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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction

AAAAAPPROACHPPROACHPPROACHPPROACHPPROACH     ANDANDANDANDAND R R R R RAAAAATIONALETIONALETIONALETIONALETIONALE

Wang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure? is one of over sixty teaching units
published by the National Center for History for the Schools that are the fruits

of collaborations between history professors and experienced teachers of World and
United States History. They represent specific issues and “dramatic episodes”     in
history from which you and your students can pause to delve into the deeper
meanings of these selected landmark events and explore their wider context in the
great historical narrative. By studying a crucial turningpoint in history the student
becomes aware that choices had to be made by real human beings, that those
decisions were the result of specific factors, and that they set in motion a series of
historical consequences. We have selected issues and dramatic episodes that bring
alive that decision-making process. We hope that through this approach, your
students will realize that history is an ongoing, open-ended process, and that the
decisions they make today create the conditions of tomorrow’s history.

Our teaching units are based on primary sources, taken from government docu-
ments, artifacts, magazines, newspapers, films, private correspondence, literature,
contemporary photographs, and paintings from the period under study. What we
hope you achieve using primary source documents in these lessons is to have your
students connect more intimately with the past. In this way we hope to recreate for
your students a sense of “being there,” a sense of seeing history through the eyes of
the very people who were making decisions. This will help your students develop
historical empathy, to realize that history is not an impersonal process divorced
from real people like themselves. At the same time, by analyzing primary sources,
students will actually practice the historian’s craft, discovering for themselves how
to analyze evidence, establish a valid interpretation and construct a coherent
narrative in which all the relevant factors play a part.

CCCCCONTENTONTENTONTENTONTENTONTENT     ANDANDANDANDAND O O O O ORGANIZARGANIZARGANIZARGANIZARGANIZATIONTIONTIONTIONTION

Within this unit, you will find: 1) Unit Objectives, 2) Correlation to the
National History Standards, 3) Teacher Background Materials, 4) Lesson

Plans, and 5) Student Resources.     This unit, as we have said above, focuses on certain
issues and key moments in time and should be used as a supplement to your
customary course materials. Although these lessons are recommended for grades 7–
10, they can be adapted for other grade levels. The teacher background     section
should provide you with a good overview of the entire unit and with the historical
information and context necessary to link the specific “dramatic moment”     to the
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larger historical narrative. You may consult it for your own use, and you may choose
to share it with students if they are of a sufficient grade level to understand the
materials.

The Lesson Plans     include a variety of ideas and approaches for the teacher which can
be elaborated upon or cut as you see the need. These lesson plans contain student
resources which accompany each lesson. The resources consist of primary source
documents, any handouts or student background materials, and a bibliography.

In our series of teaching units, each collection can be taught in several ways. You can
teach all of the lessons offered on any given topic, or you can select and adapt the ones
that best support your particular course needs. We have not attempted to be compre-
hensive or prescriptive in our offerings, but rather to give you an array of enticing
possibilities for in-depth study, at varying grade levels. We hope that you will find the
lesson plans exciting and stimulating for your classes. We also hope that your students
will never again see history as a boring sweep of  facts and meaningless dates but
rather as an endless treasure of real life stories and an exercise in analysis and
reconstruction.

IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction
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TTTTTEACHEREACHEREACHEREACHEREACHER'''''SSSSS B B B B BACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND

I.I.I.I.I. UUUUUNITNITNITNITNIT O O O O OVERVERVERVERVERVIEWVIEWVIEWVIEWVIEW

This unit’s main focus is to have the students utilize their knowledge of
Confucian thought by evaluating a fascinating historical figure, Wang Mang.

Students will study his success or failure as a Confucian ruler during his tenure as
the Son of Heaven. Then students will predict, based on a careful reading of the
primary source materials, what might lead to Wang Mang’s overthrow, and then
judge him for his successes or failures as a leader. The culminating lesson of this unit
involves both a role play and a mock trial.

Wang Mang’s short but fascinating Hsin Dynasty (A.D. 9–23) provides students
with an excellent opportunity to view a leader who attempts to implement
Confucian teachings hundreds of years after Confucius’ death. Through the use of
both original Confucian writings and excerpts from the history of the Han
Dynasty (202 B.C.–A.D. 220) students will be able to apply what Confucianism
says to the real-life situation of governance and judge its subsequent effectiveness.
Using primary source materials, the students will become members of co-opera-
tive learning groups to participate actively in both evaluating Wang Mang and
judging his success or failure. This helps students see that historical “fact” is very
open-ended and subject to values and opinion (in fact, their own). At the end of
this unit, students will have a more critical eye as to the history they read and its
interpretation.

II.II.II.II.II. UUUUUNITNITNITNITNIT C C C C CONTEXTONTEXTONTEXTONTEXTONTEXT

This unit should be taught after the ideas of the “hundred schools” period have
been studied. Students should be familiar with Confucius and Mencius and

their main concepts for the improvement of society. Wang Mang’s Hsin Dynasty is
the “break” between the former Han and the latter Han and should be taught in that
context. Wang Mang can be treated as an important figure worthy of study alone or
you may want to use his Hsin Dynasty as an “exception” to the dynastic cycle.

III.III.III.III.III. CCCCCORRELAORRELAORRELAORRELAORRELATIONTIONTIONTIONTION     TOTOTOTOTO N N N N NAAAAATIONALTIONALTIONALTIONALTIONAL H H H H HISTORISTORISTORISTORISTORYYYYY S S S S STTTTTANDARDSANDARDSANDARDSANDARDSANDARDS

Wang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure? provides teaching materials that ad
dress National Standards for History, Basic Edition (National Center for History

in the Schools, 1996), Era 3Era 3Era 3Era 3Era 3, “Classical traditions, major religions, and giant em-
pires.” The unit specifically address Standard 3CStandard 3CStandard 3CStandard 3CStandard 3C “How China became unified
under the early imperial dynasties.”
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This unit likewise integrates a number of specific Historical Thinking Standards
including: “analyze cause-and-effect relationships,” and “examine the influence of
ideas” (Standard 3Standard 3Standard 3Standard 3Standard 3—Historical Analysis and Interpretation); “““““interrogate historical
data by uncovering the social, political, and economic context in which it was
created (Standard 4Standard 4Standard 4Standard 4Standard 4—Historical Research); and “evaluate the implementation of a
decision” (Standard 5Standard 5Standard 5Standard 5Standard 5—Historical Issues, Analysis and Decision Making).

IVIVIVIVIV..... UUUUUNITNITNITNITNIT O O O O OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. Students will become familiar with the events and conflicts during the Hsin
Dynasty.

2. Students will become versed in Confucian thought regarding the role of good
government.

3. Students will synthesize the above information and use it to evaluate the
emperor of the Hsin Dynasty, Wang Mang.

4. Students will judge Wang Mang (through mock trial and role play) as a
historical figure and determine the success or failure of his reign.

5. Students will gain skills in historiography and realize that history is a story
well told but that much depends on who is telling it.

VVVVV..... IIIIINTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION     TOTOTOTOTO     WWWWWang Mang: Confucian Success or Failurang Mang: Confucian Success or Failurang Mang: Confucian Success or Failurang Mang: Confucian Success or Failurang Mang: Confucian Success or Failureeeee

The reign of Wang Mang (A.D. 9–23) represents a break in the four-hundred-year
rule of the Han dynasty. Inaugurated in 202 B.C., the Han dynasty had by the

end of the first century B.C. nearly run its course. Inept and corrupt emperors did
not attend to the affairs of state; eunuchs and imperial in-laws acquired unprec-
edented influence at court; state revenues and institutions were declining; landown-
ership was becoming highly concentrated in aristocratic hands, bringing hardship
to the peasantry; and large-scale revolts were breaking out all over the country. The
imperial family was losing its prestige, and prominent officials believed that it was
losing its mandate to rule as well.

Wang Mang was a member of a powerful aristocratic family related by marriage to
the Han imperial line. Widely known as a man of great Confucian virtue, he held a
number of high positions in court, including regent to several underaged emperors.
In A.D. 9, at the behest of the court ministers, he assumed the throne himself and
inaugurated his own dynasty called the Hsin (Xin), meaning "new."

Teacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background Materials
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A committed Confucian, Wang Mang believed that the only way to save the
empire from the chaos of the time was to reinstitute the early Chou order (Zhou,
1122–256 B.C.) as described in idealized form in the Confucian classics. To that
end, he declared slavery illegal, attempted to stabilize prices, changed the
coinage, introduced tighter state controls of merchants and marketing, and
reformed the salary system of officials, whose pay was now to vary from year to
year depending upon the quality of the harvest.

His boldest and most controversial measure was his attempt to equalize the
ownerhsip of land. He attempted to do so by first setting limits on the amount
of land that any one family could own. The excess land was to be given away to
peasant families who did not own enough. He eventually hoped to institute the
well-field system that supposedly had existed in antiquity.

Wang Mang’s policies and programs, however idealistic, seriously threatened the
existing social and political order. Officials resented their lowered salaries, and
aristocratic landholders feared the loss of their lands. The common folk suffered as
well, not so much because of the ruler’s policies, as because of a series of natural
disasters, the effects of which Wang Mang was powerless to ameliorate. A serious
drought afflicted the Shensi (Shaanxi) basin, where the capital city of Ch’ang-an
(Chang’an) was located. Worse yet, in A.D. 11 the Yellow River overflowed its
poorly maintained dikes, inundated the eastern portion of the fertile northern plain,
and shifted its course to run south rather than north of the Shantung (Shandong)
Pennisula (one of the river’s periodic and disastrous changes of course in Chinese
history). Untold thousands of people were killed or left homeless. A severe famine
broke out, and food prices skyrocketed. Desperate refugees romed the land, many
of them turning to banditry to stave off starvation.

In A.D. 18  widespread discontent coalesced into open rebellion led by a large
peasant group called the Red Eyebrows. Their choice of red, the official color of the
Han, reflected their desire for a return to that dynasty. In A.D. 23, the rebels stormed
Ch’ang-an (Chang’an), broke into the imperial palace, and killed Wang Mang. Civil
war then broke out among the Red Eyebrows and other rebel groups. Order was
finally restored in A.D. 25, when a member of the Han imperial family vanquished
his rivals and reestablished the Han dynasty, which was to endure until A.D. 220.

