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Abstract

This article conducts a comprehensive study on the battle of Changping :°F- (260 BCE)
between Qin % and Zhao & and challenges some traditional views on it. This article

estimates the sizes and losses of the opposing sides and argues that although the number of
losses of the Zhao army in this battle looks unreasonably large, it is too subjective to say that
the history literature exaggerates the numbers because the definition of “soldiers” at that time
was different from today. This article concludes that the reasons for Zhao’s defeat are not
because of replacing an experienced chief commander with an inexperienced one or shortage
in supply but because it was the relatively weaker side and more importantly, its long-term
strategic planning and diplomacy were inferior to Qin’s. This article also argues that the

influence of this battle is not as significant as claimed by some scholars.
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Background

In the eleventh year of his reign (771 BCE),! Zhou You Wang J& K4 T, the twelfth Zhou
Tianzi &K ¥, was killed and Zhou’s capital Hao % (in today’s southwest Xi’an #4%) fell

in a barbarian invasion caused by a succession dispute.? From that time on, Zhou lost its
authority and control over tianxia and Chinese history entered a well-known era of war, the
Chunqgiu Zhanguo #HHK/#E period (771-221 BCE),? in which hundreds of states attacked

and annexed each other until Qin Z finally unified fianxia. During the reign of Qi Huan

Gong FHE 2 (685-643 BCE),* the state of Qi arose and became the first hegemon of tianxia.

! Due to the difference between the ancient Chinese and Western calendars, the eleventh year of Zhou You Wang does not

completely match the year of 771 BCE, although it does overlap substantially with 771 BCE.

2 Under the Zhou J# feudal system, wang was the highest title, which was exclusively used by the Zhou Tianzi J&K¥.
(Tianzi means “the son of Tian.” Tian is usually translated as “Heaven,” which is inappropriate. Tian is the highest existence
in ancient Chinese culture, like God and Allah in other cultures.) The Tianzi was the master of tianxia KT, literally all

under the sky, which refers to the human world, thus putting the Tianzi on top of all people. (But certainly, the human world
understood by ancient Chinese only refers to the circle of ancient Chinese civilization and its surrounding areas.) However,
with the decline of Zhou, more and more monarchs titled themselves wang. In middle Zhanguo, the monarchs of all major

states claimed this title. After Qin had unified tianxia, since the title wang had already been abused, a new title, huangdi %=

7, was created as the exclusive title used by the tianzi.

3 The year dividing Chungiu and Zhanguo is still a matter of debate. Different versions vary from 476 to 403 BCE.

4 Under the Zhou feudal system, the direct vassals of the Tianzi were called zhuhou %, divided into five ranks (from high
to low): gong A, hou %, bo 1H, zi ¥, and nan 5. All five ranks can be collectively referred to as gong. The traditional
translations simply match them to the medieval European noble ranks of duke, marquis, count, viscount, and baron
respectively. In addition, huangdi is matched with emperor, wang is matched with king, and shi == can be matched with
knight. It seems that the Zhou ranking system can be perfectly matched with the medieval European one. However, the
above matches completely ignore a noble rank between zhuhou and shi, gingdafu WK 7%. If we have to compare the Zhou
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After Qi’s decline, a Jin ¥—Chu % bipolar hegemony system was established and lasted for

over a century. But afterwards both of them declined too. Jin was divided into the three states
of Wei 28, Zhao #X, and Han %, which were known as “the three Jin” (san Jin =1%). The
three Jin plus Qin, Qi, Chu, and Yan #& are known as “the seven powers of Zhanguo”
(Zhanguo qixiong % E L HE).> Wei Wen Hou % SC1% (r. 424-396) made his state the
strongest power through maintaining a stable three Jin alliance and pioneering a series of
internal reforms. However, his successors changed his diplomatic policy and made too many
enemies. During the reign of Wei Hui Wang 2 # T (r. 370-319 BCE), the alliance of the
three Jin completely broke and Wei was successively defeated by Qi on the eastern front, by
Qin on the western front, and by Chu on the southern front. Wei then became a second-rate
power while Qin, Qi, and Chu were the three top powers. In the late period of the reign of
Chu Huai Wang %1 F (r. 328-299 BCE), Chu was diplomatically isolated by Qin and then
was defeated by Qin and Qi respectively, which caused it to be greatly weakened. In the 23rd

year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang ZZ# % T (284 BCE), Yan allied with Qin and the three Jins to
attack Qi. Chu and Lu & also took this opportunity to invade Qi, which was almost

exterminated in this crisis. Although Qi managed to survive, it became a second-rate power.

ranks with the medieval European ones, it is more appropriate to compare gingdafu with duke, marquis, count, viscount, and
baron and compare ziuhou with emperor and king. As for the Zhou wang, Europe does not have such a rank: emperors and
kings are the rulers of a certain area and a certain group of people. However, as mentioned in the Shijing ##%, the Zhou
Wang is the ruler of the whole world and all people. The Shijing says, “All the lands under the sky are the Wang’s lands. All
the people from the lands and shores are the Wang’s subjects” (K2 T, BEIEF+, L2, HIETFE). See Mao
shi zhengyi 13.931. It is therefore questionable to translate Zhou Wang into “the king of Zhou.” Zhou is the name of a

dynasty rather than a state. Zhou Wang designates the ruler of the whole world rather than a state called Zhou.

3> The geographical distribution of the seven powers is as follows: Qin was on the northwest, Zhao was on the north, Yan was

on the northeast, Qi was on the east, Chu was on the south, Wei and Han were in the heartland.



Thereafter, the balance of power was completely broken such that Qin obtained

overwhelming advantages over the six states of Shandong 1L <.° Qin then launched a series

of offensives on Zhao, Chu, and Wei and took many of their territories.

The Battle of Changping

From the 42nd year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (265 BCE), Qin focused on attacking Han. In

this year, Qin attacked Han’s Nanyang FgFH (around today’s Jiaozuo £E{F and Jiyuan 4,
Henan 1] F4 province), took Shaoqu /> i (in today’s western Jiyuan, Henan j7] 4 province)
and Gaoping =°F- (in today’s northwest Mengzhou 7/, Henan province), and controlled
the western end of the Zhiguanxing #75f% defile connecting Han’s Nanyang and Hedong 7]
7k (the area surrounded by the Huanghe i river, the Qinhe J0iF] river, and the Huoshan
£ 111 mountains).” In the 43rd year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (264 BCE), Qin Wuan Jun K %
F Bai Qi F#2 (?-257 BCE)® took Han’s Xingcheng [£3 (in today’s northwest Quwo HiiX,

Shanxi province) and its surrounding cities,” beheaded 50,000 Han people, controlled the

Linfen IIfi ¥} basin (the main grain-producing area of Hedong), and built a new walled city

¢ Among the seven powers of Zhanguo, Qin was the only one on the western side of the Xiaoshan U1l mountains. The

others were all on the eastern side, so they are known as the Shandong states (states on the eastern side of Xiaoshan).

7 Shi ji, 79.2415.

8 In Western Zhou and Chungqiu, jun was a respectful form of address used for ziuhou, However, since many zhuhou titled

themselves wang, jun became a noble title next to wang.

% “Qin Benji” ZZAL of Shi ji says that Bai Qi took nine walled cites but “Bai Qi Wang Jian liezhuan” [ T 5§ 5 {% of Shi

Jji %1t records that Bai Qi took five walled cities. See Shi ji, 5.213 and 73.2331.



