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Abstract
In ancient China, as elsewhere, states did not simply occupy a given territory but actively
engaged in the production of space by transforming landscapes, moving populations, and
enacting territorial hierarchies, thus creating “state spaces,” to borrow a term coined by
James C. Scott. In the case of the early Chinese empires of Qin (221–207 BCE) and
Han (202 BCE–220 CE), state-induced migration and settlement were key instruments
of military control, administrative incorporation, economic intensification, and other pro-
cesses connected with spatial distribution of state power. This article combines insights
from transmitted texts, excavated documents, and archaeological evidence to explore fac-
tors and effects of migration in early Chinese empires, discussing the interconnection
between state-organized resettlement and private migration as well as their embeddedness
in the local geography. As the situation varies according to location, the present article
introduces the approach and tests it on a case study, the Guanzhong metropolitan region.

Keywords: migration; settlement; geography; state spaces; economy; Qin and Han Empires

Introduction

This article examines the role of state-induced migration in the formation and consol-
idation of the imperial state in East Asia during the Qin 秦 and Han 漢 periods (221
BCE–220 CE). By “state-induced migration,” we mean large-scale, distant movements
of humans on a permanent or semi-permanent basis1 that involved direct impetus

*The authors would like to express their sincere thanks to Anthony Barbieri-Low and Patricia Ebrey for
organizing and inviting us to the “Migration and the State in Chinese History” and rescheduling and re-
organizing everything in the middle of the Covid-19 outbreak. We would also like to thank the other con-
ference participants for their comments and questions, which helped us improve this paper. We are also
grateful to the anonymous reviewers for their constructive criticism and suggestions. All errors that remain
are ours.

1A similar definition was applied in Luuk de Ligt and Laurens Tacoma, “Approaching Migration in the
Early Roman Empire,” in Migration and Mobility in the Early Roman Empire, edited by Luuk de Ligt and
Laurens Ernst Tacoma (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 4.
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on the part of state government. While other scholars speak of “coerced” or “state-
organized migrations,”2 in this article, we argue that such migrations are better under-
stood as part of a broader process that also involved private resettlements informed by
state policies and institutions such as frontier colonization, improvements in commu-
nication infrastructure, and urbanization in the capital area.

State-induced migrations shaped the human geography of early Chinese empires by
contributing to the formation of circumscribed zones of governmental involvement in
economic management, social engineering, and cultural production. These were often
achieved through the concentration of military, government personnel, agricultural pro-
ducers, and craftsmen in specific locations. Such enclaves of intensive and direct state
administration constituted the frame of ancient polities that lacked infrastructural
power to exclusively control the hinterland within more or less clearly demarcated bound-
aries, despite rulers’ claims to the opposite. In most cases, they could only exercise such
power through the mediation of local elites, which severely restricted the degree of cen-
tralized control. Not infrequently, hostile groups in provinces formally incorporated into
the empire overtly denied any degree of local control to the nominal sovereign.3

The porous, discontinuous nature of imperial territoriality was primarily defined by
the terrain that rendered some areas more amenable to military control and economic
exploitation than others. It was in such relatively accessible regions that “state spaces”
tended to form. The term “state spaces” was coined by the anthropologist and agrarian
historian James C. Scott to describe a “geography more amenable to state control and
appropriation” as opposed to “geography intrinsically resistant to state control (nonstate
space).” These territories were the loci of state formation and served as conduits for state
expansion. While the location of the state spaces was shaped by natural geography and
topography, their key feature, according to Scott, was the “concentration of grain produc-
tion and manpower” for the purposes of extraction and deployment in state projects such
as military conquest and distribution of wealth among constituencies.4 State spaces were
created through government action, especially through the relocation of people.5 The
objective of the present study is to explore the relations between such state-induced
migration and territorial distribution of state power in the early Chinese empires of
Qin (221–207 BCE) and Han (202 BCE–220 CE), drawing on evidence from newly exca-
vated texts and archaeological sources as well as from transmitted texts.

To do so, we first discuss the typology and factors of migration, then outline the
organizational means, or institutions of state-induced migration. Next, the article ana-
lyzes the role of migrations and migration management in the rise of centralized states
during the Warring States period (453–221 BCE), which were immediate predecessors
of the early empires. Finally, we turn to the case of the metropolitan region of the Qin
and Western Han empires, Guanzhong 關中 (“Within the Passes”) in the Wei River
valley (Figure 1), to observe the intertwining between state-organized resettlement
and private migration, and their combined impact on the demographic, economic,
and cultural profile of the region.