Subsequent Chinese historians vilified Wang Mang as a traitorous usurper who
cloaked himself in the trappings of Confucianism merely to seize power and to
enrich himself. Pan Ku (Ban Gu, A.D. 32–92), the author of the History of the Former
Han Dynasty, is a good representative of this view. Western scholarship has
generally treated Wang Mang more kindly, viewing him as an idealistic intellectual
who was genuinely committed to Confucian reform and to alleviating the sufferings
of the peasantry. But opinion is split on the reasons for the failure of his rule. Some

Teacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background Materials
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scholars contend that Wang Mang eventually was corrupted by power and thus
sowed the seeds of his own downfall. Others contend that his rule was doomed to
failure from the outset because it so threatened the entrenched interest of powerful
aristocrats and officials.

*The Chinese words are all in Wade-Giles. The pinyin equivalents are in parenthesis.

VI.VI.VI.VI.VI. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON P P P P PLANSLANSLANSLANSLANS

1. Wang Mang’s Demise

2. The Story of Wang Mang

3. Wang Mang on Trial

An official, wearing robes and a sword and carrying a writing tablet.
From a wall-painting in a tomb, ca. A.D. 182.

Source: Michael Lowe, Everyday Life in Imperial China (London: B.T. Batsford, Ltd., 1968), p. 41.

Teacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background MaterialsTeacher Background Materials
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Dramatic MomentDramatic MomentDramatic MomentDramatic MomentDramatic Moment

When the men of the army entered the [Palace] Halls, they called out,
“Where is the rebellious caitiff, Wang Mang?” and a Beauty came out of

a room and said, “He is in the Tower Bathed [By Water].” The bands of soldiers
pursued after him, and surrounded it several hundred deep. Those on the
Tower also exchanged shots with them, using bows and crossbows, but
gradually dropped out and left [off shooting]. When their arrows were
exhausted, so that they had no way of returning shots, they met [the attackers]
with their short weapons. Wang Yi and his son, [Wang Mu], Tai Yun and Wang
Hsün, died fighting, [whereupon Wang] Mang entered the room [on top of the
Tower]. In the very late afternoon, the bands of soldiers went up the tower.
Wang Yi, Chao Po, Miao Hsin, T’ang Tsun, Wang Sheng, the Regular Palace
Attendant Wang Ts’an and others all died on top of the Tower. Tu Wu, a man
from [the prefecture of] Shang, killed [Wang] Mang and took his [seals] and
cords. A Colonel from Tunghai [Commandery], Kung-pin Chiu, who had
formerly been a [Gentleman] Dealing With the Rites, [a subordinate of] the
Grand Messenger, saw [Tu] Wu and asked him where the owner of the
sealcords was. He replied, “In the room, in the northeast corner.” [Kung-pin]
Chiu recognized [Wang] Mang and cut off his head. The men of the army cut
[Wang] Mang’s body to pieces. His members and his flesh and bones were
sliced and divided. “Those who killed each other in the struggle [to secure
parts of Wang Mang’s body numbered] several tens of persons.” Kung-pin
Chiu bore [Wang] Mang’s head to Wang Hsien.

. . . [Wang] Mang’s head was transmitted to the Keng-shih Emperor and was
hung up in the market-place at Yüan. The people all together picked up
[things] and threw them at it. Some cut out and ate his tongue.

Source:  Reprinted as published in The History of the Former Han Dynasty, by Pan Ku. Translated by
Homer H. Dubs. Copyright 1955, Waverly Press, Inc., New York.
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ChronologyChronologyChronologyChronologyChronology

Chou (Zhou) dynasty 1122–256 B.C.

Confucius 551–479 B.C.

Mencius 372–289 B.C.

Ch’in (Qin) dynasty 221–207 B.C.

Former Han dynasty 202 B.C.–A.D. 9

Hsin (Xin) dynasty A.D. 9–23

Wang Mang assumes the throne A.D. 9

Yellow River floods A..D. 11

Red Eyebrow Rebellion begins A. D. 18

Wang Mang is killed A. D. 23

Latter Han dynasty A. D. 25–220



9

The Han EmpireThe Han EmpireThe Han EmpireThe Han EmpireThe Han Empire

Source: John Fairbank, ed. China: Tradition and Transformation, revised ed.
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1989).
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON O O O O ONENENENENE

WWWWWANGANGANGANGANG M M M M MANGANGANGANGANG'''''SSSSS D D D D DEMISEEMISEEMISEEMISEEMISE

A.A.A.A.A. OOOOOBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

♦ To be able to draw inferences to explain Wang Mang's fall from power.

♦ To describe Wang Mang's demise and speculate as to how something so violent
could happen to the Son of Heaven.

♦ To evaluate a good ruler based on the teachings of Confucius and Mencius.

B.B.B.B.B. Lesson ActivitiesLesson ActivitiesLesson ActivitiesLesson ActivitiesLesson Activities (1–2 days)

1. Ask the students for words that describe the emperor of China. (Write sugges-
tions on board).

2. Read the Dramatic Moment Dramatic Moment Dramatic Moment Dramatic Moment Dramatic Moment of Wang Mang’s demise aloud to the students.
Ask the students “How could it be that a Son of Heaven would have such an
awful fate befall him?”

3. Explain that the purpose of this unit is to evaluate the story of Wang Mang and
arrive at reasons for his fall from power.

4. Review with them their study of Mencius and Confucius and their belief in
good government and just rulers.

5. Pass out The Ruler’s Handbook (Document ADocument ADocument ADocument ADocument A) and explain that the students are
going to take the information and try to come up with a checksheet of what a
“good” government and ruler would be like.

(At this point, depending on your class, you can follow different approaches.)
Pass out Worksheet 1 Worksheet 1 Worksheet 1 Worksheet 1 Worksheet 1 with the objective of having students fill it out based on
the readings in The Ruler’s Handbook. You can:

a. Answer numbers one and two on the board with the students, then allow
them to work individually on the rest.

b. As a class discuss numbers one through ten on the board, allowing ample
time for probing questioning and discussion.
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c. Break the class into groups assigning specific question numbers to each
group. The groups could report their individual findings on the board
while the other groups listen and fill in their sheets, (i.e., ten groups of one
question each, five groups of two or more questions each, etc.)

7. Once the worksheet is completed, the students will have a working method of
evaluating good government according to the Confucian tradition which they
can begin to apply to the story of Wang Mang.

8. Homework Assignment:

Using the final quote of The Ruler’s Handbook, find a current-event story that is
an example of the intent of the quote.

C.C.C.C.C. EEEEEVVVVVALUAALUAALUAALUAALUATINGTINGTINGTINGTING     THETHETHETHETHE L L L L LESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON

Have the students read and paraphrase in their notebooks or learning logs the
final quote on the last page of The Ruler’s Handbook. Discuss as a class their
individual interpretations.

Lesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One
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The Ruler's HandbookThe Ruler's HandbookThe Ruler's HandbookThe Ruler's HandbookThe Ruler's Handbook

”The truly great is he who is capable of rectifying what is wrong with the ruler’s
heart.” [IV A:20]

I.I.I.I.I. Personal Qualities of the RulerPersonal Qualities of the RulerPersonal Qualities of the RulerPersonal Qualities of the RulerPersonal Qualities of the Ruler

Tzu Kung asked about the gentleman.

Confucius said: “The gentleman first practices what he preaches and then preaches
what he practices.” [II:13]

Confucius said: “The gentleman reaches upward; the inferior man reaches down-
ward.” [XIV:23]

Confucius said: “The gentleman is always calm and at ease; the inferior man is
always worried and full of distress.” [VII:36]

Confucius said: “The gentleman understands what is right; the inferior man under-
stands what is profitable.” [IV:16]

Confucius said: “The gentleman cherishes virtue; the inferior man cherishes posses-
sions. The gentleman thinks of sanctions; the inferior man thinks of personal favors.”
[IV:11]

Confucius said: “The gentleman makes demands on himself; the inferior man makes
demands on others.” [XV:20]

Confucius said: “The gentleman seeks to enable people to succeed in what is good
but does not help them in what is evil; the inferior man does the contrary.” [XII:16]

II.II.II.II.II. How This Will Influence The PeopleHow This Will Influence The PeopleHow This Will Influence The PeopleHow This Will Influence The PeopleHow This Will Influence The People

Confucius said: “If a ruler himself is upright, all will go well without orders. But if
he himself is not upright, even though he gives orders they will not be obeyed.”
[XIII:6]

Just so you genuinely desire the good, the people will be good. The virtue of the
gentleman may be compared to the wind and that of the commoner to the weeds. The
weeds under the force of the wind cannot but bend.” [XII:19]

Confucius said: “Lead the people by laws and regulate them by penalties, and the
people will try to keep out of jail, but will have no sense of shame. Lead the people

Document ADocument ADocument ADocument ADocument ALesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One
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by virtue and restrain them by the rules of decorum, and the people will have a sense
of shame, and moreover will become good.” [II:3]

III.III.III.III.III. What is Important to the RulerWhat is Important to the RulerWhat is Important to the RulerWhat is Important to the RulerWhat is Important to the Ruler

Mencius said: “There are three things that a feudal lord should treasure—land,
people, and the administration of the government. If he should treasure pearls and
jades instead, calamity is sure to befall him.” [VII B:28]

If a king says. ‘What will profit my kingdom?’ the high officials will say, ‘What will
profit our families?’ and the lower officials and commoners will say, ‘What will
profit ourselves?’ Superiors and inferiors will try to seize profit one from another,
and the state will be endangered. . . . Let your Majesty speak only of humanity and
righteousness. Why must you speak of profit?” [IA:I]

Mencius said to King Hsüan of Ch’i: “When the ruler regards his ministers as his
hands and feet, the ministers regard their ruler as their heart and bowels. When the
ruler regards his ministers as his dogs and horses, the ministers regard their ruler as
a stranger. When the ruler regards his ministers as dust and grass, the ministers
regard their ruler as a brigand or foe.” [IV B:3]

Remember . . .

Mencius said: “States have been won by men without humanity, but the world,
never.” [VII B:13]

IV.IV.IV.IV.IV. What is Good Government?What is Good Government?What is Good Government?What is Good Government?What is Good Government?