Fencheng ¥ 3§ (in today’s southwestern Xiangfen %27y, Linfen, Shanxi province) by the
Fenshui ¥ 7K river to secure its left rear or flank. In the 44th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang
(263 BCE), Bai Qi invaded Han’s Nanyang. In the 45th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (262
BCE), Bai Qi occupied Yewang ¥ T (in today’s northern Qinyang 7 FH, Henan province), a
strategic place controlling the southern end of the Taihangxing KT [£ defile. Han’s
Shangdang %% and its core area (around today’s Zhengzhou %{/, Xuchang ¥ &, and
Yanshi f£fi, Henan province) were divided by the Taihang X4T mountains. The only path

connecting them was the Taihangxing defile. Hence, for Han, the fall of Yewang meant that

Shangdang had been isolated. In the meanwhile, Qin wudafu 1. K7 Ben %! leading
another army advanced to Han’s Xingyang 7¢FH (in today’s Xingyang, Henan province), the
gateway to Han’s capital Xinzheng #i#f (in today’s Xinzheng, Henan province), took ten
walled cities, and besieged Xingqiu /i [T (in today’s eastern Wenxian i £ ). Figure 1 shows

Qin’s march routes.

19 In middle Zhanguo, Qin ranked the noble titles into twenty levels. Wudafis is the ninth level (with level 1 being the lowest

and level 20 the highest). Ben is his given name. His family name is not recorded.



© Xinzheng i

Figure 1: Qin army's march routes before the battle of Changping

Han Huanhui Wang ¥5#H 2 F (r. 272-239 BCE) was forced to sue for peace at the price of
ceding Shangdang to Qin. However, Han’s Shangdang | % (around today’s Jincheng 3
and western Changzhi 74, Shanxi province) taishou X 5! refused to carry out this order.
Hence, Han Huanhui Wang replaced him with Feng Ting /%5 but Feng Ting also did not

want to surrender Shangdang to Qin. He said to the Shangdang people:

The path to Zheng'? had already been cut off... The Qin army was drawing closer every day

[but] Han was unable to cope with [it]. It would be better that [we] turn to Zhao with

' Tn Zhanguo, the Chinese states introduced the jun-xian {E: system, under which a state was divided into a number of jun
governed by a taishou (also called shou) and a jun was divided into a number xian governed by a xianling £:4. Han’s

Shangdang jun had seventeen xian.

12 Han’s capital was Xinzheng. Hence, Han is also known as Zheng.



Shangdang. If Zhao accepted us, Qin certainly will be angry [with Zhao] and attack Zhao.
Under [Qin’s] attack, Zhao certainly will get close to Han. [If] Han and Zhao [unite] as one,

then [they] are able to match Qin.

M. RIcHBE, AN, AP Lwa. Bk, R, LIGR. B

Weke, WoRFh. FRON—, WATLi4Z, B

Feng Ting’s plan might be as follows. If the Qin army attacked Han’s Shangdang through the
Taihangxing defile, Zhao would send reinforcements to help him hold Shangdang.
Meanwhile, Han could attack Yewang to cut off the Qin army’s retreat path. He then sent a
messenger to Zhao to pass on his intention of turning to Zhao. Zhanguo ce records a story

after Zhao Xiaocheng Wang X2 % T (r. 265-245 BCE) received Feng Ting’s request. He
sought advice from other members of the Zhao royal family. His shufu #{3Z,'* Pingyang Jun
“F-BH # Zhao Bao #X %Y opined that “shengren'® regard unjustified benefits as great

calamities” (shengren shen huo wugu zhi li 5= NFEARTCHZ F).1° He further argued:

Qin was nibbling at Han’s territory [and] partitioning [it] into two disconnected parts.
Hence, [Qin] thinks that [it] can get Shangdang easily. Moreover, the reason for Han
offering [Shangdang] to Zhao is to shift its calamity [to Zhao]. Qin did the work, but Zhao
gets the benefits. Even a stronger and larger [state] cannot take advantage of a smaller and

weaker [state] [like this]. How can a smaller and weaker [state] take advantage of a

13 Shi ji, 73.2332-33. All translations in this article are my own unless otherwise stated.

14 Shufu means one’s father’s younger brother.

15 Shengren refers to extremely virtuous and wise people.

16 Zhanguo ce, 18.989.



stronger and larger [state like this]? How can it be justified [if] the Wang takes [Shangdang]
now? Besides, Qin cultivates its farms with cattle [and] transports grains by water. All its
fearless warriors are given fertile land. [Although Qin’s] laws and orders are strict, they are

well enforced. [We] cannot fight with [Qin]. Wang, please consider it.

B, PHEALHIE, WEUNRZ Bl HREZFTUARE, &
EHEA . RPCHLST, MRZEA, BEAARESZ T/, Mm/NSaBaeR Kk
FoS5ERZ, FEAHFHRERUER, KR, HAALENZ T B, S EdT,

A, FARZ. Y

However, Zhao Xiaocheng Wang refuted him by saying: “Attacking with a million troops
over a year may not get one walled city. Now, [we] can get seventeen walled cities'® without

using forces. Why not do it?”!” Pingyuan Jun “FJi&# Zhao Sheng &, another of Zhao
Xiaocheng Wang’s shufu, and Zhao Yu #* & also supported Zhao Xiaocheng Wang’s

opinion. Hence, the state of Zhao decided to accept Feng Ting’s submission.

In this story, Pingyang Jun’s opinion is that Qin was more powerful than Zhao, so Zhao
should not provoke it. Some scholars think his opinion is correct because Zhao eventually
lost the battle of Changping.?’ However, at that time, Qin’s ambition of unifiying tianxia was

already clear. Even if Zhao did not provoke Qin, Qin still would attack Zhao. His attitude was

17 Zhanguo ce, 18.989.

18 The original text is “seventy walled cities” (cheng gishi ¥§-t:-). However, according to the annotations, “seventy” (gishi

‘1) should be a miswriting of “seventeen” (shigi ).

ORHETZAR BGEERS, RN —3th. SARKMEMR-Lt, MSAN? See Zhanguo ce, 18.989.

20 For instance, see Yang 1998, 412.



too passive. If Zhao had done what he said, then Zhao would simply have awaited its doom.
The ownership of Han’s Shangdang was not simply about the gain or loss of seventeen cities
but was closely related to Zhao’s security. Shangdang was a strategic highland area shared by
Zhao and Han. Han had the western and southern parts of it and Zhao had the eastern and

northern parts (around today’s eastern Changzhi, Zuoquan /-4, Heshun F1)Iii, and Yushe ffi
%, all in Shanxi province). In order to gain advantages in Shangdang, Zhao and Han had
engaged in a seesaw confrontation around Nie V£ (in northwest of today’s Wuxiang i %,
Shanxi province), Tunliu 5 (in today’s Tunliu, Shanxi province), and Changzi ¥ (in

today’s Changzi, Shanxi province). Because Han was a relatively weak state among the seven
powers, the military pressure that Zhao faced in Shangdang was not too high. However, if
Qin took Han’s Shangdang, the situation would be totally different. Certainly, Qin’s next
move would be to attack Zhao’s portion of Shangdang. After taking it, the Qin army coming
down from the heights could advance eastward through the Jingxing H:f% defile to attack
Zhao’s capital Handan HE¥[ (in today’s Handan, Hebei Ji[Jt province) located on the North
China Plain and advance northward to attack Zhao’s former capital and core city in the west,
Jinyang & [H (in today’s Taiyuan JXJ&, Shanxi province) located in the Taiyuan basin. And
Zhao would have no natural barriers to resist Qin’s invasion. In such a case, Zhao’s fall could
be expected soon. Figure 2 shows Qin’s march routes after the battle of Changping. It can be

seen that Qin exactly followed the above plan. Hence, Zhao actually had no other choice but

to do its best to hold Shangdang.