2Anthony Barbieri-Low, “Coerced Migration and Resettlement in the Qin Imperial Expansion,” Journal
of Chinese History (2019), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2019.1

3Maxim Korolkov, “Empire-Building and Market-Making at the Qin Frontier: Imperial Expansion and
Economic Change, 221–207 BCE” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2020), 183–97.

4James Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 40–50, quotations from pp. 48–50.

5Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed, 64–73.
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The nature of human resettlements, their connection to local geography, the scope of
state involvement, and interaction with local populations naturally differ from locale to
locale as well as by the time period. This will be the subject of a book-length study cur-
rently in preparation. This article serves to introduce the concept and approach to the
scholarly audience and test it on the case study of the Guanzhong region.

Migration in Early Imperial China and Beyond: Typology and Factors

Studies on migration, including the present one, customarily make use of migration
typologies, most of which differentiate between various types of migration based on
their organizational features. State-organized, forced (or coerced), and voluntary (or
private) resettlements are the essential vocabulary in migration studies. However,
these types are not entirely distinct. As Tacoma and Lo Cascio have observed, “the dis-
tinction between forced, state-organized and voluntary migration is important for ana-
lytical purposes, but … the three forms merit being studied together, as they impinged
on each other.”6 We go one step further and argue that in reality, the boundaries
between them are fluid, one may trigger the other, and the impact of every type of
migration can only be appreciated if its relationships to other types are taken into
account. As we demonstrate below, mobile populations were a critical asset for state-
building during the Warring States era. While in some cases the states directly triggered

Figure 1. Location of the main geographic regions mentioned in this article

6Laurens Tacoma and Elio Lo Cascio, “Writing Migration,” in The Impact of Mobility and Migration in
the Roman Empire: Proceedings of the Twelfth Workshop of the International Network Impact of Empire
(Rome, June 17–19, 2015), edited by Elio Lo Cascio and Laurens Tacoma (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 1–24,
here 18.
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migration, mainly through deportation of the conquered and resettlement of criminals
into forcibly emptied areas,7 governments often capitalized on the existing flows of “pri-
vate,” individual migration, voluntary as well as forced by factors such as overpopula-
tion and natural disasters. When successful, state-sponsored settlement projects
generated externalities that induced individual voluntary migrations and affected the
geography of human mobility.

In spite of the criticism of its core terminology, the “push” and “pull” typology of
driving forces in migration allows the analysis of otherwise complex motivations of
individual agents.8 State-orchestrated relocations by definition prioritizes government
interests over those of migrants, rendering the push factors more visible than the
pull ones, however, the latter were rarely wholly absent. In the case of coerced resettle-
ment of the conquered, they were sometimes allowed to engage in potentially lucrative
industrial enterprises,9 while the criminals relocated to the colonies on newly conquered
lands received amnesty meaning a potential betterment of living circumstances in com-
parison to hard labor or other forms of punishment.10

When it comes to motivating factors, it becomes even more clear that the three pre-
viously mentioned types of migration are closely intertwined. Voluntary (private)
migration was often “pushed” by population pressure or lack of land, also by the lack
of social mobility or economic opportunity. It was “pulled” by the possibility to improve
one’s economic and social standing. State-organized movements likewise frequently
took place in response to population pressure and attracted resettlers with the promise
of economic opportunities, which materialized via state-regulated land distributions
and government spending in subsidies and infrastructure projects. Similarly, natural
disasters often intensified the already existing push for population movement rather
than creating utterly new flows of forced migration. For example, river floods resulted
in displacements of large groups of people when they hit regions already afflicted by
high demographic pressure. For the state, refugees from disaster presented an enormous
organizational challenge but also an opportunity to divert the stream of forced migra-
tion toward the desired destinations. Here, the strengthening of push factors in one type
of migration reinforced the pull of organizational solutions offered by the other type.

Institutions Facilitating State-Induced Migration in Early Chinese Empires

Throughout their history, the early Chinese empires not only organized migration but
also contributed to the development of structures and behaviors that facilitated private
migration. Here, we consider these policies, structures, and practices as institutions of
state-induced migration.