Mencius said: “[In the constitution of a state] the people rank the highest, the spirits
of land and grain come next, and the ruler counts the least.” [VII B:14]

Tzu Kung asked about government. Confucius said: “The essentials are sufficient food,
sufficient troops, and the confidence of the people.” Tzu Kung said: “Suppose you were
forced to give up one of [these three, which would you let go first?” Confucius said: “The
troops.” Tzu Kung asked again: “If you are forced to give up one of the two remaining,
which would you let go first?” Confucius said: “Food. For from of old, death has been
the lot of all men, but a people without faith cannot survive.” [XII:7]

V.V.V.V.V. How to Win The PeopleHow to Win The PeopleHow to Win The PeopleHow to Win The PeopleHow to Win The People

Mencius said: “It was because Chieh and Chou lost the people that they lost the
empire, and it was because they lost the hearts of the people that they lost the people.
Here is the way to win the empire: win the people and you win the empire. Here is

Document ADocument ADocument ADocument ADocument ALesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One
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the way to win the people: win their hearts and you win the people. Here is the way
to win their hearts: give them and share with them what they like, and do not do to
them what they do not like. The people turn to a humane ruler as water flows
downward or beasts take to wilderness.” [IV A:9]

When men are subdued by force, it is not that they submit from their hearts but only
that their strength is unavailing. When men are won by virtue, then their hearts are
gladdened and their submission is sincere.

VI.VI.VI.VI.VI. How to Win Their HeartsHow to Win Their HeartsHow to Win Their HeartsHow to Win Their HeartsHow to Win Their Hearts

As for the multitude, if they have no certain means of livelihood, they surely cannot
maintain a steadfast heart. Without a steadfast heart, they are likely to abandon
themselves to any and all manner of depravity. If you wait till they have lapsed into
crime and then mete out punishment, it is like placing traps for the people. If a
humane ruler is on the throne how can he permit such a thing as placing traps for
the people? Therefore, when an intelligent ruler regulates the livelihood of the
people, he makes sure that they will have enough to serve their parents on the one
hand and to support their wives and children on the other, so that in good years all
may eat their fill and in bad years no one need die of starvation.

Let poultry, dogs, and swine be kept and bred in season, and those over seventy may
all be provided with meat. Let the cultivation of the hundred-mu farm not be
interfered with, and a family of eight mouths need not go hungry.

VII.VII.VII.VII.VII. How to Keep Them from HungerHow to Keep Them from HungerHow to Keep Them from HungerHow to Keep Them from HungerHow to Keep Them from Hunger

When the land system is not in proper operation, then the well-field farms are not
equally distributed among the farmers or the grain for salaries equitably appor-
tioned among the ministers. So a wicked lord or a corrupt magistrate usually lets the
land system fall into disuse. When the land system is in proper operation, on the
other hand, the distribution of land and the apportioning of salaries can be settled
where you sit.

Each well-field unit is one li square and contains nine hundred mu of land. The
center lot is the public field. The eight households each own a hundred-mu farm and
collaborate in cultivating the public field. When the public field has been properly
attended, then they may attend to their own work. This is how the countrymen are
taught their status.

“The above are the main features of the system. As to adapting it to your present
circumstances, it is up to you and your prince.” [III A:3, 12-20]

Document ADocument ADocument ADocument ADocument ALesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One
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VIII.VIII.VIII.VIII.VIII. Once They are no Longer HungryOnce They are no Longer HungryOnce They are no Longer HungryOnce They are no Longer HungryOnce They are no Longer Hungry

When Confucius was traveling to Wei, Jan Yu drove him. Confucius observed: “What
a dense population!” Jan Yu said: “The people having grown so numerous, what next
should be done for them?” “Enrich them,” was the reply. “And when one has enriched
them, what next should be done?” Confucius said: “Educate them.” [XIII:9]

”Let attention be paid to teaching in schools and let the people be taught the
principles of filial piety and brotherly respect, and white-headed old men will not
be seen carrying loads on the road. When the aged wear silk and eat meat and the
common people are free from hunger and cold, never has the lord of such a people
failed to become king.” [I A:7]

IX.IX.IX.IX.IX. If the Ruler Fails, is Not Righteous, Does Not Win the People's HeartsIf the Ruler Fails, is Not Righteous, Does Not Win the People's HeartsIf the Ruler Fails, is Not Righteous, Does Not Win the People's HeartsIf the Ruler Fails, is Not Righteous, Does Not Win the People's HeartsIf the Ruler Fails, is Not Righteous, Does Not Win the People's Hearts

“May a subject, then, slay his sovereign?” Mencius replied: “He who outrages
humanity is a scoundrel; he who outrages righteousness is a scourge. A scourge or
a scoundrel is a despised creature [and no longer a king]. I have heard that a despised
creature called Chou was put to death, but I have not heard anything about the
murdering of a sovereign.” [I B:8]

X.X.X.X.X. How Will Heaven Indicate Who is to be the New Ruler?How Will Heaven Indicate Who is to be the New Ruler?How Will Heaven Indicate Who is to be the New Ruler?How Will Heaven Indicate Who is to be the New Ruler?How Will Heaven Indicate Who is to be the New Ruler?

[Mencius’ disciple] Wan Chang asked: “Is it true that Yao gave the empire to Shun?”
Mencius replied: “No. The emperor cannot give the empire to another.” Wan Chang
asked: “Who then gave it to him, when Shun had the empire?” Mencius said:
“Heaven gave it to him.” Wan Chang asked: “You say Heaven gave it to him—did
Heaven do it with an explicit charge?” Mencius said: “No.  Heaven does not speak.
It simply signified its will through his conduct and handling of affairs.”  Wan Chang
asked:  “How was this done?”  Mencius said: . . . “Of old, Yao recommended Shun
to Heaven and Heaven accepted him. He presented him to the people and the people
accepted him. This is why I said that Heaven does not speak but simply signified its
will through Shun’s conduct and handling of affairs.” Wan Chang said: “May I
venture to ask, how was this acceptance by Heaven and the people indicated?”
Mencius said: “He was appointed to preside over the sacrifices, and all the spirits
were pleased with them: that indicated his acceptance by Heaven. He was placed in
charge of public affairs, and they were well administered and the people were at
peace; that indicated his acceptance by the people. Heaven thus gave him the
empire; the people thus gave him the empire. That is why I said, the emperor cannot
give the empire to another. . . . This is what is meant in the Great Declaration [in the
Book of History] where it is said: ‘Heaven sees as my people see, Heaven hears as
my people hear.’” [V A:5]
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Reconstruction of a ceremonial building that Wang Mang had built based on archaeological finds
near Ch’ang-an.  Reproduced as published in Everyday Life in Early Imperial China, by Michael Loewe.
Text (c) Michael Loewe, 1968, Line drawings (c) B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1968, London.

Confucius said: “[A government is good when] those near are happy and those far
off are attracted.” [XIII:16]

Source: Reprinted as published in Sources of Chinese Tradition, by Theodore de Bary et al., copyright
1960, with the kind permission of Columbia University Press.

Document ADocument ADocument ADocument ADocument ALesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One
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DiscussioDiscussioDiscussioDiscussioDiscussion Questionsn Questionsn Questionsn Questionsn Questions

1. What personal qualities should the ruler have?

2. How will this influence people?

3. What should be important to the ruler?

4. What makes a government good?

5. How does the government win the people’s support?

6. How does the government win the people’s hearts?

7. How does the government keep people from going hungry?

8. If the people are no longer hungry, what should happen?

9. If the ruler is bad, what should happen?

10. How does Heaven indicate who is the new ruler?

Worksheet 1Worksheet 1Worksheet 1Worksheet 1Worksheet 1Lesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON T T T T TWOWOWOWOWO

TTTTTHEHEHEHEHE S S S S STORTORTORTORTORYYYYY     OFOFOFOFOF W W W W WANGANGANGANGANG M M M M MANGANGANGANGANG

A.A.A.A.A. OOOOOBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To read and interpret excerpts from the primary source document “History of
the Former Han Dynasty” by Pan Ku.

2. To synthesize the information from Pan Ku's history  with the concepts of good
government as expressed in the writings of Confucius and Mencius.

3. To evaluate Wang Mang's rule.

4. To hold interpretations of history as tentative, subject to change as new
information is uncovered and new interpretations broached.

B.B.B.B.B. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES     (2–3 days)

1. Since students  have developed a framework for a good government and ruler
in Lesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson OneLesson One, explain that they can use that framework to look more closely
at Wang Mang. Remind students that they will be reading English translations
of ancient Chinese histories with sometimes challenging language, but only by
investigating these documents can they unlock the true history of Wang Mang.

2. Divide the class into groups. Each groups should have a:
Recorder
Timekeeper
Reporter
Reader/Questioner

3. After the groups are formed, give half of the groups Wang Mang’s Personality
(Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1) and the other half Wang Mang’s Policy (Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2).

4. In their groups the reader/questioner should read the first selection of the
history while the other students follow along. Then the reader/questioner
should ask the question to the group and begin the discussion. The recorder
should write down the responses in note form. The timekeeper will keep the
group on task while reminding them of time limits (that you have set based on
your individual class). The reporter will be responsible for reporting the
group’s information to the class.
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5. Circulate around the room reminding them that they are responsible to the rest
of the class to accurately provide the information.

6. As the groups finish reading their excerpts pass out the evaluations sheets,
Worksheets 2 Worksheets 2 Worksheets 2 Worksheets 2 Worksheets 2 and 33333. Tell them as a group they should fill this out based on their
discussion and the notes taken by the recorder, making sure they give specific
reasons of support in the “why” section of their evaluation sheet.

7. When all the groups have finished the worksheets, have the recorder from each
group report its finding and conclusions. At this point the teacher should
record each group’s remarks on the board (or overhead) in the following
manner:

Did Wang Mang follow Confucian teachings?

Sample ChartSample ChartSample ChartSample ChartSample Chart

As each group reports, put an X under YES or NO so that each group’s decision is
posted. Your chart might look like the example above.

PoliciesPoliciesPoliciesPoliciesPolicies

YesYesYesYesYes NoNoNoNoNo
1. Mandate XXX
2. King Rule X XX
3. Rule by Example XXX
4. Keep from Hunger XXX
5. Keep the Faith XXX

PersonalityPersonalityPersonalityPersonalityPersonality

1. Calm & Ease XXX
2. Virtue over Possession XXX
3. Upright and Fair XXX
4. Virtue over Punishments XXX
5. Treat Ministers XXX

Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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8. As a class, analyze the data collected on the chart. Discuss the question:  Did
Wang Mang follow Confucian teachings?

9. Groups that studied his policies usually will argue “yes,” as Wang Mang made
several attempts at proper Confucian government. Those that studied his
personality will feel that he betrayed good Confucian conduct.

10. This division of opinion is important as it should demonstrate that historical
“judgement” is affected by the perspective it is approached from, and that there
is infrequently a “correct” answer.