Figure 2: Qin army's march routes after the battle of Changping

Strangely, the arguments between the Zhao royals in this story don’t mention the
importance of Shangdang at all. There are two explanations for this. The first is that the Zhao
royals were really all idiots. The second is that the story is made up to vilify them as idiots. If
it is the second case, then the differences within the Zhao ruling family were probably as
follows. One side believed that Zhao should take over Han’s Shangdang and meet the Qin
army there. Theirs was the more radical option. The advantages of it were that it could
increase the depth of Zhao’s defense and and give Zhao possession of Shangdang (assuming,

of course, that Zhao could hold Qin’s attack). However, it would also lengthen Zhao’s supply
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line. The other side thought that Zhao should meet the Qin army at Changping ¥ *F (in
today’s northwest Gaoping 5~F~, Shanxi province), a strategic mountainous place controlling

the entrance to the Changzhi basin, the major agricultural region in Shangdang. This option
was more conservative. It gave up the opportunity of possessing Shangdang, but there were

two advantages from it. First of all, Changping has the Danshui 7K river in front of it and

mountains behind it, which made it a perfect place for the defenders (Figure 3 shows the
terrain around Changping). Secondly, defending at Changping could shorten the Zhao army’s
supply line while lengthening that of the Qin army. Later events prove that Zhao adopted the
second option because although it accepted Feng Ting’s submission, Zhao neither sent troops
to take over Shangdang nor rescued Shangdang when it was under Qin’s attack. These
developments also prove that Zhao’s decision was correct because even though Zhao had
adopted the conservative option, it still could not resist Qin’s attack. If Zhao had adopted the

radical plan, then its failure would have come even sooner.

11



Figure 3: The battle of Changping

After isolating Han’s Shangdang, Qin was in no hurry to take it. Instead, the Qin army
marched to the south, crossed the Huanghe ¥ river, and took Han’s Goushi #%[X (in
today’s southeast Yanshi, Henan province) and Lun % (in today’s western Dengfeng & #f,

Henan province) in the 46th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (261 BCE), which put Han’s
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capital, Xinzheng, under Qin’s direct threat.?! This move secured the Qin army’s rear and
deterred Han from intervening in the upcoming war between Qin and Zhao. Hence, Feng
Ting’s plan could not be realized. On the other side, no records show that Zhao had sent
troops to defend Shangdang. In the 47th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (260 BCE), Qin’s zuo
shuzhang ¢ JiK:2* Wang He Lz attacked Han’s Shangdang (nominally belonging to Zhao
at that time). Han’s Shangdang people could not resist and had to retreat northward. Wang He

pursued them and met the Zhao army led by Zhao’s shangging L W?? Lian Po BEM at
Changping in the fourth month of this year. The battle of Changping had begun.

The first engagement happened between Qin’s scouts and Zhao’s spearhead led by pijiang

-

#K4  (deputy chief commander) Jia #ifi.2* Probably because the Qin scouts were at a
numerical disadvantage, the Zhao troops attacked first. But the Qin scouts won and beheaded
Jia. The Zhao army obviously was shocked by the powerful fighting capability of the Qin
troops and had to turn to the defensive. In the sixth month, the Qin army breached Zhao’s
first defense line, took two forts, and captured and beheaded four of Zhao’s wei 7 (wei was a
high-ranking commander position next to pijiang). The Zhao army then retreated to its main
defense line and strengthened its ramparts. Shuijing zhu 7K4iF says that “the two armies
drank the same running water” (—Z 3 ¥i/K). % The “running water” here refers to the

Danshui river, across which the two armies confronted each other. The Qin army was on the

21 It seems that Qin did not take Xingqiu the year before. Hence, it chose to cross the Huanghe river further upstream.

22 Zuo shuzhang ranks at level 10 in the Qin noble system.

23 In Zhao, Shangqing is a noble title next to wang and jun.

24 Jia is his given name. His family name is not recorded.

2 Shuijing zhu jiaozheng /KZIFREIE, 9.231-32
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western bank and the Zhao army was on the eastern bank. The lengths of the ramparts of the
opposing sides were over twenty kilometers from north to south and over eight kilometers
from east to west. In the seventh month, the Qin army continued to attack, captured and

beheaded two more of Zhao’s wei, and took Zhao’s western camp.

Because Lian Po had suffered repeated defeats, Zhao Xiaocheng Wang replaced him with

Mafu Jun G kE Zhao Kuo 4. After learning this, Qin appointed Bai Qi to be its chief

commander. Wang He, the previous chief commander, then became the second-in-command.
Zhao Kuo did not know of Bai Qi’s coming. In order to retrieve the situation, Zhao Kuo
attacked the Qin army actively. The Qin army pretended to be defeated and lured the Zhao
main forces, led by Zhao Kuo in person, to chase it. Bai Qi then sent two troops, one
consisting of 25,000 soldiers and the other of 5000 cavalrymen, to cut off Zhao Kuo’s retreat,
dividing the Zhao army into two parts: one led by Zhao Kuo and the other one remaining
behind the original Zhao defense line. In the ninth month, after having been besieged for 46
days and running out of food, the Zhao troops tried to break through. But they failed and
Zhao Kuo was shot to death in this operation. Hence, all the Zhao troops, including those
who had been besieged and those left behind the defense line, a total of about 400,000,
surrendered. Bai Qi slaughtered almost all of them, releasing only 240 of the youngest ones.
In this battle, Zhao had lost a grand total of 450,000 troops from beginning to end. Figure 3

shows the map of the battle of Changping.

The Sizes of the Armies and Their Losses

There are a few questions about the battle of Changping to be studied in this article. The first
question the sizes and losses of both armies. Shi ji only records the numbers of the Zhao side.

Although some scholars have adopted these numbers, others question their credibility. For
14



example, Derk Bodde compared the battle of Changping with Napoleon’s Russian campaign
and concluded that the numbers recorded by Shki ji are unreasonable because the Zhao army
lost only 50,000 troops during combats lasting five to six months but suddenly lost 400,000
troops in the final stage. Moreover, he questioned the sizes of armies and the numbers of
casualties in the Zhanguo period more generally.? Mark Edward Lewis also believes that the
sizes of Zhanguo armies “appear to be notional figures” and the number given for Zhao’s
losses at the battle of Changping “is certainly exaggerated.” >’ I think that we cannot simply

conclude that the numbers in the ancient literature are unreasonable and exaggerated.

First of all, we need to understand that the concept of “soldiers” in the Zhanguo period is
different from that of modern times. Zhang Yi 74X (?-309 BCE), a famous persuader of
Zhanguo, once said to Han Xiang Wang # % (r. 311-296 BCE): “[I] estimate that the

number of soldiers of you, the great Wang, is no more than 300,000 in total, including those
who are doing drudgery and logistic work.” 28 It can be seen that the army’s support staff,
such as cooks, repairmen, stablemen, woodmen, and coolies responsible for transporting
supplies and doing other menial jobs, are also included in the total number of soldiers. One of

the Qin documents held by the Yuelu %/ Academy, Hunan University, also records that a
foot-carter (non-combatant) was called “soldier” (zu %¢) in the Qin army.?° According to

Sima fa )57k, the combatant to support staff radio was three to one in the Chungiu £k

26 Bodde 1986, 99-100.

27 Lewis 1999, 626 and 640.

BRREZH, BIAL="4T7, MmEARFFER TR, See Zhanguo ce, 26.1491.