Colonization, i.e., sending people to settle among and project state control over the
local population of another territory, was the key institution through which the Qin and
Han rulers sought to manage migration. The government chose settlers from the gene-
ral populace as well as prisoners of war, amnestied criminals, and manumitted slaves,
and supervised their movement to agricultural colonies or urban settlements.
Resettlement was often accompanied by land distribution. In some cases, state-
organized colonization created extensive zones of settlement in previously sparsely

7Barbieri-Low, “Coerced Migration and Resettlement in the Qin Imperial Expansion,” 1–22.
8De Ligt and Tacoma, “Approaching Migration in the Early Roman Empire,” 9–15.
9For the case of two industrialists who were forcibly resettled by the Qin authorities and managed to

commence prosperous businesses at their new places of residence, see Shiji, 129.3277–79.
10Shiji, 5.213.

206 Maxim Korolkov and Anke Hein

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/jc

h.
20

20
.4

5 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2020.45


populated regions. The foundation of agricultural colonies in the Hexi Corridor 河西走
廊 (present-day Gansu Province) and the Juyan 居延 Lake area (present-day Inner
Mongolia Autonomous Region) during the Western Han period, for instance, resulted
not only in the profound transformation of the local society and economy but also in
ecological change caused by the opening up of grasslands for farming.11

Disaster relief and fugitive resettlement were official policies in at least some of the
Warring States as early as the fourth century BCE.12 During the early imperial era,
some of the largest migrations occurred as the result of natural disasters, particularly
the breach of dikes on the Yellow River and ensuing floods. The breach of Yellow
River dikes in 132 BCE, followed by many years of disastrous flooding, caused the relo-
cation of over two million people.13 The imperial authorities responded with resettle-
ment campaigns, two of which, involving 700,000 people in 119 BCE and at least
400,000 people in 107 BCE, were explicitly directed to recently conquered regions in
the north, northwest, and southeast of the empire, where the government was struggling
to establish strongholds and enhance agricultural production.

Besides immediate involvement in the organization of resettlement, the Qin and Han
empires induced migration by providing communication and transportation infrastruc-
tures and improving security conditions for moving individuals and groups. By the end
of the Han era, the total length of specially made roads is estimated at over 35,000 kilo-
meters.14 Official histories document state-organized labor projects aimed at improving
water-borne transportation.15 The imperial government contributed to travel security
by developing a network of guard posts which also provided accommodation for trav-
elers.16 This dense network of facilities, one of the most extensive in pre-modern his-
tory, facilitated state-authorized migration while restricting vagabondism.

Besides the centralized institutions and policies, state-induced migration was
informed by the institutions that lacked central regulation: markets created opportuni-
ties for employment, affected the flows of supplies and goods, and, in the longer run,
distribution of population in production and consumption centers. One of the imperial
government’s key contributions to this otherwise less controllable mechanism was the
supply of coinage, which, in the state of Qin, was first introduced in the fourth century
BCE.17 After almost a century of fluctuating monetary policies, in 113 BCE the Western
Han Empire launched centrally issued high-quality wuzhu 五株 coins on a sustainable
basis.18 The introduction of a stable monetary system must have greatly facilitated trade
at least within the core area of the empire. Under the condition of the monetized

11Chun-shu Chang, The Rise of the Chinese Empire, vol. 2: Frontier, Immigration, and Empire in Han
China, 130 B.C.–A.D. 157 (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2007), 23–78.

12Mengzi zhushu 孟子注疏, in Shisan jing zhushu 十三經注疏, edited by Li Xueqin 李學勤 (Beijing:
Beijing Daxue, 1999), 1.9.

13Shiji, 103.2768.
14Colin Ronan and Joseph Needham, The Shorter Science and Civilisation in China. An Abridgement of

Joseph Needham’s Original Text, vol. 5: The First Section of Volume IV, Part 3; The Final Section of Volume
IV, Part 2 of the Major Series (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 1.

15Shiji, 29.1409–12.
16Charles Sanft, “Debating the Route of the Qin Direct Road (Zhidao): Text and Excavation,” Frontiers of

History in China 6.3 (2011), 323–46; Yinwan Han mu jiandu 尹灣漢墓簡牘, edited by Lianyungangshi
Bowuguan 連雲港市博物館 (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1997), 77, tablet 1.

17Wang Xuenong 王學農 and Liu Jianmin 劉建民, Banliang qian yanjiu yu faxian 半兩錢研究與發現

(Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 2005), 30–31.
18Hanshu, 24B.1168–69.
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taxation system, when provinces had to annually remit cash to the capital, commerce, as
well as temporary and permanent labor migration, can be expected to gradually reorient
toward the loci of privileged access to coinage.19 The longer-term effects were economic
specialization in regions that enjoyed convenient transportation access to the capital,
and probably also the growing standardization of consumer culture as metropolitan
tastes informed production throughout the empire.