11. Although those who studied his personality may not agree, we have no clear
answer as to why he was so violently overthrown. This must come with further
investigation of his history that will begin with Lesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson Three.

Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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WWWWWang Mang's Personality Groupang Mang's Personality Groupang Mang's Personality Groupang Mang's Personality Groupang Mang's Personality Group

Ruler to be Evaluated Wang Mang

Area of Evaluation Personal Qualities (Personality)

Names of Evaluators

The evaluators must conduct a careful study of the historical texts provided. Draw your
own conclusions about the Son of Heaven, Wang Mang, based on the teachings of
Confucius. Under “Proof” cite portions of the text that support your conclusion.

Was the ruler always calm and at ease?Was the ruler always calm and at ease?Was the ruler always calm and at ease?Was the ruler always calm and at ease?Was the ruler always calm and at ease?
YES NO
ProofProofProofProofProof

Did the ruler cherish virtue over possessions?Did the ruler cherish virtue over possessions?Did the ruler cherish virtue over possessions?Did the ruler cherish virtue over possessions?Did the ruler cherish virtue over possessions?
YES NO
ProofProofProofProofProof

Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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Was the ruler himself upright and fair?Was the ruler himself upright and fair?Was the ruler himself upright and fair?Was the ruler himself upright and fair?Was the ruler himself upright and fair?
YES NO
ProofProofProofProofProof

DDDDDid the ruler lead the people by virtue instead of punishments?id the ruler lead the people by virtue instead of punishments?id the ruler lead the people by virtue instead of punishments?id the ruler lead the people by virtue instead of punishments?id the ruler lead the people by virtue instead of punishments?
YES NO
ProofProofProofProofProof

Did the ruler treat his ministers as his hands and feet?Did the ruler treat his ministers as his hands and feet?Did the ruler treat his ministers as his hands and feet?Did the ruler treat his ministers as his hands and feet?Did the ruler treat his ministers as his hands and feet?
YES NO
ProofProofProofProofProof

Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Worksheet 2Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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WWWWWang Mang's Policy Groupang Mang's Policy Groupang Mang's Policy Groupang Mang's Policy Groupang Mang's Policy Group

Ruler to be Evaluated Wang Mang

Area of Evaluation Policy

Names of Evaluators

The evaluators must carefully consider the historical texts provided. Draw your
own conclusions about the Son of Heaven, Wang Mang based on the teachings of
Confucius. Under “Proof” cite portions of the text that support your conclusion.

DDDDDid he receive the mandate of Heaven in the way described by Confucian thoughtid he receive the mandate of Heaven in the way described by Confucian thoughtid he receive the mandate of Heaven in the way described by Confucian thoughtid he receive the mandate of Heaven in the way described by Confucian thoughtid he receive the mandate of Heaven in the way described by Confucian thought
in the Ruler's Handboin the Ruler's Handboin the Ruler's Handboin the Ruler's Handboin the Ruler's Handbook?ok?ok?ok?ok?
YES NO

ProofProofProofProofProof

Did his policy of allowing no other person the title of King match with ConfucianDid his policy of allowing no other person the title of King match with ConfucianDid his policy of allowing no other person the title of King match with ConfucianDid his policy of allowing no other person the title of King match with ConfucianDid his policy of allowing no other person the title of King match with Confucian
thththththought?ought?ought?ought?ought?
YES NO

ProofProofProofProofProof

Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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Did he plan to rule by example so that the people might learn from him?Did he plan to rule by example so that the people might learn from him?Did he plan to rule by example so that the people might learn from him?Did he plan to rule by example so that the people might learn from him?Did he plan to rule by example so that the people might learn from him?
YES NO
ProofProofProofProofProof

Did he seek ways to keep the people from hunger?Did he seek ways to keep the people from hunger?Did he seek ways to keep the people from hunger?Did he seek ways to keep the people from hunger?Did he seek ways to keep the people from hunger?
YES NO

ProofProofProofProofProof

Did he seek to keep the faith of the people by not becoming greedy?Did he seek to keep the faith of the people by not becoming greedy?Did he seek to keep the faith of the people by not becoming greedy?Did he seek to keep the faith of the people by not becoming greedy?Did he seek to keep the faith of the people by not becoming greedy?
YES NO

ProofProofProofProofProof

Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Worksheet 3Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two



25

 W W W W Wang Mang's Personalityang Mang's Personalityang Mang's Personalityang Mang's Personalityang Mang's Personality
From From From From From History of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han Dynasty

Wang Mang’s Terrifying AppearanceWang Mang’s Terrifying AppearanceWang Mang’s Terrifying AppearanceWang Mang’s Terrifying AppearanceWang Mang’s Terrifying Appearance

As a man, [Wang] Mang had a large mouth and a receding chin, bulging eyes with
brilliant pupils, and a loud voice which was hoarse. He was seven feet five inches
tall, loved thick-[soled] shoes and tall bonnets, and used clothes padded with felt. He
stuck out his chest and made himself look tall, [so that he could] look down on those
who were around him.

At this time, there was a person skilled in medical and allied arts who was an
Expectant Appointee at the Yellow Gate. Someone asked him about [Wang] Mang’s
figure and countenance, and the Expectant Appointee replied, “[Wang] Mang is a
person who may be said to have owl’s eyes, tiger’s jaws, and a wolf’s voice. Hence
he is able to eat people and is also due to be eaten by people.” The person who
questioned him gave information about [his reply, and Wang] Mang exterminated
the Expectant Appointee and his relatives and rewarded the informer afterwards.
Wang Mang regularly screened himself with a Mica Fan so that, except for his
intimates, no one was permitted to have an audience with [see] him.”

1. How do you think Wang Mang looked?

2. What might the quote “he is able to eat people and is also due to be eaten by
people” mean?

3. Why did Wang Mang have the people who said this killed?

4. What does this story tell you about Wang Mang’s personality?

Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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5. In Section I of The Ruler’s Handbook, which quote about a ruler’s behavior is the
most opposite to how Wang Mang behaved?

The Flowery Baldachin ChariotThe Flowery Baldachin ChariotThe Flowery Baldachin ChariotThe Flowery Baldachin ChariotThe Flowery Baldachin Chariot

Someone said, “At the time of the Yellow Lord, he established the flowery baldachin
in order that he might mount up [to become] an immortal.” So [Wang] Mang had
made a flowery baldachin in nine layers, eighty-one feet tall, with a golden claw-tip
and feather covering, and had it borne by a carriage with a hidden mechanism and
four wheels yoked to six horses and three hundred strong men with yellow clothes
and [red] turbans. On the carriage there was a man beating a drum. Those who
pulled it all called out, “He will mount up to be an immortal.” When [Wang] Mang
went out, he ordered [this carriage] to go before him. The many officials [however]
said secretly, “This is like a funeral cart, not a thing for an immortal.”

6. What do you think the chariot looked like?

7. Why do you think Wang Mang liked it so much and what does this say about
his personality?

8. Find a quote in Sections I or III of The Ruler’s Handbook that refers to a ruler’s
desire for possessions.

“Wang Mang was daily in the harem with persons versed in the magical arts . . . and
others testing magical and technical arts and giving himself up to lustful pleasures.”

9. According to this quote, what might life in the palace be like?

Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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10. Find a quote in your Handbook that describes how a ruler’s behavior may affect
others.

[When Wang] Mang was waiting upon his wife in her illness, he saw this letter and
became greatly incensed, suspecting that [Wang] Lin had some evil purpose.
[Consequently Wang Mang] did not permit [Wang Lin] to join in the mourning
ceremonies. After [Wang Mang’s wife] had been buried, [Wang Mang] had Yüan-
pi and others arrested. They were examined and questioned, and they confessed
everything about the adultery and the plans for [Wang Mang’s] murder. [Wang]
Mang wanted to have it kept secret, so sent to kill the commissioner [who had charge
of] the case, . . . and had him buried in the jail, so that his family did not know where
he was. [Wang Mang] granted poison to [Wang] Lin, but [Wang] Lin was unwilling
to drink it, so he stabbed himself and died. [Wang Lin was Wang Mang’s son.]

11. What other personal qualities can you learn about Wang Mang from this
story?

“An imperial grandson (of Wang Mang) . . . was sentenced (by Wang Mang) for
having a picture of himself painted wearing the robes and the bonnet of the Son of
Heaven . . . When this matter became known he committed suicide.”

12. How did Wang Mang feel about the security of his position? How can you tell?

Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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Executions Permitted At All Seasons (A.D. 20 Feb. 9)Executions Permitted At All Seasons (A.D. 20 Feb. 9)Executions Permitted At All Seasons (A.D. 20 Feb. 9)Executions Permitted At All Seasons (A.D. 20 Feb. 9)Executions Permitted At All Seasons (A.D. 20 Feb. 9)

In [the period] Ti-huang, the first year, in the first month, on [the day] yi-wei, an
amnesty [was granted] to the empire. [Wang Mang] issued a message, saying, “At
the time when the army is being sent out and the troops are being put into motion,
those who presume to run and shout, violating the law, should immediately be
judged and beheaded. It is not necessary [to wait for] the season [for executions,
winter]. When the year is up, [this order] shall cease.” Thereupon during the spring
and summer people were beheaded in the market-places of the capitals; the people
were terrified and afraid and ‘on the highroads and paths, they indicated their
hatred [of Wang Mang] in their eyes.’

13. How by this ruling might Wang Mang be in violation of Section V of the
Handbook?

14. According to Confucian teaching why do Wang Mang’s people have no sense
of shame? (See Section II of Handbook)

The Mad WomanThe Mad WomanThe Mad WomanThe Mad WomanThe Mad Woman

In this year, a mad woman of Ch’ang-an, Pi, called out in the roads, saying, “Emperor
Kao is furious [and says], “Quickly return my state. If not, in the ninth month I will
inevitably kill you. [Wang] Mang had her arrested and killed.

15. Explain Wang Mang’s actions and what it tells you about his personality.

16. Does it seem that Wang Mang believed in rule by virtue or by force?

Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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Officials Take Advantage of Wang MangOfficials Take Advantage of Wang MangOfficials Take Advantage of Wang MangOfficials Take Advantage of Wang MangOfficials Take Advantage of Wang Mang

[Wang] Mang’s notion was that if institutions were fixed, the empire would
naturally become tranquil. Hence he thought in detail concerning geographical
arrangements, the institution of rites, and the composition of music. In discussing
the harmonization and matching of the explanations to the six Classics, the ministers
entered [his presence] at dawn and left at dusk. He discussed for successive years
without coming to [final] decisions, so that he did not have leisure to examine law-
cases, decide complaints of injustices, or to settle the urgent business of the common
people, and when there were vacancies among the rulers of the counties, [Wang
Mang left] for several years [officials as] acting [magistrates or as magistrates]
concurrently [holding other positions, with the result that] the covetousness and
injuriousness of all [his officials] alike daily became greater.