29 Yates 2022, 7-8.
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period.>® In Zhanguo, the proportion of the support staff in the army should be much higher
because the wars were much longer in duration, and the operational scope was much larger.
Mozi says: “Supposing to mobilize an army at home, it requires several hundred of nobles,
several thousand of common people, and a hundred thousand of supporting staff. Then an
army can be formed and dispatched.”! The nobles mentioned by Mozi should be appointed
as commanders and officers while the common people were fighters. It can be seen that the
non-combatant to combatant ratio is above 10:1. Interestingly, a modern campaign, the
Huaihai campaign (November 1948—January 1949) shows a similar ratio. The regular armies
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had about 600,000 soldiers. The number of the
CCP’s local troops and militia was around 400,000, and the number of peasants providing
logistical support was 5.43 million or so.*> The non-combatant to combatant ratio is above
8:1. By the Zhanguo standard, the total number of CCP “soldiers” participating in the
campaign is nearly 6.5 million, which looks unreasonable and exaggerated. But if we

understand the composition of it, we will know the number is reasonable.

In the second year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (305 BCE), Zhao launched a general offensive

against the state of Zhongshan 111 by mobilizing 200,000 men.>* Between that time and the

30 Sima fa &) 5%, cited by Du Mu #1:4X (803-852 CE) in his annotations of Sunzi. See Sunzi, 1.17-18.

SRR, B, AL BT, T, AR RIS R . See Mozi jiangu 55-8]iif, 5.144
and Mozi jigu & T-4£ 1, 5.454-55. The original text is A ffHM%)W, BT, WAHL BT, &5, R5E 2T
Mzl%. However, the annotators of both Mozi jiangu and Mozi jigu think that the characters { [ are missing after the
characters 75 . The annotators of Mozi jigu argue that the character [H put at the end of the last sentence should be after

the characters #5{%.

32 Zhu and Hu 2020, 59-61.

33 Zhanguo ce 20.1086.
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battle of Changping, Zhao had become much stronger by annexing Zhongshan and taking
many territories from the northern nomads and its neighboring Shandong states. And at
Changping, Zhao was the defender rather than the attacker. Hence, it is not surprising that
Zhao could mobilize more troops. After the battle of Changping, Bai Qi ordered the massacre
of the Zhao prisoners. The reason given by him is that “the Zhao soldiers are capricious. [I]

am afraid that [they] will rise in revolt [if we] do not kill them all” GEA%- 7B . AFRFKZ,
R NEL).3* Why did Bai Qi say that the Zhao soldiers were capricious? I think it is because

many of those “Zhao soldiers” were Han’s Shangdang soldiers and people. From Bai Qi’s
point of view, they first disobeyed their monarch’s order to surrender to Qin and turned to
Zhao. After the Zhao army had been defeated, they then surrendered to Qin. Hence, Bai Qi
said that they were capricious. In Zhanguo, as war became much crueler, the Chinese states
had to adapt themselves to a state of “total war,” in which the differences between military

personnel and civilians were blurred. For example, according to Mozi 5§, women, old

people, and children all would be mobilized to defend their cities.>> After the Qin army
invaded Shangdang, Han’s Shangdang people ran away to Zhao and Zhao sent an army to
station at Changping to settle them.>® It is not surprising that these Shangdang people would
support the Zhao army in the battle of Changping and be regarded as enemy soldiers by Qin.
By today’s standard, most of the Zhanguo “soldiers” were just support staff and civilians.

This could also explain why Qin could divide such a large Zhao army and cut off its retreat

34 Shi ji, 73.2335.

3 Mozi jiangu, 14.529. Modern scholars like Miyake Kiyoshi have also concluded that “farmer-soldiers were a prominent
component of Qin’s expeditionary forces” (Miyake 2018, 135), which shows there was no clear boundary between soldiers

and civilians at that time.

36 Shiji, 73.2333.
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using only 30,000 troops. It is also possible that the massacre was not limited to the
Changping battlefield but extended to the non-combatant population of what had been Han’s

Shangdang area, now controlled by Qin.

The size of the Qin army is not recorded in the ancient literature. Modern scholars’
estimates vary from 350,000 to at least one million.?” Although it is impossible to obtain an
accurate number, we can do a rough estimation according to the following deductions. Zhang
Yi said that Han’s total number of soldiers was no more than 300,000 and “excluding those
guarding border posts and forts, the number of available forces is only 200,000.”*® About
one-third of the Han soldiers were border and local guard troops and the other two-thirds of
them were field forces, including supporting staff. The other states should have had similar
ratios of field to border and local guard troops. For example, Qin had around one million

troops in total.>* In the 23rd year of Qin Shi Huangdi Z=45 2% (224 BCE), in order to

exterminate Chu, Qin mobilized 600,000 troops — almost all its field forces — to attack Chu.*°
In the battle of Changping, the Qin army fielded 5000 cavalrymen, which was half of Qin’s
total cavalry troops.*! Hence, I estimate that in this battle, Qin had mobilized about half of its

field forces, which would be around 300,000 troops including supporting staff. Although

37 For example, Jin Shenghe and Xie Hongxi believe that number of Qin troops was at least one million. Lu Yu and Teng
Zezhi opt for over 500,000, Chen Wenfeng [ 3% says at most 500,000, and Wu Guoqing and Mu Zhongyue place the Qin

army between 350,000 and 500,000. See Jin and Xie 1998, 26; Lu and Teng 2004, 48; Chen 2012, 35; and Wu and Mu 1985,

371.

BONBRTFHE L, WARE =AM E %, See Zhanguo ce, 26.1491.

39 Zhanguo ce, 14.793 and 26.1491, and Shi ji, 70.2289 and 2293.

40 Shi ji, 73.2340.

41 Qin had a total number of 10,000 cavalrymen. See Zhanguo ce, 14.793 and 26.1491, and Shi ji, 70.2289 and 2293.
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Qin’s total number of troops was less than Zhao, it may well have had more combatants
because the total number of Zhao troops should include Han’s Shangdang residents and

Zhao’s residents around Changping, as I have already suggested.

The loss of the Qin army is not recorded either. Some modern scholars believe that Qin
also suffered heavy casualties in the battle of Changping.*? The numbers vary from 250,000
to 500,000.* Their conclusions are drawn from Bai Qi’s words: “At present, although Qin
defeated [Zhao’s] Changping army, over half of the Qin soldiers died” (478 Bl K F %,
1M Z8 22 64 i 3 ).** However, Bai Qi uttered the above words in the 49th year of Qin
Zhaoxiang Wang (258 BCE), two years after the battle of Changping. According to the
context, he was talking about the aftermath of the battle of Handan rather than the battle of
Changping. The Qin army had besieged Handan since the year before but could not take it
and suffered heavy losses. I think that in the battle of Changping, Qin’s casualties should
have been limited. The battle of Changping ended in the ninth month of the 47th year of Qin
Zhaoxiang Wang (260 BCE). In the tenth month, the Qin army continued to attack and took

Zhao’s Shangdang, Wuan (% (in today’s southwestern Wuan, Handan, Hebei province),
and Taiyuan (around today’s Taiyuan, Jinzhong ¥ ', and Liiliang & %2, Shanxi province) by

the first month of the 48th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (259 BCE).* Obviously, the Qin

42 For example, see Miyake 2018, 143.

43 For instance, Jin Shenghe and Xie Hongxi say the number of Qin soldiers killed was between 400,000 and 500,000; Chen

Wenfeng says 250,000 to over 300,000. See Jin and Xie 1998, 4; Chen 2012, 35.

