine.

Under the leadership of Duke Tang and Yi Yin, the troops of Shang and other fiefdoms
defeated King Jie, who had lost the heart of the people. Shang became the leader of all the

other vassals, with Xia also reduced to a vassal state. This was the beginning of the Shang
Dynasty .
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The Rise and Fall of Chinese Dynasties

A King of No Morals

The early days of the Shang Dynasty were troubled by court intrigue over the control of the
throne. The capital was moved several times. When Pangeng became king, he moved the
capital from Yan (present-day Qufu, Shandong province) to Yin ( present-day Anyang,
Henan province ). Scholars have posited different theories for the relocation. It is most
likely that Pangeng undertook the move to reduce the strength of rival heirs to the throne.
No more such unrest was recorded up to the end of the dynasty.

Pangeng’s nephew Wuding succeeded him and proved to be a dedicated monarch. Day and
night Wuding would rack his brains for means to make Shang a prosperous dynasty. Yet he
was foiled by the lack of capable men in the court. One night a wise man named Fu Yue
appeared to him in a dream. When he awoke, Wuding sent people all over the land to look

for this wise man. With the help of Fu Yue, Wuding indeed turned Shang into a strong
dynasty .

The kings after Wuding, however, were all dull-witted. They only knew how to enjoy
themselves. The dynasty declined in their hands and ended with the rule of Zhou. King
Zhou is notorious in Chinese history for his self-indulgence and cruelty. Historical
documents have detailed descriptions of his misrule. Although agile of mind and able of
body, King Zhou only used his abilities to persecute upright court officials and indulge in
sensual pleasures. For instance, he had “a pond of wine and a forest of meat” constructed
only to please his favorite concubine. He devised horrible tortures to maim people. He even
had the heart of a court official cut out alive for daring to admonish him. King Zhou’s
outrageous cruelty, a source for later writers, proved fatal to the Shang Dynasty .

11
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The Rise and Fall of Chinese Dynasties

The Fisher

As the Shang declined, the State of Zhou on the Loess Plateau in the west grew stronger
and expanded eastwards. A vassal state under the Shang, Zhou gained sufficient strength to
challenge the dynasty owing to its good governance over the years. Duke Ji Chang of Zhou
was extremely popular among the vassal states at the same time that King Zhou was
hastening the Shang Dynasty to its end.

Ji Chang was to rely on the wise minister Jiang Shang in his rebellion against the Shang, as
heaven had ordained. Jiang Shang, a man of extraordinary talent still unrecognized even in
his 70s, passed his time fishing on the Wei River. One day, Ji Chang wanted to go
hunting. The seer who consulted the gods before the excursion reported to Ji Chang that
instead of a dragon, a tiger or a bear, he would find a man who was to aid him in uniting
the land. He subsequently met Jiang Shang by the Wei River. Novelists describe Jiang
Shang as a versatile genius, with the ability to summon the services, if needed, of the

gods. The historical Jiang Shang was probably the first military strategist to inscribe his
name in history .

Although Ji Chang died before the preparations to defeat Shang were set, Jiang Shang
continued to assist his son Ji Fa. Taking advantage of the internal unrest in the Shang
around the middle of the 11th century BC, the Zhou troops launched an attack on the
dynasty, putting an end to King Zhou’s rule.
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