Historical Background: Human Migrations and the Rise of Centralized States in the
Warring States Period (453–221 BCE)

Advances in technology and social transformations of the late Spring and Autumn
(770–453 BCE) and the Warring States period triggered demographic growth and ter-
ritorial expansion of the societies within the Zhou cultural sphere.20 The use of
ox-drawn iron plows facilitated agricultural expansion into areas marginal to previous
population centers, particularly the reclamation of fertile alluvial soils in the river
plains.21 Farmer households splitting off from the mainstream lineage structure at
old political cores of the Zhou world seem to have played an important role in the set-
tler societies inhabiting the formerly peripheral lands.22 These changes heralded a new
age in the history of state management of settlement in East Asia. Starting from the
early Bronze Age, palatial centers in northern China were operating large-scale metal-
lurgical production. After the spread of iron metallurgy in the fifth and fourth centuries
BCE, state-managed foundries became important suppliers of agricultural tools to farm-
ers.23 The emerging centralized, bureaucratic administrations of the major Warring
States contributed to the construction of hydraulic infrastructure, especially massive
dikes that enabled large-scale settlements along major rivers.24

Textual evidence suggests that many of the new settlements in the alluvial plains
became state spaces, where governments deployed literate administration and novel tax-
ation techniques to consolidate power. In the fourth century BCE, the state of Qin moved
its capital from the middle reaches of the Wei River into the wider plain of the lower Wei
basin.25 This political move probably capitalized upon, but also contributed to, the major
demographic shift from the well-drained slopes of the basin to its flat center.26 In 364
BCE, Qin’s chief competitor for military dominance in northern China, the state of

19This process was described for the Roman Empire as a “tax-and-trade cycle,” see Keith Hopkins,
“Taxes and Trade in the Roman Empire (200 B.C.–A.D. 400),” The Journal of Roman Studies 70 (1980),
101–25.

20Lothar von Falkenhausen, Chinese Society in the Age of Confucius (1000–250 BC): The Archaeological
Evidence (Los Angeles: Cotsen Institute of Archaeology, UCLA, 2006).

21Liu Xinglin 劉興林, Xian Qin liang Han nongye yu xiangcun juluo de kaoguxue yanjiu 先秦兩漢農業

與鄉村聚落的考古學研究 (Beijing: Wenwu, 2017), 29–39.
22Falkenhausen, Chinese Society in the Age of Confucius, 284.
23Xu Xueshu 徐學書, “Zhanguo wanqi guanying yetie shougongye chutan” 戰國晚期官營冶鐵手工業

初探, Wenbo 2 (1990), 36–41; and Bai Yunxiang 白雲翔, Xian Qin Liang Han tieqi de kaoguxue yanjiu 先

秦兩漢鐵器的考古學研究 (Beijing: Kexue, 2005), 146–48.
24Kimura Masao木村正雄, Chūgoku kodai teikoku no keisei—toku ni seiritsu no kiso jōken 中国古代帝

国の形成——特に成立の基礎条件 (Tokyo: Hikaku bunka kenkysho, 2003).
25The capital was first moved to Yueyang 櫟陽 in 383 BCE, then to Xianyang 咸陽 in 350 BCE, which

remained the Qin capital until the fall of the empire in 207 BCE. See Shiji史記, 10 vols. (Beijing: Zhonghua
Shuju, 2006), 5.201–3.

26Wang Zijin 王子今, “Qin dingdu Xianyang de shengtai dilixue yu jingjixue fenxi” 秦定都咸陽的生態

地理學與經濟學分析, Renwen zazhi 5 (2003), 115–20; and Brian Lander, “Environmental Change and the
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Wei 魏, developed the new metropolitan center around the city of Daliang 大梁 at the
heart of the Great Plain, where an enormous state-managed hydraulic project opened
up vast swaths of agricultural land.27 Along the Middle Yangzi, the state of Chu楚 incor-
porated the lowlands to the south of Dongting Lake in present-day Hunan Province.28