44 Shi ji, 73.2336-37.

45 The original words are “attacking Zhao’s Wuan Pilao” (f%&X % [ 22, Shi ji, 5.214). According to the Zhonghua shuju
FH4EF5)5) version of Shi ji, Wuan is an unwanted word and the correct expression should be “attacking Zhao’s Pilao (in
today’s northeastern Yicheng 33, Linfen, Shanxi province).” However, Pilao was on Qin’s supply line from Hedong to
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army did not suffer such severe losses in the battle of Changping that it could not launch a

series of attacks immediately afterward.*®

The Reason for Zhao’s Defeat

A traditional view on the reason for Zhao’s defeat is that Zhao Xiaocheng Wang replaced
Lian Po, an experienced and capable commander, by Zhao Kuo, an inexperienced and

pompous person.*” Some stories in Shi ji support such an opinion. For example, one story

Shangdang. It does not make any sense that the Qin army returned to take it after the battle of Changping rather than taking
it before attacking Shangdang. Wuan, however, was a gateway to Handan. The purpose for Qin to take Wuan was to prepare
for attacking Handan. Hence, I think that the unwanted word is Pilao rather Wuan. “Qin benji” ZZA4C of Shi ji says that “In
the tenth month of the 48th year [of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (259 BCE)], Wang He led [troops] to attack Zhao’s Wuan...In the
first month, [the Qin] army returned (WU /\&F-+H ... Th SRR %, IEH, %, Shiji 5.213-14). According to the
context, the “first month” should refer to the first month of the 49th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (258 BCE). However, then
Shi ji says: “In the tenth month of the same year, wu dafu [Wang] Ling [ £]F% attacked Zhao’s Handan. In the first of month
of the 49th year [of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (258 BCE), Qin] sent more reinforcements to assist [Wang] Ling G+ H, T K
KRV HRER . VUL IEH , iR 2R, Shiji 5.214). The above timeline is obviously problematic. “Bai Qi Wang
Jian liezhuan” 12T 35 514% of Shi ji has the same timeline problem (Shi ji 73.2335-36). This is caused by the different
calendars used by Chinese states at that time. Zhao used the Xia ¥ calendar while Qin used the Zhuanxu fi¥il calendar. The

first month of the Zhuanxu calendar is the tenth month of the Xia calendar. The Zhuanxu calendar is thus three months
earlier than the Xia calendar. Shi ji dates the events using the month of the Xia calendar and the year of the Zhuanxu

calendar, which causes the confusion. The tenth month of the 48th year (P4 /\#+ ) here should be the first month of

the 48th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang according to the Zhuanxu calendar or the tenth month of the 6th year of Zhao

Xiaocheng Wang according to the Xia calendar. The dates that follow later in this article also have the same problem.

46 Miyake Kiyoshi believes that Qin “was devoid of any large-scale expedition” after the battle of Changping (Miyake 2018,

61-62). He probably confuses the battle of Changping and the battle of Handan.

47 Some modern researchers hold the same view. For example, see Tse 2005, 17-19.
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says that Qin sent spies to spread rumors in Zhao by saying that the only thing Qin worried
about was Zhao Kuo becoming the chief commander of the Zhao army at Changping. Zhao
Xiaocheng Wang believed the rumors and then replaced Lian Po with Zhao Kuo.*® This story
is obviously not credible. First of all, Zhao Kuo was a very high ranking noble; Zhao
Xiaocheng Wang and the Zhao royals must have known him very well. It does not make any
sense that they needed to know if he was capable or not through rumors. Secondly, Qin had
no motivation to do it. Since the battle began, the Qin army always had the upper hand. Some
scholars believe that the battle was at a stalemate before Lian Po was replaced by Zhao
Kuo.* However, that does not seem to be true. The Zhao army suffered repeated defeats even
after it had been forced into a defensive posture. It had lost seven high-ranking commanders
including the second-in-command, and its defense lines had been repeatedly broken through
in around three months. Zhao Xiaocheng Wang’s reason for replacing Lian Po should be very
simple: it was because he was “angered that Lian Po’s army had suffered heavy losses and

had been repeatedly defeated” (BEASHRMIA 2 KT, FEK).>° As for why he appointed

Zhao Kuo, I think that he was probably impressed by Zhao Kuo’s proficiency in military
theories and his smooth tongue. But unfortunately, proficiency in theories does not mean
proficiency in applying theories in practice. And I don’t deny that Lian Po was an excellent
commander. However, sometimes even excellent commanders are unable to turn the tide. But
if Lian Po had continued to serve as the chief commander, although the Zhao army would

still have been defeated, it might not have been completely annihilated. We can say that Zhao

48 Shi ji, 73.2334 and 81.2446.

4 For example, see Miyake 2018, 129.

30 Shi ji, 73.2334.

21



Xiaocheng Wang’s decision to change the chief commander caused the complete annihilation

of the Zhao army at Changping but not Zhao’s defeat.

Another story says that Zhao Kuo’s mother asked Zhao Xiaocheng Wang not to appoint
her son as the chief commander because he was not competent to hold such an important
position. After her request had been rejected, she then requested that if Zhao Kuo failed in his
mission, she should not be involved and punished for it. Zhao Xiaocheng agreed and kept his
promise. This story is also not credible. It indicates that according to the laws of Zhao, if a
chief commander failed in a battle, then not only he himself but also his family members
would receive severe punishments. However, as I will discuss in detail later, Zhao had rarely
won in the battles against Qin. If the Zhao chief commander and his family had been
punished after every defeat, then all the Zhao commanders would have been executed or

imprisoned already.

Some researchers think that the supply issue was a key factor causing Zhao’s defeat.’!
According to Zhanguo ce, during the battle of Changping, Zhao had run out of its food
supplies and had to borrow grain from Qi.>? However, the truth of this story is also
questionable. In Zhanguo, the major powers like Zhao, Chu, and Yan all had ten years of
grain reserves.’® Although these figures might be exaggerated, it at least indicates that the
Zhanguo powers did have large amounts of stored grain, which makes sense in an era of war.
Besides, if Zhao had a food shortage after just three months of battle, then how to explain that
before the battle of Changping, the war between Zhao and Zhongshan lasted for ten years

from the 20th year of Zhao Wuling Wang (306 BCE) to the 3rd year of Zhao Huiweng Wang

31 For example, see Tse 2005, 15.

32 Zhanguo ce, 9.573.

33 Zhanguo ce, 14.787, 19.1017, 29.1643-44.
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(296 BCE), although there were temporary truces during that period?** And how to explain
that after the battle of Changping, the battle of Handan between Qin and Zhao lasted for two
years from the 48th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (259 BCE) to the 50th year of Qin
Zhaoxiang Wang (257 BCE)?% Although Shi ji clearly records that the battle of Changping
started in the 47th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (260 BCE), Yang Kuan 4% % argues that the
battle actually started in the 45th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (262 BCE). Hence, the battle
of Changping had already lasted for three years rather than three months when Lian Po was
replaced by Zhao Kuo.>® Yang Kuan has given three reasons to support his opinion. The first
is that Shi ji summarizes all the events of the battle that happened during three years in just

one year for convenience. His second reason is that Liishi Chungiu i IKRFFK says,
“Although Qin achieved a great victory at Changping, it took three years to decide” (78 H K
T, =&FEIR/5 ), while Gao You 515 of Eastern Han’s annotation on this sentence
is that “The Qin commander Bai Qi attacked Zhao for three years, buried 400,000 of its
soldiers at Changping. Hence, it is called a great victory” (Z&44 H B BUX =4, S AP0
JiFKF, #EKPE). Yang’s third reason is that Zhao Xiaocheng Wang would not

replace Lian Po, a famous commander, within just three or four months.>” However, none of
Yang’s reasons is tenable. With regard to Yang’s first reason, no evidence can prove that Shi
Jji has a custom of summarizing all the events that happened in several years in just one year

for convenience. As for Yang’s second reason, he and Gao You subjectively think that “it

34 Shi ji, 44.1811-13.

55 Shi ji, 6.214.

%6 Yang 1983a, 57 and Yang 1983b, 55-58. Some other scholars have the same view. For example, see Lewis 1999, 640.

