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The Han Dynasty
(pages 269–270)
How did the Han rule China?
Shi Huangdi’s son was weak. People rebelled 
under his rule. A civil war broke out, too. 
Eventually, a military leader took control. His 
name was Liu Bang. He ended the civil war 
and reunited China. He also started the Han 
Dynasty in 202 B.C. This dynasty ruled until 
about 220 A.D. The Han emperors ruled China 
during the same time that the Roman Empire 
ruled in the west.

Liu Bang kept the central government strong. 
However, he lowered taxes. He made punishments 
less harsh, too. In Han times, peasant men owed 
the government a month of labor per year. This 
was to work on the ruler’s public projects. The 
peasants worked to build roads and canals. They 
built irrigation systems, too.

The Han set up a bureaucracy. The 
officials in the bureaucracy helped enforce 
Han rule. The Han put family members and 
trusted people in local governments. They set 
up a system of tests. These tests helped find 
the best-educated and most moral people to 
work in the government. The tests checked 
people’s knowledge of Confucian beliefs.

Liu Bang died in 195 B.C. Then his widow, 
the Empress Lü, took over. She ruled for their 
young son. Lü outlived her son. She kept 
putting infants on the throne so that she could 
stay in power. When she died in 180 B.C., 
everyone in her family was executed. From 
141 to 87 B.C. a descendant of Liu Bang ruled 
China. His name was Wudi. He was called 
the “Martial Emperor.” This was because he 
used war to expand China. Wudi conquered 
southern China, northern Vietnam, and 
northern Korea. He forced the nomads out of 
the north. Wudi greatly enlarged China.

 2. What new system did the Han rulers
set up?

Life in Han China
(pages 270–271)
What was life like in China under Han rule?
Many Chinese today call themselves “people 
of the Han.” They identify with the times under 
Han rule. The Han were hard working. They 
created a successful civilization.

A large number of the people during Han 
times were farmers. They lived in villages near 
their lands. Most lived in one- or two-story 
mud homes. Barns and other out buildings 
were nearby. Rich farmers might have had 
oxen to pull their plows. Poor farmers had to 
pull their own plows. Both groups had a few 
simple tools.

Chinese farmers wore simple clothing and 
sandals, much as they do today. When it got 
cold, they stuffed their clothing like a quilt. 
Northern farmers grew millet and wheat. 
In the south they grew rice. Families kept 
vegetable gardens for extra food. People could 
get fish and meat, but it cost a lot. Most people 
only ate small amounts of fish and meat.

Not everyone lived in the country, however. 
Han China had great cities, too. They were 
centers of trade, learning, and government. 
Merchants, craftspeople, and government 
workers lived in the cities. In some ways, 
these cities were like today’s cities. They 
were crowded. There were fun things to do. 
Entertainment included music, juggling, and 
acrobatics. Unfortunately, they may also have 
had street gangs.

 3. During Han times, how was life in the 
country different from life in the city?
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