The Prosperity of the Han
The unification of China by
the Qin state in 221 BCE
created a model of imperial
governance. Although the
Qin

dynasty

collapsed

shortly thereafter due to its
overly

harsh

rule

and

peasant rebellions, the idea
of empire was copied by the subsequent Han dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE), which
lasted for over four hundred years. The imperial system of the Han resembles a
pyramid, with the emperor holding supreme power at the top, ruling through a
large bureaucracy on one hand and Confucian ideology on the other. The
bureaucracy recruited staff from the educated elite class based on merit, whereas
Confucian

teachings

highlighted

core values such as filial piety,
loyalty, diligence, and benevolence.
At the bottom of the pyramid was
the military force conscripted from
ordinary
system
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farmers.
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dynasties stood as the model of government in China for the succeeding two
millennia. So influential was the Han dynasty’s legacy that the word “Han”
became the generic name to denote someone who is ethnically Chinese.

The protective state policies practiced during the early Han period, in the reigns
of the emperors Wen and Jing (180 – 141 BCE), resulted in lasting social stability,
recovery of the national economy, an increase in the central government’s
revenue, and the florescence of education and culture. Historians reported that
the imperial governance was by and large efficient, and that the tax rate was
relatively reasonable for the agricultural population, who also performed labor
services

for

the

state.

Gorgeous silk cloth, elegant
bronze

figurines,

and

exquisite clay utensils have
been excavated from Han
period tombs, suggesting
the genius of the Chinese
people living under the Han.
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The Emperor Wu took advantage of the social wealth accumulated by his
preceding emperors. During his reign, a National Academy was created in the
capital city, educating talented students recommended by local officials of the
empire. Confucianism was elevated to the status of state ideology, facilitating a
renaissance of the ancient cultural tradition. It was during this period when the
state began to monopolize the power to tax the trades of salt, wine, and iron—
the most lucrative commodities of
the time. With the tremendous
wealth now in the hands of the
state, Emperor Wu adopted more
aggressive policies towards Han’s
northern neighbor—the Huns, or
the Xiongnu.

The Threat of the Huns
The Huns were a confederate of nomadic peoples living in today’s Mongolian
Gobi
from

Desert,

stretching

northeast

China

deep into central Asia,
outside the Great Wall.
These nomads built no
cities or towns like the
sedentary
farmers;

Han-Chinese
instead

they

traveled around with their
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wheeled wagons and their herds of horses, cattle, and sheep, searching for more
desirable grassland. When pressured by extreme climate, they occasionally
crossed the Great Wall and
raided

Han

frontiers.

Their

cavalry, marked by speed and
unpredictability,

proved

a

headache for the Han imperial
army, composed primarily of
foot soldiers.

Zhang Qian’s mission
A Chengdu native, Zhang
Qian was appointed by
Emperor Wu as an emissary
to

explore

China’s

“Far

West” and to connect with
potential allies against the
Huns. Prior to this mission,
the Han court had little
reliable information about the vast areas of inner and central Asia. In 138 BCE,
Zhang Qian, leading a diplomatic mission of over one hundred members,
embarked on a journey to the unknown “West Region”. Unfortunately, they were
captured by the Huns, but Zhang Qian managed to escape with his tour guide, a
Hun. Both continued to travel westward and reached today’s Afghanistan before
they returned to Chang’an, the imperial capital (today’s Xi’an).
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The Significance of Zhang Qian’s Mission
While Zhang Qian was unable to
secure an alliance against the Huns,
he

brought

information
ethnography,

on

back

first-hand

the

geography,

and

societies

of

Central Asia. He traveled across the
Mongolian Gobi Desert, visited the
oasis states along the Tianshan Mountains, and reached Ferghana in today’s
Afghanistan. The mission established direct diplomatic relations with and/or
obtained an abundance of knowledge about a variety of foreign peoples far
beyond the Chinese civilization, including Yuezhi or Bactria (in today’s
Uzbekistan), Ferghana (in today’s Afghanistan), Parthia (in today’s Iran), Sogdiana,
the Seleucid Empire in Mesopotamia, India, and perhaps the Roman Empire. The
knowledge collected through the journey spurred further expeditions into and
exploration of the West by more Chinese.
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The paths Zhang Qian explored
later served as the highways
connecting Europe, the Middle
East, Mesopotamia, Central Asia,
and East Asia. Commodities,
crops, animals, religions, ideas,
music, technology, and artifacts
have

been

transported

by

diplomats,

merchants, priests, and soldiers along this
network of highways, which have, since the
19th century, been known as the “Silk Road”.
Zhang Qian has been remembered as the
great explorer that inaugurated a new era of
cultural exchange between East and West
with enduring legacies well observable today.

6