57 Yang 1983a, 57.
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took three years to decide” mentioned by Liishi Chungiu means “it took three years to decide
[the result of the battle of Changping].” However, this sentence can also be interpreted as “it
took three years to decide [the ownership of Shangdang].” In the 45th year of Qin Zhaoxiang
Wang (262 BCE), Qin isolated Han’s Shangdang by taking Yewang. In the 47th year of Qin
Zhaoxiang Wang (260 BCE), Qin defeated Zhao at the battle of Changping and then
occupied Shangdang. The whole operation took three years. I think this interpretation is
better because it perfectly matches the records of Shi ji. Yang’s third reason is also
groundless. Lian Po did suffer repeated defeats, so Zhao Xiaocheng Wang had good reason to

dismiss him. In short, I think Zhao’s failure was not caused by supply issues.

I think there are two reasons for Zhao’s defeat. First, Zhao was much weaker than Qin.
Some scholars believe that Zhao had become strong enough to resist Qin after Zhao Wuling
Wang’s reform in the nineteenth year of his reign (307 BCE).*® For example, Lewis thinks
that Zhao was Qin’s chief adversary after Qi’s decline and indicates that Zhao was able to

match Qin in the field before its defeat at the battle of Changping.> Bai Shouyi H 7% % says

that Zhao was Qin’s greatest obstacle to unifying ancient China.®® However, this is not true.
Table 1 summarizes the wars/battles between Qin and Zhao from Zhao’s reform until the

outbreak of the battle of Changping.

Table 1: Recorded wars/battles between Qin and Zhao (306-261 BCE)

38 In the same year, Qin Zhaoxiang Wang succeeded to the position of Qin Wang.

3 Lewis 1999, 634 and 640.

0 Bai 2004, 992.
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Year — in the | Attacking | Defending | Results

reign of Qin | side side

Zhaoxiang

Wang

The 11th year | Qi, Wei, | Qin The anti-Qin alliance defeated Qin and forced

(296 BCE) Han, Zhao, Qin to return Wusui & X (in today’s

and Song southeast Yuanqu H ifff, Shanxi province) and

its surrounding areas to Han, and Fengling
FX  (in today’s Ruicheng P 3 , Shanxi
province) and its surrounding areas to Wei.!

The 19th year | Qin Zhao Qin took Zhao’s Gengyang f#[H (in today’s

(288 BCE) south Taiyuan, Shanxi province).

The 24th year | Qin Wei, Zhao, | Qin attacked Wei and approached Wei’s

(283 BCE) and Yan capital Daliang K %% (in today’s northeast
Kaifeng Jf %, Henan province). Zhao and
Yan sent troops to rescue Wei, and the Qin
army retreated.’

The 25th year | Qin Zhao Qin took two walled cities from Zhao.%

o1 Zizhi tongjian, 4.116.

62 Shi ji, 5.212.

63 Shiji, 5.213.
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(282 BCE)

The 26th year | Qin Zhao Qin took Zhao’s Shicheng £ (in today’s

(281 BCE) Lishi # 75, Liliang & % city, Shanxi
province).%

The 27th year | Qin Zhao Qin took two walled cities from Zhao and

(280 BCE) beheaded 30,000 Zhao people.®’

The 34th year | Wei and | Han  and | Wei and Zhao attacked Han’s Huayang "

(273 BCE) Zhao Qin (in today’s northern Xinzheng #T #§ ,
Zhengzhou, Henan province). Qin sent troops
to rescue Han, defeated the allied forces of
Wei and Zhao, and killed 130,000 Wei
soldiers and 20,000 Zhao soldiers.®®

The 34th year | Qin Wei  and | Qin took advantage of the victory at Huayang

(273 BCE) Zhao to take Wei’s Juan % (in today’s Yuanyang

J7 BH, Xinxiang #r 2 , Henan province),
Caiyang %% fH  (in today’s southwestern

Shangcai %%, Zhuma dian %55, Henan

4 Shi ji, 43.1820.

65 Shi ji, 15.741-42 and 43.1820.

% Zizhi tongjian, 4.184.
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province), and Changshe K 1 (in today’s
Changge & %, Xuchang, Henan province),
and Zhao’s Guanjin W4 (in today’s Wuyi i

2, Hengshui 1#7K, Hebei province).

The 38th year | Qin Zhao and | Qin attacked Zhao’s Yanyu 5 (in today’s

(269 BCE) Wei Heshun AT, Shanxi province). Zhao sent
reinforcements to Yanyu and defeated the Qin
army.%” Wei did not participate in the battle
but sent troops to contain Qin by threatening
the Qin army’s rear.®®

The 38th or the | Qin Wei  and | Qin attacked Wei’s Ji JL (in today’s Daming

39th year (269 Zhao K %4, Handan, Hebei province). Zhao sent

or 268 BCE) reinforcements and defeated the Qin army.®

after the battle

of Yanyu

The 39th year | Qin Wei, Zhao, | Qin attacked Wei and took Wei’s Huai £ (in

(268 BCE) Qi, and | today’s southwestern Wuzhi B, Jiaozuo,

Chu Henan province).”® Although Zhao, Qi, and

Chu all sent reinforcements and approached

57 Shi ji, 5.213.

8 Zhanguo ce, 20.1097.

9 Zhanguo ce, 20.1097.

70 Shi ji, 44.1854.
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Huai, their troops didn’t take any substantial

action and just let the Qin army take Huai.”!

The 42nd year | Qin Zhao and | Qin attacked Zhao and took three walled cities
(265 BCE) Qi from Zhao. Qi sent troops to rescue Zhao, and

the Qin army retreated.”

Table 1 clearly shows that Zhao was no match for Qin at all. The only time Zhao dared to
attack Qin was by joining the anti-Qin alliance led by Qi before the collapse of the Qi-Qin
bipolar structure. After that, Zhao was always on the defensive and was repeatedly defeated
by Qin. The battle of Yanyu and the battle of Ji are the only two recorded victories obtained
by Zhao. But in both battles, Zhao was on the defensive side and was assisted by Wei.

Obviously, Zhao was incapable of resisting Qin alone.