17. What kind of decision-making ability did Wang-Mang have?

18. Did this hurt or help him? How?

An official brings news of problems in the Ching Province and suggests a remedy.An official brings news of problems in the Ching Province and suggests a remedy.An official brings news of problems in the Ching Province and suggests a remedy.An official brings news of problems in the Ching Province and suggests a remedy.An official brings news of problems in the Ching Province and suggests a remedy.
(Jan. 6)(Jan. 6)(Jan. 6)(Jan. 6)(Jan. 6)

Fei Hsing, the Director of Confidence in the Commander-in-Chief, was made the
Shepherd of Ching Province. When he was asked at an audience what would be his
plans of action when he reached his regional division, [Fei] Hsing replied, “The
common people of Ching and Yang [Provinces] generally take advantage of their
mountains and marshes in making fishing and the picking [of wild fruits] their
occupations. Recently the state has set up the six controls, which tax [the products
of] the mountains and marshes and have interfered with and taken away the profits
of the common people. For a long time in successive years there have been droughts,
so that the people are hungry and impoverished. Hence they have become thieves
or robbers.

Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Document B–1Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two

“When I, Hsing, reach my regional division, I intend to order and to make it clearly
known to inform the thieves and robbers that they should return to their homes and
I will lend them oxen for plowing, seed, and food, and exempt them from the land
and [poll]-taxes. I hope that thereby I may be able to disperse and tranquillize them.”

[Wang] Mang became incensed [at this proposal] and dismissed [Fei] Hsing from his
office.

19. How does Wang Mang treat the official?

20. What does this tell you about Wang Mang’s personality?

A CometA CometA CometA CometA Comet

In the eleventh month, a comet appeared in [the constellation] Chang. It traveled
southeastwards for five days and disappeared. [Wang] Mang several times sum-
moned and questioned his Chief Grand Astrologer, Tsung Hsüan, and various
diviners. They all answered falsely, saying, “The astrological phenomena are
peaceful and good, so that the many bandits will soon be destroyed.” Thereupon
[Wang] Mang [felt] a little more tranquil.

21. Why did the officials think that it was okay to lie to the “Son of Heaven”?

22. Find a quote in Section III of your Handbook that describes how a ruler should
treat his ministers (officials). How does Wang Mang compare to an ideal ruler?

Source: Ku Pan, History of the Former Han Dynasty, volume 3. Translated by Homer H. Dubs
(Baltimore: Waverly Press, 1938).
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WWWWWang Mang's Policiesang Mang's Policiesang Mang's Policiesang Mang's Policiesang Mang's Policies
From From From From From History of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han DynastyHistory of the Former Han Dynasty

Wang Mang’s policies as a high official (Regent) (A.D. 2–3)Wang Mang’s policies as a high official (Regent) (A.D. 2–3)Wang Mang’s policies as a high official (Regent) (A.D. 2–3)Wang Mang’s policies as a high official (Regent) (A.D. 2–3)Wang Mang’s policies as a high official (Regent) (A.D. 2–3)

Every time there was a flood or drought, [Wang] Mang would eat plain food.

Thereupon [Wang]Mang received and questioned each one [of the officals], con-
veyed to them his secret gracious intentions, and bestowed upon them rich parting
gifts, while he brought out memorials concerning those who did not suit his
purposes and dismissed them, so that his power was equal to that of the lord of men.

[Wang] Mang wanted to delight the [Grand] Empress Dowager with vain reputa-
tion, . . . [Wang] Mang thereupon presented a letter, stating that he would pay a
million cash and offer thirty ch'ing [about 340 acres] of cultivated fields, to be paid
to the Grad Minister of Agriculture, for assistance and gifts to the poor people.
Thereupon the ministers all admired and imitated him.

[Wang Mang] has denied his person and was himself frugal, buying food [only] to the
point of what has been necessary.  For all articles he has depended upon the market-
place, daily emptying [his bins] and keeping no stores.” He furthermore sent a letter
to the throne [asking to be permitted] to return the estate with which Emperor Hsiao-
ai had additionally enfeoffed [granted a feudal estate to] him and to pay cash [to the
government] and to offer his cultivated fields.  He entirely exhausted his former
possessions in order to lead the many [officials in making contributions].

Some paid gold and cash and some offered cultivated fields and acres to assist the
impoverished and exhausted and to provide for and support those who had not
sufficient [to live on]. . . .

[Wang Mang] opened his gates and invited in gentlemen and [those of lower rank]
down to [the occupants of] plain houses.

1. What was Wang Mang's reputation in his pre-emperor days?

2. During his service as Regent (high official), how did Wang Mang treat the
poor?

Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two
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Wang Mang becomes ‘acting’ emperorWang Mang becomes ‘acting’ emperorWang Mang becomes ‘acting’ emperorWang Mang becomes ‘acting’ emperorWang Mang becomes ‘acting’ emperor

Wang Mang had assumed and been appointed to various high positions, each with increasing
authority and influence. When the Han emperor P’ing died, Wang Mang suggested that “A
cousin is not permitted to be the successor [to his cousin of the same generation]” and selected
the very youngest among the Emperor’s great-great-grandsons to rule. Wang Mang then
became the acting emperor for the Young Prince. This statement was issued from some
government officials and a group of Confucians:

Now the Grand Empress Dowager has frequently happened upon untoward circum-
stances in the state and has commissioned the Duke Giving Tranquillity [Wang
Mang] to the Han Dynasty to rule and control the various officials, and to govern the
empire justly.  It has happened that since the Young Prince is a minor and has not yet
been able to be diligently respectful to [the gods] above and below, August Heaven
has sent down auspicious presages [favorable signs] and has produced the portent
[omen] of the red stone.  For this reason, the Grand Empress Dowager followed the
plain mandate of Heaven and issued an imperial edict that the Duke Giving
Tranquillity to the Han Dynasty should act as Regent and mount the eastern steps in
order that he might perform the duties of the sage Han [dynasty] and make it equally
eminent with that of T’ang [Yao], Yü [Shun], and the three dynasties.

The Regent-Emperor [Wang Mang] thereupon opened his private yamen [courts] and
met with various Confucians to institute rites and compose [the proper] music, to
assist in fixing the [titles of] the many offices, and to complete beautifully the work of
Heaven.  His sage mind is in all respects complete, and eminent are his individual
insights.  The Chou Rites (the Chou-1i) was discovered and secured,” so that it was
made plain what should be ‘followed’ and ‘surveyed.’ He took Heaven as his model
and searched out ancient ways, yet modified them.  It was just as when [K’ung Chiu]
Chung-ni heard [the music] Shao, and [just as] “the sun and moon” cannot [be climbed
up to by any] stairs.” If [Wang Mang] had not the utmost of sage wisdom, how could
he have been able to perform these [deeds]?  The fundamental and subordinate
principles [of government] are all displayed and completed [except for] one basketful.
These [matters] are the means by which he has devoted himself to protecting and
assisting the sage Han [dynasty] and giving tranquillity to the great multitude.

3. What praise do the officials have for Wang-Mang?

4. How does Wang Mang become acting emperor?

Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two



33

Wang Mang becomes the ‘actual’ emperor.Wang Mang becomes the ‘actual’ emperor.Wang Mang becomes the ‘actual’ emperor.Wang Mang becomes the ‘actual’ emperor.Wang Mang becomes the ‘actual’ emperor.

On [the day] mou-ch’en [January, A.D. 10], [Wang] Mang went to the Temple of
[Emperor] Kao, bowed, and received the metal casket and the resignation [of the
Han dynasty, which] the gods had [commanded].  Wearing the royal hat,” he visited
the [Grand] Empress Dowager, returned, seated himself in the Front Hall of the Wei-
yang Palace, and issued a written message, which said:

“I possess no virtue, [but] I rely upon [the fact that] I am a descendant of my august
deceased original ancestor, the Yellow Lord, and a distant descendant of my august
deceased first ancestor, the Lord of Yil, [Shun], and the least of the Grand Empress
Dowager’s relatives.  August Heaven and the Lords on High have made abundantly
apparent their great assistance, so that the mandate [of Heaven] has been completed
and the succession [to the imperial rule] has been set in order.  By portents and
credentials, designs and writings, a metal casket and a written charter, the gods have
proclaimed that they entrust me with the myriad common people of the empire

The Red Lord is the genius of Emperor Kao of the Han dynasty.  He has received a
mandate from Heaven and has transmitted the state [to me by] a writing on a metal
charter.  I have been extremely reverent and awed-[how could I] presume not to
receive it respectfully?  On [the day] mou-ch’en, which is a day for founding, I wear
the royal hat and ascend the throne as the actual Son of Heaven. It is fixed that the
title [of my dynasty] in possessing the empire shall be Hsin [new].”

5. How does Wang Mang support his ascension to the throne as actual emperor?

6. Why do you think he asserts his own lack of virtue?

7. Why does he name his dynasty Hsin (instead of keeping the Han dynasty
name)?
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Wang Mang proceeds to change the titles of all the nobles and officers as well asWang Mang proceeds to change the titles of all the nobles and officers as well asWang Mang proceeds to change the titles of all the nobles and officers as well asWang Mang proceeds to change the titles of all the nobles and officers as well asWang Mang proceeds to change the titles of all the nobles and officers as well as
the names of the civil ranks. He then abolished all kingly titles.the names of the civil ranks. He then abolished all kingly titles.the names of the civil ranks. He then abolished all kingly titles.the names of the civil ranks. He then abolished all kingly titles.the names of the civil ranks. He then abolished all kingly titles.

[His message] also said, “‘Heaven has not two suns, nor has Earth two kings’ —this
is the unchangeable way of all the kings.  Some of the nobles of the Han clan were
entitled Kings, and even the barbarians [beyond] the four [frontiers] followed [this
practise].  It is contrary to the ancient institutions and absurd [in view of the principle
that there is only] one sovereign [in the world].  Let it be fixed that the titles of vassal
kings shall all be [changed to] Duke, and that those of the barbarians [beyond] the
four [frontiers] who have usurped this title and called themselves Kings shall all be
changed and become Marquises.”