While the governments of the Warring States often took the lead in processes of land
reclamation, much of the agricultural expansion was likely carried out with no substan-
tial contribution by the state. Distanced from the old political centers with their rigid
social hierarchies, the settler and trading diasporas developed new, syncretic identities
and exchange networks that allowed simultaneous participation in various cultural tra-
ditions and economic circuits.29 To some archaeologists, the absence of large and weal-
thy tombs in the excavated Qin cemeteries on the Loess Plateau to the north of the Wei
River, and the relatively loose social hierarchy reflected by the cemetery evidence from
Changsha area in northern Hunan suggest a more egalitarian society where the enforce-
ment of official sumptuary standards was less stringent and class boundaries more
porous than in the old political centers.30 The quests for social mobility and economic
opportunities are likely to have been among the key pull factors driving the colonists
from Qin, Chu, and other regions to settle in peripheral territories that offered not
only cultivable land but also industrial and commercial options.

The centralizing state administrations followed on the heels of the private “expansion
through settlement.”31 In the latter half of the fourth century BCE, the two polities at
the periphery of the Zhou world, Qin and Chu, set up territorial administration in the
regions that recently experienced an inflow of settlers. Between 328 and 324 BCE, the
Qin founded the first of its commanderies, the Shang Commandery 上郡, on the Loess
Plateau to the west of the Yellow River.32 Around the same time, Chu established its
first commanderies along the Yangzi.33

Voluntary individual migration, augmented by state-organized population flows,
emerged as the vital resource of centralized social engineering and economic manage-
ment in the Warring States period. Some ideologists of the fourth century BCE Qin
reforms maintained the view that the entire population of Guanzhong needed to be
replaced by immigrants from overpopulated regions to the east.34 While the feasibility
of such a complete repopulation is doubtful, mortuary evidence suggests that large groups
of settlers from the Fen River basin and the Great Plain moved to the Qin heartland in
the late fourth and third centuries BCE, most likely as the result of some combination of
private migration and state-organized resettlement of conquered populations.35

Rise of the Qin Empire: A Political Ecology of Ancient North China” (PhD diss., Columbia University,
2015).

27Yang Kuan 楊寬, Zhanguo shi 戰國史 (Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin, 2008), 60–61.
28Li Haiyong, “Churen dui Hunan de kaifa jiqi wenhua ronghe yu yanbian” 楚人對湖南的開發及其文

化融合與演變 (PhD diss., Wuhan University, 2003).
29Rowan Flad and Pochan Chen, Ancient Central China: Centers and Peripheries Along the Yangzi River

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 209–77.
30Lothar von Falkenhausen, “Social Ranks in Chu Tombs: The Mortuary Background of the Warring

States Manuscript Finds,” Monumenta Serica 51 (2003), 439–526.
31Falkenhausen, Chinese Society in the Age of Confucius, 284.
32Shiji, 5.206.
33Shiji, 40.1728.
34Jiang Lihong 蔣禮鴻, ed., Shangjun shu zhuizhi 商君書錐指 (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1986), 4.92.
35Teng Mingyu, “From Vassal State to Empire: An Archaeological Examination of Qin Culture,” in Birth of

an Empire: The State of Qin Revisited, edited by Yuri Pines, Gideon Shelach, Lothar von Falkenhausen, and
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Archaeological evidence for the arrival of people from all over the Zhou world can
be found at cemetery sites such as Ta’erpo 塔爾坡, about ten kilometers west of
Xianyang, which was in use from the Late Warring States through the imperial Qin
period.36 Here, both vertical shaft graves and catacomb tombs with various kinds of
skeletal positions and alignment as well as a wide range of burial goods indicate diverse
cultural origins of the tomb occupants.37 Other cemeteries with graves of people from
various cultural backgrounds have been observed across the Guanzhong Basin, suggest-
ing that population of locals and immigrants of various origins coexisted there.38 The
assemblages of elite tombs from various sites show clear indicators of outside connec-
tion such as bronze vessels of types usually associated with the Sichuan Basin, vessels
produced in Zhongshan (present-day Hebei), and other items from the Great Plain
or other eastern regions. Nevertheless, the assemblages do not show any regularity in
composition, and it is thus difficult to determine the place of origin or identity of
the tomb occupants.39