The second reason for Zhao’s defeat is its unwise long-term strategy. The long-term

strategy adopted by Qin is known as the lianheng % 1# strategy. Literally, it means horizontal

alliance and essentially it is a strategy of dividing the opponents and gradually weakening
them one by one. In the long term, Qin could insist on the lianheng strategy for generations
until eventually annexing the Shandong states. And in the short term, Qin could flexibly
switch its targets according to the situation. For example, in the 23rd year of Qin Zhaoxiang
Wang (284 BCE), Qin joined the anti-Qi alliance led by Yan to attack Qi and hit it hard. Qi

was greatly weakened and became a second-rate power. In the next year, Qin held two

7! Zhanguo ce, 19.1030.

72 Zizhi tongjian, 5.163-64.
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summit meetings with Chu and then attacked Wei.”® Obviously, Qin’s purpose for holding
two consecutive summits with Chu was to secure its southern borders by maintaining a
friendly relationship with Chu. Hence, Qin could concentrate its strength to hit Wei. Qin’s
offensive was irresistible and soon the Qin army approached Wei’s capital Daliang. Zhao
allied with Yan to rescue Wei.”* The Qin army then retreated, which was a wise move to
avoid fighting too many enemies at the same time. A reason for Qin’s success is that it
usually would not risk a battle when the situations was disadvantageous. Instead, it would
temporarily step back and patiently wait for the next opportunity. In the next year, Zhao
attacked Wei and took Wei’s Boyang. Qin caught this opportunity to hold two summits with
Wei and Han respectively to improve its relationships with them while dividing the three Jin.
Hence, between the 25th and the 27th years of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (282-280 BCE), Zhao
had to resist Qin’s attacks alone and suffered repeated defeats. However, during the Qin-Zhao
war period, the inter-state situation changed. Chu had partially recovered and planned to
attack Qin. Zhao returned Boyang to Wei to restore its relationship with that state. If Qin
continued to attack Zhao, it might cause the re-alliance of Zhao and Wei. Moreover, Chu
might attack Qin, which would force Qin to fight two fronts. Hence, Qin reached a peace

agreement with Zhao at the summit of Mianchi j@ith  (in today’s western Mianchi,
Sanmenxia, Henan province) in the 28th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (279 BCE). During the
truce with Zhao, Qin struck Chu preemptively and hit it hard. Chu’s capital Ying £ (in
today’s Jiangling YI.F%, Jingzhou |/, Hubei province) was breached by Qin and hundreds

of thousand Chu people died in the war. After that, Chu was no longer an important power

73 Shi ji, 5.212 and 40.1730.

7 Shiji, 5.212.
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able to contain Qin. The balance of power had further broken down, and Qin’s advantages

over the Shandong states had further expanded.

For Zhao, the only feasible strategy to use against Qin’s lianheng was the hezong &4\

strategy. Literally, hezong means vertical alliance and essentially it is a strategy of allying
the weaker states against the strongest one to maintain the balance of power. However, Zhao
adopted a different strategy instead. Table 2 summarizes the wars/battles between Zhao and
the other five powers of Shandong from Zhao Wuling Wang’s reform until the outbreak of

the battle of Changping.

Table 2: Recorded wars/battles between Zhao and the other five powers of Shandong (306-

265 BCE)

Year(s) — in | Attacking Defending | Results

the reign of | side side

Qin Zhaoxiang

Wang

The 17th year | Zhao and Qi | Han The allied forces of Zhao and Qi approached

(290 BCE) Han’s Luguan & % (in today’s southwestern
Lushan & 11, Pingdingshan “FTii 1l city,
Henan province).”

The 28th year | Zhao Qi Unrecorded.”

75 Shi ji, 43.1816.

76 Shi ji, 43.1816.
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(287 BCE)

The 20th year | Zhao Qi Unrecorded.”’

(286 BCE)

The 23rd year | Yan, Qin, | Qi Qi was defeated by the anti-Qi alliance and

(284 BCE) Wei, Zhao, almost exterminated.”

and Han

The 24th year | Zhao Qi1 Lian Po took Qi’s Xiyang # FH (in today’s

(283 BCE) Gaocheng i3, Shijiazhuang f7 5 [, Hebei
province) and Yangjin fH¥ (in today’s western
Yuncheng %[ 3 , Heze 7 ¥ , Shandong
province).”’

The 25th year | Zhao Wei Zhao attacked Wei’s Boyang {AFH (in today’s

(282 BCE)

Cixian ., Handan, Hebei province). Zhao

must have taken Boyang because it returned
Boyang to Wei in the 27th year of Qin
Zhaoxiang Wang (280 BCE). 3 But it is not
clear whether Zhao took it this year or the next

year.

77 Shi ji, 43.1816.

78 Zizhi tongjian, 4.225.

79 Shi ji, 43.1820, 81.2439.

80 Shi ji, 43.1820.
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The 26th year | Zhao Wei Unrecorded.®!

(281 BCE)

The 27th year | Zhao Qi1 Zhao took Qi’s Maiqiu # fr. (in today’s

(280 BCE) Shanghe F§ 71 , Jinan %f ®§ , Shandong
province).®?

The 28th year | Zhao Qi Zhao attacked Qi and defeated a Qi army.%?

(279 BCE)

The 31st year | Zhao Wei Lian Po took Wei’s Ji J1..3

(276 BCE)

The 32nd year | Zhao Wei Lian Po took Wei’s Fangzi /5 F (in today’s

(275 BCE) southwestern Gaoyi 5 (2, Shijiazhuang, Hebei

y

province) and Anyang % FH (in today’s
Anyang, Henan province).®

The 33rd year | Zhao Qi Zhao took Qi’s Changcheng E 3§ (in today’s

(274 BCE)

northwestern Jizhou 3% M|, Hengshui 7 7K ,

Hebei province) and Gaotang =/# (in today’s

81 Shi ji, 43.1820.

82 Shi ji, 43.1820.

8 Shi ji, 43.1820, 81.2444.

84 Shi ji, 43.1821.

85 Shi ji, 43.1821.
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southeastern Yucheng & 3, Dezhou 7% JIf,

Shandong province).®®

The 34th year | Wei and | Han and | Wei and Zhao attacked Han’s Huayang #£[H

(273 BCE) Zhao Qin (in today’s mnorthern Xinzheng i #f ,
Zhengzhou, Henan province). Qin sent troops to
rescue Han, defeated the allied forces of Wei
and Zhao, and killed 130,000 Wei troops and
20,000 Zhao troops.®’

The 36th year | Zhao Qi The Zhao army approached Qi’s Pingyi ~“f- &

(271 BCE) (in today’s northeastern Nanle Fd 5, Puyang i
FH, Henan province).®

The 42nd year | Zhao Yan Zhao took Yan’s Zhongren ' A (in today’s

(265 BCE) northeastern Tangxian J £, Baoding & i€,
Hebei province).®

The 42nd year | Zhao Han Zhao took Han’s Zhuren ¥ A (in today’s

(265 BCE)

western Ruzhou %N, Henan province).”