8. Why do you think Wang Mang wanted to do away with kingly titles?

Wang Mang criticizes the former (Han) land system.Wang Mang criticizes the former (Han) land system.Wang Mang criticizes the former (Han) land system.Wang Mang criticizes the former (Han) land system.Wang Mang criticizes the former (Han) land system.

. . . For this reason the taking possession of and joining together [of fields by the
wealthy] arose and avarice and vileness was born.  The strong made designs to
secure cultivated fields by the thousands [of mou, or about four-and-a-half acres] and
the weak [even] lacked [enough of ] a habitation in which to stand up an awl.

The, Han dynasty reduced and lightened the land tax, taking [only] one-thirtieth,
[but in addition] there were regularly [required] conscript service and capitation-
taxes, which [even] the sick and aged were all required to pay while powerful
common people encroached upon [the poor, letting their own] fields [out on I shares,
robbing [people] by the rentals [required for their land, so that while] in name they
were taxed only one-thirtieth, in reality they are taxed or pay as rent five-tenths of
their produce. Fathers and sons, husbands and wives plowed and weeded for a
whole year, [but] what they got was insufficient to keep themselves alive.  Hence the
horses and dogs of the rich had surplus beans and grain and [the rich] were proud
and did evil, while the poor could not satiate themselves with brewer’s grains,
became destitute, and acted wickedly.  Both [rich and poor] fell into crime, so that
the punishments had to be employed and could not be set aside.

9. What faults does Wang Mang find with the Han land system?
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Wang Mang reinstates the ancient ching (well-field) land system and declares allWang Mang reinstates the ancient ching (well-field) land system and declares allWang Mang reinstates the ancient ching (well-field) land system and declares allWang Mang reinstates the ancient ching (well-field) land system and declares allWang Mang reinstates the ancient ching (well-field) land system and declares all
land to be the ‘King's’ land. According to the ching system, land was to beland to be the ‘King's’ land. According to the ching system, land was to beland to be the ‘King's’ land. According to the ching system, land was to beland to be the ‘King's’ land. According to the ching system, land was to beland to be the ‘King's’ land. According to the ching system, land was to be
distributed proportionately.distributed proportionately.distributed proportionately.distributed proportionately.distributed proportionately.

[Wang] Mang said [in a message], “When the ancients established the cottages of
eight families on the ching [system] and one husband and one wife had a hundred
mou of cultivated land and paid one-tenth in taxes, then the state had enough and
the common people were opulent [affluent] and composed songs of praise. . . .”

“When previously I was the chief director [of the administration], I first ordered that
the empire’s public cultivated fields [should be organized on] the ching [system
according to the number] of persons, and consequently at that time there were happy
presages of auspicious [large-eared] cereals. [But] there happened to be rebellious
caitiffs and treasonable rebels, so that [the scheme] was temporarily stopped.

“Now I change the names of the cultivated fields in the empire to be ‘the King’s
fields,’ and of male and female slaves to be ‘private adherents.’ All are not to be
permitted to be bought or sold.  Let it be that those [rich families with] less than eight
males, who have more cultivated fields that are in excess [of those in one ch’ing] and
give them to their nine [classes of] relatives or to [people in] their neighborhood.
Those who formerly had no cultivated fields [shall be treated] in accordance with the
regulations.

10. What does it mean that all land is to be the ‘King's land’? Is that policy
consistent with addressing the problems of the Han land system?

11. How does the return to the ancient ching system solve the 'faults' of the Han
Dynasty land system?

Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Document B–2Lesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson TwoLesson Two



36

Many times in his different government positions, Wang Mang had changed theMany times in his different government positions, Wang Mang had changed theMany times in his different government positions, Wang Mang had changed theMany times in his different government positions, Wang Mang had changed theMany times in his different government positions, Wang Mang had changed the
coin system. After becoming actual emperor, he did so again. In addition, hecoin system. After becoming actual emperor, he did so again. In addition, hecoin system. After becoming actual emperor, he did so again. In addition, hecoin system. After becoming actual emperor, he did so again. In addition, hecoin system. After becoming actual emperor, he did so again. In addition, he
imposed a penalty on those carrying the old, smaller coins.imposed a penalty on those carrying the old, smaller coins.imposed a penalty on those carrying the old, smaller coins.imposed a penalty on those carrying the old, smaller coins.imposed a penalty on those carrying the old, smaller coins.

[Wang] Mang was troubled by it and again issued a written message that all those
who hoard five-shu cash and say that the large cash are due to be abolished are
similar to those who criticize the ching system of cultivated fields and should be
“thrown out to the four frontiers.” Thereupon the farmers and merchants lost their
occupations, food and goods were both rendered useless, and the common people
even wept in the marketplaces and highways. Moreover those who were tried for
buying or selling fields or residences, male or female slaves, or for casting cash, from
the nobles, high ministers, and grandees down to ordinary common people, and
who suffered punishment, could not be counted.

Wang Mang instates the six monopolies, giving the government control over majorWang Mang instates the six monopolies, giving the government control over majorWang Mang instates the six monopolies, giving the government control over majorWang Mang instates the six monopolies, giving the government control over majorWang Mang instates the six monopolies, giving the government control over major
products. Penalties for violating these monopolies were often harsh. (A.D. 10)products. Penalties for violating these monopolies were often harsh. (A.D. 10)products. Penalties for violating these monopolies were often harsh. (A.D. 10)products. Penalties for violating these monopolies were often harsh. (A.D. 10)products. Penalties for violating these monopolies were often harsh. (A.D. 10)

The Ordinance for the six monopolies [lit., “controls”] were first established. It was
commanded that the imperial government should [1] dispense liquors [2] sell salt
and [3] iron implements, [4] cast cash, and that all those who picked or took the
various things from [5] famous mountains or great marshes were to be taxed.

Wang Mang instates government price controls on staple products, called ‘TheWang Mang instates government price controls on staple products, called ‘TheWang Mang instates government price controls on staple products, called ‘TheWang Mang instates government price controls on staple products, called ‘TheWang Mang instates government price controls on staple products, called ‘The
Five Equlizations.’ (A.D. 10)Five Equlizations.’ (A.D. 10)Five Equlizations.’ (A.D. 10)Five Equlizations.’ (A.D. 10)Five Equlizations.’ (A.D. 10)

It was also ordered [6] that the offices [in charge of] the market-places should collect
[things when they are] cheap and sell them [when they are] dear, and should lend
on credit to the common people, taking three [cash per] month as interest for a
hundred [cash]. . . .

The next year, under pressure, Wang Mang revised his coinage system. A.D. 11The next year, under pressure, Wang Mang revised his coinage system. A.D. 11The next year, under pressure, Wang Mang revised his coinage system. A.D. 11The next year, under pressure, Wang Mang revised his coinage system. A.D. 11The next year, under pressure, Wang Mang revised his coinage system. A.D. 11

Because his cash and [other] currencies finally did not circulate, [Wang] Mang again
issued a written message, which said, “The common people consider their food as
their life and their goods as their life and their goods as their wealth. For this reason
among the eight [objects of] government, food is given the first place.

Wang Mang declares that officials' salaries are to be decreased in times of disaster,Wang Mang declares that officials' salaries are to be decreased in times of disaster,Wang Mang declares that officials' salaries are to be decreased in times of disaster,Wang Mang declares that officials' salaries are to be decreased in times of disaster,Wang Mang declares that officials' salaries are to be decreased in times of disaster,
A.D. 16A.D. 16A.D. 16A.D. 16A.D. 16

“The directors and high ministers shall all join with the highest ministers to whom
they are subordinate in acting as guarantors against visitations and disasters [in the
regions for which] their [superiors act as guarantors]. . . .
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If there have been calamities or injuries to the crops in the regions for which they act
as guarantors, the amount shall also be calculated in percentages, and their salaries
shall be reduced [proportionately]. . . . I hope that [thus] superiors and inferiors will
be of the same mind and will encourage the advancement of agriculture and
tranquillize the great multitude.” [Wang] Mang's regulations were as complicated
and detailed as the foregoing.

The calculations of the taxes could not be made out, so that the officials did not
eventually obtain any salaries.

12. Do you think Wang Mang intended to help the ‘common’ person with his
economic policies?

13. Were his economic policies practical and/or effective?
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A.D. 12A.D. 12A.D. 12A.D. 12A.D. 12

At this time, there was a person skilled in medical and allied arts who was an
Expectant Appointee at the Yellow Gate.  Someone asked him about [Wang] Mang’s
figure and countenance, and the Expectant Appointee replied, “[Wang] Mang is a
person who may be said to have owl’s eyes, tiger’s jaws, and a wolf’s voice.  Hence
he is able to eat people and is also due to be eaten by people.” The person who
questioned him gave information about [his reply, and Wang] Mang exterminated
the Expectant Appointee [and his relatives] and enfeoffed the informer.  Afterwards
[Wang Mang] regularly screened himself with a mica fan, so that, except for his
intimates, no one was permitted to have an audience with him.

14. Was Wang Mang concerned about having contact with his subjects?

Wang Mang plans to visit the people. (A.D. 13/14)Wang Mang plans to visit the people. (A.D. 13/14)Wang Mang plans to visit the people. (A.D. 13/14)Wang Mang plans to visit the people. (A.D. 13/14)Wang Mang plans to visit the people. (A.D. 13/14)

For the next year, [Wang Mang] changed the year-period, calling it T’ien-feng.
In . . .Ti’ien-fing . . . and amnesty [was granted] to the empire, and [Wang] Mang
said [in a message], “In the second month, . . . I  will perform the rites of a tour
of inspection. . The Grand Provisioner [will take care of] the dry provisions for
traveling and the dried meat and the [Prefect of] the Flunkies [will take care of]
the traveling curtains for my sitting and sleeping  [places, so that the localities]
by which I pass will not be permitted to furnish anything.

When I tour eastwards, I must in person carry a plow, and every county shall
thereupon plow, in order to encourage the beginning [of the work of ploughing] at
the eastern [season, spring]. When I tour southwards, I must in person carry a hoe,
and every county shall thereupon weed, thereby encouraging the developments in
the southern [season, summer]. When I tour westwards, I must in person carry a
sickle, and every county shall thereupon reap, thereby encouraging harvesting in
the western [season, autumn]. When I tour northwards, I must in person carry a flail,
and every county shall thereupon garner [their grain] thereby encouraging covering
up and storing [the harvest]. . . .”

15. What was Wang Mang’s plan?
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Wang Mang's highest ministers discourage him from touring.Wang Mang's highest ministers discourage him from touring.Wang Mang's highest ministers discourage him from touring.Wang Mang's highest ministers discourage him from touring.Wang Mang's highest ministers discourage him from touring.