8 Shi ji, 43.1821.

87 Zizhi tongjian, 4.184.

88 Shi ji, 43.1821.

89 Shi ji, 43.1824.

90 Shi ji, 43.1824.
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Table 2 clearly shows that Zhao’s policy towards the other Shandong states was very
aggressive. Zhao frequently attacked its neighbors and had overwhelming advantages in the
wars and battles against them. The only battle Zhao lost was the battle of Huayang, in which
Qin had intervened. After Qi’s decline, Zhao probably became the second strongest power
next to Qin. However, it was still much weaker than Qin. Zhao’s strategy was to compensate
its losses caused by Qin’s invasion by attacking other states. After the decline of Qi, clearly
no single state could resist Qin. The only chance for the survival of the six powers of
Shandong was to establish a stable anti-Qin alliance to maintain the balance of power.
Otherwise, sooner or later, they would be annexed by Qin one after the other, which is
exactly what happened. However, as the strongest of the six powers of Shandong, instead of
trying to establish an anti-Qin alliance, Zhao chose to avoid confronting Qin but to attack its
weaker neighbors. From Table 2, it can be seen that Qi, Wei, and Han were Zhao’s main
targets. Wei and Han were close to Qin, so they were also Qin’s main targets. Hence, Wei
and Han were under attack at the same time from Qin and Zhao, the two most powerful states,
which significantly weakened them. The greatly weakened Wei and Han in turn made Zhao
more vulnerable to Qin’s invasion because they were incapable of containing Qin. Hence,
Qin could concentrate its strength to attack Zhao in the battle of Changping. Qi was far away
from Qin’s core area and was less threatened by Qin. For Qi, its major enemy was Zhao
rather than Qin. Hence, Zhao could hardly count on Qi’s help when it was in danger. Zhao’s
strategy benefited it in the short term. In the long term, however, such a strategy eventually
exposed Zhao itself to Qin’s massive attack alone, which caused Zhao’s defeat in the battle of
Changping. The summit of Mianchi clearly shows that Qin’s strategic vision was more
remarkable. In the short term, both Qin and Zhao benefited from the agreement. Qin avoided
fighting on two fronts and could concentrate its strength to deal with Chu. And Zhao’s
western border with Qin was temporarily safe so that it could focus on attacking its weaker
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neighbors like Qi and Wei to compensate for its losses caused by Qin. In the long term,

however, the agreement further expanded the advantage of Qin.

It is noteworthy that Zhao defeated Qin twice in the 38th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang
(269 BCE). But these two victories did not mean that Zhao was strong enough to confront
Qin alone. First, Wei assisted Zhao in both battles. Second, the two battlefields were far from
Qin’s core territory but much closer to Zhao. In any case, Zhao’s victories still inspired the
other Shandong states. Hence, in the 39th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (268 BCE), when Qin
attacked Wei again, Zhao, Qi, and Chu all sent troops to rescue Wei. It seemed that a new
anti-Qin alliance was forming. But these troops just let the Qin army take Wei’s Huai. Why
did Zhao’s rescue operation for Wei succeed the year before but fail in this year even with the
assistance of Qi and Chu? As I have mentioned before, in the 38th year of Qin Zhaoxiang
Wang, the battlefield, Ji, was far from Qin’s core territory but close to Zhao’s capital, Handan.
Hence, Zhao could gather a relatively larger army than Qin. In addition, because Ji was close
to its capital, Zhao definitely could not tolerate Qin’s military presence there, so it took firm
action to drive off the Qin army. However, in the 39th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang,
compared to Ji, the battlefield at Huai was relatively closer to Qin but far from Handan. Zhao
probably had no advantage in forces and no strong desire to save Huai. Hence, the Zhao army
acted passively. Because Zhao was the strongest among the Shandong states, if Zhao’s
attitude was passive, Qi and Chu would not take any actions either. Finally, Qin took Huai
and Zhao lost its last opportunity to form an anti-Qin alliance before the battle of Changping.
Before the outbreak of the battle of the Changping, Qin had continuously attacked Han for
five years, and Zhao did nothing to help Han during that period. And in turn during the battle
of Changping, Han had already suffered heavy losses and was unable to support Zhao. Zhao’s

failure at Changping had been determined before rather than during the battle. Sunzi #)-¥

says: “The best way in warfare is to strike [the enemy] through stratagems and the second
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best is to strike [the enemy] through diplomacy” (_Ffef% i, FHik{%32).°! The main reason

for Zhao’s thorough defeat at the battle of Changping is that its long-term strategic planning

and diplomacy were far inferior to Qin’s.

The Impact of the Battle of Changping

Some scholars believe that the battle of Changping caused Qin’s unification of ancient China.
For example, Lewis opines that after the battle of Changping, “no single state could match”
Qin and “there was no mechanism to hold together a multistate alliance against” Qin “for any
period of time.”®* I think that they overestimate the impact of this battle. First of all, there
was already no single state that could match Qin after Qi was heavily defeated by the five-
state alliance, which was twenty-three years before the battle of Changping. Secondly, it is
also incorrect to say that “there was no mechanism to hold together a multistate alliance
against” Qin. In the tenth month of the 48th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (259 BCE), one
year after Qin had annihilated the Zhao army at Changping, Qin attacked Zhao’s capital
Handan. The siege of Handan lasted over two years, but Qin still could not take the city.
Qin’s intention to exterminate Zhao raised alarms in other states. Chu and Wei sent
reinforcements to rescue Zhao. In the twelfth month of the 50th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang
(257 BCE), the allied forces defeated the Qin army and repelled it back to the west bank of
the Fenshui river.”® Qin almost lost all the territories it had gained in the last eight years. In

the third year of Qin Zhuangxiang Wang 72/ % T (249 BCE), the Shandong states of Wei,

9 Sunzi, 1.28-29.

92 Lewis 1999, 641. Jin Shenghe and Xie Hongxi hold a similar view (see Jin and Xie 1998, 5).

9 Shiji, 5.214.
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Han, Zhao, Yan, and Chu allied again, defeated the Qin army, and chased it until they
approached Qin’s Hangu guan {4+ (in today’s Lingbao R ¥, Sanmenxia = [ ]I%, Henan
province).” From the above records, it can be seen that after the battle of Changping, the
Shandong states still could resist and even defeat Qin if they banded together. But
unfortunately, such an anti-Qin alliance was always unstable and temporary. Once the direct
military pressure from Qin had been reduced, the Shandong states would attack each other
again. For example, in the 51st year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (256 BCE), Yan attacked
Zhao.” In the 56th year of Qin Zhaoxiang Wang (251 BCE), war broke out again between
Zhao and Yan and lasted for three years.”® In the second year of Qin Zhuangxiang Wang (248
BCE), Wei and Zhao attacked Yan.”” And although Zhao had suffered heavy losses in the
battle of Changping, the defeat was not to be fatal. Otherwise, Zhao would not have been able
to hold Handan for two years, considering that the siege of Handan came just one year after

the battle of Changping.

The reasons for Qin’s unification are complicated. But as I have already suggested, it is
more appropriate to say that Qin’s remarkable long-term strategic planning, practical
diplomacy, and flexible short-term strategic adjustments are the key factors that caused its

victory in the battle of Changping and its unification of tianxia.

Conclusion

94 Shi ji, 77.2384.

95 Shi ji, 43.1827.

% Shi ji, 43.1828.

97 Shi ji, 43.1829.
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This article conducts a comprehensive study on the battle of Changping and makes the
following conclusions. For the sizes and losses of the opposing sides, it is too subjective to
say that the recorded numbers for this battle are unreasonable and exaggerated, because the
Zhanguo period’s definition of “soldiers” was different from, and much more inclusive than,
today’s definition. The main reasons for Zhao’s defeat are not the replacement of the chief
commander and shortage of supply but because it was weaker than Qin and its long-term
strategic planning and diplomacy were inferior to Qin’s. The impact of this battle has been
overestimated. Qin eventually unified tianxia because it could insist on the /lianheng strategy
and flexibly applied it for generations rather than just through one or two decisive battles.
The battle of Changping is just one of a series of battles launched by Qin to gradually weaken

the Shandong states.
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