. . . when the sage person of the [Empress Dowager] the Mother of Culture [nee
Wang] was not in good health, you yourself in person supplied her needs, rarely
taking off your clothes or bonnet.  When thereupon it happened that she left her
subjects, you became melancholy.  The color of your features has not yet returned,
and you have eaten and drunk too little.

“Now for you to make four tours in one year, [to travel] a road ten thousand li [in
length]-your age is honorable, so that you cannot endure [living on] dry provisions
and dried meat.  For the time being, do not make [these] tours of inspection.  You
need to end your deep mourning in order to rest your sage person.  Your subjects
will use all their power to care for and shepherd the myriad common people and will
support and accord with your brilliant edicts.”

[Wang] Mang replied, “If the highest ministers, the [Provincial] Shepherds, the high
officials, the nobles, and ‘the heads of offices,’ are willing to use all their power,
leading each other in caring for and shepherding the myriad common people, and
wish thereby to assist me and in this way to obey respectfully, let them make [all
possible] efforts in this [direction], and not swallow their words.  I will change [my
plans] and in [seven years] I will perform the rites of a tour of inspection.

16. What happened to Wang Mang’s plans to visit the people?

17. What was Wang Mang's response? Do you think visiting his people was
important to him?
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A.D. 12A.D. 12A.D. 12A.D. 12A.D. 12

[Wang Mang said] Anciently, two sovereigns of the Chou [dynasty] received the
mandate [of Heaven], hence [the dynasty] had dwelling’-places at the Eastern
Capital, [Lo], and at the Western Capital, [Feng].  Since I have received the mandate
[of Heaven], I should verily also be like them.  Let Lo-yang become the Eastern
Capital of the House of Hsin and let Ch’ang-an become the Western Capital of the
House of Hsin, [two] royal domains with the appropriate organizations, each [royal
domain] including territory for the estates of high bureaucrats and baronesses. . . .
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON T T T T THREEHREEHREEHREEHREE

WWWWWANGANGANGANGANG M M M M MANGANGANGANGANG     ONONONONON T T T T TRIALRIALRIALRIALRIAL

A.A.A.A.A. OOOOOBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To analyze the problems confronted by Wang Mang as described in Pan Ku's
History of the Former Han Dynasty (Document CDocument CDocument CDocument CDocument C).

2. To build a case for or against Wang Mang based on information and conclu-
sions gleaned from the History of the Former Han Dynasty.

3. To improve speaking, listening, and writing skills through active participation
in a mock trial.

B.B.B.B.B. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES (4–5 days)

At this point it is up to the teacher to decide which set of
activities to follow. Plan APlan APlan APlan APlan A is a more traditional model for those
who may not have the time for the mock trial, while Plan BPlan BPlan BPlan BPlan B is
the more time-consuming but exciting activity.

Plan APlan APlan APlan APlan A

1. Explain to the students that Wang Mang is going to be tried on the charge of
“Disservice to the masses due to his failings as a Confucian ruler.” Tell the class
you are going to read through the History of the Former Han Dynasty together
(Document Document Document Document Document CCCCC) in an attempt to amass evidence that would find Wang Mang
either guilty or innocent of the above charge.

2. Have the students read the History of the Former Han Dynasty while answering
the questions in the book of problems in their notebooks, or proceed orally
through classroom discussion.

3. Create a T-graph on the board or overhead on which you and the class list
evidence as to Wang Mang’s guilt or innocence of the stated charges.

4. As a class, try to come to some type of verdict while reminding students that
every historical opinion is valid so long it is supported by evidence.
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Plan BPlan BPlan BPlan BPlan B

1. Divide the class into groups of four or five (as long as there are at least six
groups total) and either assign them or let them choose whether they want to
defend or prosecute Wang Mang on the charge of “Disservice to the masses due
to his failings as a Confucian ruler.” There should be three groups for the
prosecution and three groups for the defense.

2. In their groups students should examine the book of problems (Document CDocument CDocument CDocument CDocument C)
looking for evidence they can use to support their position of guilt or inno-
cence, i.e. non-gentlemanlike behavior on the part of Wang Mang may be
quoted by the prosecution, while natural disasters such as flood and locust
infestation may be quoted by the defense. Hand out Worksheet 4 Worksheet 4 Worksheet 4 Worksheet 4 Worksheet 4 to each
student.

3. After the groups have had time to complete Worksheet Worksheet Worksheet Worksheet Worksheet 44444, have all the defense
groups move to one side of the room while the prosecution groups move to the
other.

4. Pass out “Trial of Wang Mang”     (Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1)     to all students and explain
that now, as large prosecution or defense “teams,” they must choose a respon-
sibility from the following categories:

Opening Statement
Presentation of Evidence
Closing Statement

5. The time they need to prepare will vary based on how elaborate the students
choose to be. When the cases are ready for presentation, allow the flip of the
coin to see who opens first. Conduct the rest of the trial in the same order based
on who began first.

6. It would be most exciting for the students if the verdict is decided by a jury from
outside the classroom, possibly a group of teachers, or administrators, or most
ideally, another history/social science class.

7. It is essential for students to understand no matter what the verdict may
happen to be that there is no “correct” answer; that questions of history are
open to many opinions, as long as they are supported by evidence. This is what
makes history so exciting.

Lesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson Three
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Your PositionYour PositionYour PositionYour PositionYour Position

Worksheet 4Worksheet 4Worksheet 4Worksheet 4Worksheet 4Lesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson Three

WWWWWang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure?ang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure?ang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure?ang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure?ang Mang: Confucian Success or Failure?

DefendantDefendantDefendantDefendantDefendant

Evidence From Readings

How It Proves Your Argument
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Book of HistoryBook of HistoryBook of HistoryBook of HistoryBook of History
WWWWWang Mang's Problemsang Mang's Problemsang Mang's Problemsang Mang's Problemsang Mang's Problems

Hun Raids.Hun Raids.Hun Raids.Hun Raids.Hun Raids.     [This was the Huns’ reaction to losing the right to call themselves “King.”]

When the Hun Shan-yü’s [envoy, who had come to the imperial capital,] had asked
for [the Shay-yü’s] former imperial seal, [Wang] Mang had not given it to him,
consequently [the Huns had] raided the border commanderies, killing and kidnap-
ping officials and common people.

1. Why were the Huns so angry?

2. Do you agree or disagree with Wang Mang’s policy in this area?

Corruption Increases.Corruption Increases.Corruption Increases.Corruption Increases.Corruption Increases. [This is the result of Wang Mang’s attempt to have salaries based
on the yearly harvest.]

The calculations of the taxes could not be made out, so that the official did not
eventually obtain any salaries. Each one took advantage of the duties of this office
to do evil, receiving and exacting bribes and presents in order to support himself.
Because the officials of the [whole] empire did not receive their salaries, they all did
evil for profit.

3.  Why did a policy that seemed so good turn out so badly?

Document CDocument CDocument CDocument CDocument CLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson Three
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Economic Sufferings.Economic Sufferings.Economic Sufferings.Economic Sufferings.Economic Sufferings. [This was the result of Wang Mang’s transition to the Ching (well-
field) land system.]

Merchants lost their occupations, food and goods were both rendered useless, and
the common people even wept in the marketplaces and highways. Moreover those
who were tried for buying or selling fields or residences, male or female slaves, or
for casting cash, from the nobles, high ministers, and grandees down to ordinary
common people, and who suffered punishment, could not be counted.

4. What do you think the mood of the peasants was?

In this year, the band of Ch’in Feng in Nan Commandery [numbered] almost ten
thousand persons. Ch’ih Chao-p’ing, a woman of P’ing-yüan [Commandery], was
capable at explaining the Classic on the Playing Blocks, using eight [blocks] to a throw.
She also collected several thousand men in the difficult places of the [lower reaches
of the Yellow] River. [Wang] Mang summoned and questioned his various courtiers
about stratagems for capturing the bandits, and [the courtiers] all said, “These
[people] are Heaven’s [condemned] criminals and walking corpses. Their lives will
[last] only an instant.”

(This begins the story of Wang Mang’s greatest challenge, the massive famine that
struck China toward the end of his reign.)

5. Why do you think his advisors assured him that the bandits’ lives “will last
only an instant?”

6. How did Wang Mang feel about the bandits?
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Bandit Extermination OrderedBandit Extermination OrderedBandit Extermination OrderedBandit Extermination OrderedBandit Extermination Ordered

Previously, because the four quarters [of the country] had all [suffered from] famine
and cold, [the people] were impoverished and troubled, and so had arisen and
become thieves and robbers, until gradually crowds gathered. They constantly
thought that if the harvest would be good, they would be able to return to their
native villages. Although their bands were numbered by the ten-thousands, [their
leaders] only called themselves attendants upon great persons, Thrice Venerables,
or Libationers. They did not presume to take or to possess cities or towns and went
about foraging and seeking for merely what food they would use up daily. When
various Chief Officials, Shepherds and Administrators all themselves fought with
them in a disorderly manner, were wounded by weapons, and died, it was not
because the bandits presumed to intend to kill them. But [Wang] Mang to the endBut [Wang] Mang to the endBut [Wang] Mang to the endBut [Wang] Mang to the endBut [Wang] Mang to the end
did not understand the purposes of these [bdid not understand the purposes of these [bdid not understand the purposes of these [bdid not understand the purposes of these [bdid not understand the purposes of these [bandits]. andits]. andits]. andits]. andits]. [emphasis added]

In this year, an Officer of the Commander-in-chief was in Yü Province, examining
[into what had been reported in] a document, and was captured by the bandits,
[whereupon] the bandits escorted and sent him to the county-seat. When the Officer
returned and memorialized [his report], he wrote out the whole circumstance.
[Wang] Mang became greatly incensed, and sent him to prison because he consid-
ered [that the man] was falsifying [the situation] to deceive [his superiors].

Thereupon he issued a message reproving the seven highest ministers, which said,
“Verily, to be an official [means] to bring about order. To diffuse virtue and make
favors manifest in order to shepherd the common people is the principle of
benevolence. To repress the strong, control the wicked, and arrest and execute
thieves and robbers are components of justice.

“Now however [the situation] has been otherwise. When thieves appeared, they
were not immediately apprehended, so they were able to form cliques and intercept
and kidnap Ruling Officers from [government] riding quadrigae. An Officer who
succeeded in getting free from them moreover himself said senselessly, ‘I ques-
tioned and reprimanded the robbers, [saying], “ Why do you do this [robbing]?” and
the robbers replied, “Merely because we are impoverished and in need.” [Then] the
robbers protected and set me away. At present, vulgar people who discuss [banditry
say that the bandits] for the most part are like these [ones].’

“I reflect [that, when people], out of distress from famine or cold violate the laws and
do evil, the greater ones become groups of thieves and the lesser ones steal [by
making] holes [in people’s walls]. There are no more than these two kinds.

”But now they have conspired together and joined to form gangs of thousands and
hundreds. This is the greatest disobedience and rebellion; how could it be spoken of
as [due to] famine or cold?
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“Let the seven highest ministers strictly order the High Ministers, Grandees,
Directors of Confederation, Leaders of Combinations, and ‘the heads of offices’
carefully to shepherd the good common people and hurriedly arrest and extermi-
nate the thieves and robbers.

”If there are any who do not, with one mind and with mutual assistance, hate and
drive out the bandits, and, if they say unreasonably that [the bandits] have been
caused by hunger or cold, they shall immediately be arrested and held in prison, and
[the officials] shall beg [me to pass sentence upon] their crime.”

Thereupon the numerous subordinates [of the ruler] feared all the more and none
presumed to speak of the bandits’ circumstances. They also were not permitted to
mobilize troops unauthorizedly. Because of this, the bandits were not restrained.

7. Look at the bolded quote. What did Wang Mang fear?

8. Look at the bolded quote. What would happen to anyone who disagreed with
his opinions of the bandits?

9. Evaluate Wang Mang’s understanding of the situation based on the Confucian
quote “The gentleman makes demands on himself, the inferior man makes
demands on others.”
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Wang Mang Makes an Attempt to Provide Some Relief:Wang Mang Makes an Attempt to Provide Some Relief:Wang Mang Makes an Attempt to Provide Some Relief:Wang Mang Makes an Attempt to Provide Some Relief:Wang Mang Makes an Attempt to Provide Some Relief:

Because the empire’s grain was expensive, [Wang] Mang wanted to depress [its
price]. For the Great Granary he established a guard with joined lances and named
them Supporters of the Smaller Gate to the Beginning of Public Authority. The
vagrant people who had entered the passes [of Kuanchung numbered] several
hundred thousand persons, so [Wang Mang] established an Office for Maintenance
and Relief, to feed them. [But] the commissioners who supervised and had charge
of [the matter], together with the minor officials, together stole their grain allow-
ances, so the seven or eight-tenths of them died of hunger.

10. Why did this plan not end up helping the hungry?

11. According to Confucian ideals, why would Wang Mang’s ministers in charge
steal the grain and ruin his plan?

“This is also a warning [from Heaven in that the breaking of] this bridge has placed
a gap in the highway to the eastern quarter [of the empire]. Now in the eastern
quarter the harvest has been lacking, the common people are starving, and the
highways and roads are impassible [because of bandits. The Chief of] the Eastern
Sacred Peak and Grand Master, [Wang K’uang] shall promptly [make] regulations
for opening the various granaries in the eastern quarter and giving or lending to the
distressed [people, in order] to apply the principle of benevolence.

A bridge to the Eastern regions was destroyed by flood. Wang Mang took this as a
sign from Heaven that more aid must be sent to the eastern provinces to both defeat
the bandits (red eyebrows) and try to end the famine.

In this month, the Red Eyebrows killed Ching Shang, the Second Brother Hsi to the
Grand Master. (East of the [Han-ku] Pass, people ate each other.)
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In the fourth month, [Wang Mang] sent the Grand Master, Wang K’uang, and the
General of a New Beginning, Lien Tan, eastwards. When, outside the Capital Gate,
they were sacrificing to the gods of the roads, Heaven [sent] a great rain which
dampened their clothes, and the elders sighed and said, “This is because [Heaven]
weeps for the army.”

On the day the army left the capital it rained.

12. Why was this taken as bad luck?

Wang Mang Explains . . .Wang Mang Explains . . .Wang Mang Explains . . .Wang Mang Explains . . .Wang Mang Explains . . .

[Wang] Mang said, “Verily, the distresses of the nine dry years conjoined with
disastrous emanations have come to a climax in the past years, when withering
droughts, frosts, locusts, and famines came as previously, so that the people are
miserably poor, and wander scattered along the roads. In this spring, [the calamity]
is especially pitiable. I have been very much saddened by it.

“Now I am sending [the Chief of] the Eastern [Sacred] Peak and Grand Master,
[Wang K’uang], who is a Special Advance and the Marquis as Recompense to [the
House of] Hsin, to open the various granaries in the eastern quarter and give or lend
to those in distress. On those highways along which the Grand Master and Highest
Minister does not pass, he shall separately send a Grandee or Internuncio to open the
granaries simultaneously, in order to preserve the great multitude.

“The Grand Master and Highest Minister, [Wang K’uang] shall thereupon, ...go to
Yen Province, to pacify [the region] of which he, [the Grand Master], is in charge.
Moreover those who formerly have been lawless and the bandits in Ch’ing and Hsü
[Provinces] who have not yet completely dispersed or have later again assembled
shall all be purified. I hope that thereby the myriad people may be pacified.”

In hopes to end this struggle, Wang Mang sends two generals (Grand Master and
New Beginning) and 100,000 soldiers to the East.
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13. What are some problems that an army of 100,000 can cause the population?

The Grand Master, [Wang K’uang, and the General] of a New Beginning, [Lien Tan],
together led more than a hundred thousand ardent soldiers, and wherever they
went they did as they liked, so that the eastern quarter said about them,

“It would be better to meet the Red Eyebrows,
And not to meet the Grand Master.

The Grand Master can however [be endured],
[But the General of] a New Beginning would kill me.”

[Thus] it was eventually as T’ien K’uang had said. [Wang] Mang also sent out many
Grandees and Internuncios by divisions to teach the common people to boil grasses
and [parts of] trees to make a vegetable juice, [but] the vegetable juice could not be
eaten, and [the sending merely] made much trouble and expense.

14. Why do you think the poem above became very popular?

Previous to this [time, Wang] Mang had sent a Palace Attendant Within the Yellow
Gate, Wang Yeh, to have charge of buying at the Ch’ang-an markets, and he took
things at a low price from the common people, so that the common people suffered
severely from it. [Because Wang] Yeh had achieved the merit of having economized
expenses, he had been granted the noble rank of Sub-Vassal. [When Wang] Mang
heard that in the city there was a famine, he asked [Wang] Yeh about it, and [Wang]
Yeh replied, “These all are vagrants.” Then he brought some millet mush with meat
and thick meat and vegetable soup which were being sold at the market, and showed
them to [Wang] Mang saying, “The food of all the resident commoners is like this,
“ [and Wang] Mang believed him.

[Eventually the famine came to the capital.]
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15. Why did Wang Mang not know of the famine?

16. Can any conclusions be drawn from this?

In the summer, there was [a plague of] locusts which came from the eastern quarter.
In flying they covered the sky. They came to Ch’ang-an, entered the Wei-yang
Palace, and crawled in its Halls and Pavilions. [Wang] Mang sent out officials and
common people and established bounties for those who seized and killed them.

This is to show that much of the famine was caused by locusts, drought, etc. These
natural causes seemed to climax during Wang Mang’s reign.

In desperation at his loss of control of the empire, Wang Mang repeals the Ching land
system and other laws that were “inconvenient” to the common people.

Not long after, the bandits, led by a member of the former Han Dynasty, stormed the
capital and dispatched Wang Mang as we read about at the beginning. The question
before us now is why did this happen?

17. Wang Mang was a poor Confucian ruler who lost the mandate of heaven due
to his lack of ability.

18. Wang Mang was a model Confucian who was beset by natural forces beyond
his control.

Document CDocument CDocument CDocument CDocument CLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson ThreeLesson Three



52

19 . Other reasons?

More DefeatsMore DefeatsMore DefeatsMore DefeatsMore Defeats

The thieves and robbers in the four quarters, [whose bands] frequently [numbered]
several ten-thousands of men, attacked cities and towns, killing [officials ranking at]
two thousand piculs and under. The Grand Master, Wang K’uang, and others fought
several battles, but unsuccessfully.

[Wang] Mang knew that the empire had gotten out of his control and rebelled, that
matters were at a last extremity and some expedient was urgent, so he discussed
sending the Grandee In Charge of Customs and Morals, Szu-kuo Hsien, and others,
by divisions, to inspect the empire and to do away with the prohibitions against the
ching [system of] cultivated fields, [private] slaves and slave-women, [free use of]
mountains and marshes, and the [other] six monopolies, and that all the imperial
edicts and ordinances since [Wang Mang] had ascended the throne, which were
inconvenient to the common people, should be recalled.
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TTTTTrial of Wrial of Wrial of Wrial of Wrial of Wang Mangang Mangang Mangang Mangang Mang

As a team, you are all responsible for Wang Mang’s defense or prosecution. You
should divide your energies among the three different areas you must cover for the
trial. They are:

Opening Statement: Opening Statement: Opening Statement: Opening Statement: Opening Statement: You must get the judge or jury’s attention. Explain why
you think Wang Mang is on trial and what you hope to prove. Then explain
in logical order what evidence or witnesses you will introduce in the trial to
support your case. End assuring the judge/jury that when your team is done,
they will have no doubt concerning Wang Mang’s guilt or innocence.

Presentation of Evidence:Presentation of Evidence:Presentation of Evidence:Presentation of Evidence:Presentation of Evidence: In a logical order you should explain, using any
material you have been handed out during this unit, any fact, statement or
event that will help you prove your case. Example: if you are trying to convict
Wang Mang, you want to mention any evidence you can find that shows he
ruled contrary to the writings of Confucius. If you are defending him, find
Confucian writings that support his actions as Emperor while also attempt-
ing to prove that much of his misfortune was out of his control (natural
disaster, etc.)

The group may want to call up witnesses who knew or were involved with
Wang Mang or you may want to re-enact certain important events of his
reign. However, all witnesses and re-enactments must be supported by the
facts that you get out of the readings. Anything that is pure fantasy will not
be considered as evidence and will no doubt damage your case.

Closing Statement: Closing Statement: Closing Statement: Closing Statement: Closing Statement: This is simply a re-telling of your opening statement with
the addition of any new information that came out during the presentation
of a witness or a re-enactment. Remember that this is your last chance to
influence the judge and jury, so be clear, logical, and convince them that your
team is correct.
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