Many of the significant political, economic, and socio-cultural transformations in
the mid-fourth century BCE state of Qin need to be understood against this background
of heterogenous population. According to the Shiji, in 350 BCE Shang Yang ordered the
“grouping” ( ji 集) of small townships into thirty-one (or forty-one, according to alter-
native record) counties (xian 縣).40 This radical change in settlement pattern was
accompanied by a comprehensive survey of agricultural land in Guanzhong.41 Land dis-
tribution was the key measure recommended for attracting migrants to Qin,42 so it was
crucial to have an accurate knowledge of the size of land under cultivation in each
administrative unit, information that was also essential for the Qin system of land tax-
ation. In the third century BCE, the Qin government presided over the construction of
the Zheng Guo Canal (named after its chief engineer, Zheng Guo 鄭國, himself an
immigrant from the state of Han 韓), a major irrigation project that, according to
the historical records, converted around 40,000 qing (ca. 185,000 ha) of marshy and
saline land into farmland available for distribution to cultivators.43

At the state’s core, the Qin government sought to manage migration in order to put
human and natural resources under centralized control. In the outlying regions, reset-
tlement and colonization were critical to the Qin strategy of territorial expansion and
military provisioning. Agricultural colonies of settlers recruited in the Qin heartland,
especially among the lower social ranks, were planted in the immediate rear of the

Robin D. S. Yates (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 71–112; Chen Li, “Cong kaogu ziliao
kan “Shangjun shu: Lai min” de zhenshixing: jianlun Zhanguo wanqi Qin Xianyang fujin yimin fenbu de tedian”
從考古資料看《上郡書⋅徠民》的真實性：兼論戰國晚期秦咸陽附近移民分佈的特點, Bianjiang minzu
kaogu yu minzu kaoguxue jikan 1 (2009), 312–21.

36Xianyangshi Wenwu Kaogu Yanjiusuo 咸阳市文物考古研究所, Ta’erpo Qin mu 塔爾破秦墓 (Xi’an:
San Qin, 1998).

37Teng Mingyu 藤銘予, “Xianyang Ta’erpo Qin mudi zai tantao” 咸陽塔爾破秦墓地再探討, Beifang
wenwu 4 (2004), 7–14.

38For the example of Dianzi 店子, see Teng Mingyu, “Dianzi mudi de xingcheng yu fazhan ji xiangguan
wenti taolun” 店子墓地的形成与發展及相關問題討論, Kaogu yu wenwu suppl. (2002), 286–98.

39Teng Mingyu, “From Vassal State to Empire,” 90–92.
40Shiji, 5.203, 68.2232.
41Frank Leeming, “Official Landscapes in Traditional China,” Journal of the Economic and Social History

of the Orient 23.1/2 (1980), 153–204.
42Jiang, Shangjun shu zhuizhi, 4.92.
43Shiji, 29.1408.
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critical war theaters to serve as a supply base to the Qin armies in the field. In several
strategically important conquered areas, such as the lower Fen River valley (in the
southwest of present-day Shanxi Province), Sanmenxia (western Henan Province),
and the former Chu capital region on the Jianghan Plain (in Hubei Province), local
populations were largely replaced by colonists who depended on the state not only
for their land, farming tools, and seed grain but also for organization and security.44

After the Qin had succeeded in conquering its rivals and “unifying” continental East
Asia in 221 BCE, the management of human migration remained one of the critical
tasks for the imperial government. The ability to direct population flows into desired
directions became one of the markers of state power, and efficient responses to migra-
tion crises turned into an essential source of ruler legitimacy. At a more fundamental
level, the empire’s capacity to carry out its foreign and domestic policies, integrate
and control territories, its very geographical shape were largely products of migration
processes, many of which were organized or induced by the state.

The Metropolitan Region as Center and Focus Point of Migration Movements

The Guanzhong Plain 關中平原 is located in the lower Wei River basin and extends
across about thirteen thousand square kilometers. It is surrounded by mountains and
highlands and gained its name, “Within the Passes,” from the four passes that provide
access into the valley from different directions: Dasan 大散關 (in the west), Hangu 函
谷關 (in the east), Wu 武關 (in the southeast), and Xiao 蕭關 (in the northwest). It
encompasses the center of Shaanxi Province with its largest cities Xianyang 咸陽,
Xi’an 西安 (Chang’an 長安), Baoji 寶鷄, and Weinan 渭南. This region was the center
of the Neolithic Yangshao 仰韶 Culture; the core of the Western Zhou and, later, the
Qin state, as well as the capital region for several imperial dynasties until and including
the Tang (618–907 CE). The Qin are assumed to have originated to the west of
Guanzhong Basin, in the uplands of modern-day eastern Gansu. Archaeological evi-
dence—almost exclusively from graves—suggests that they moved from there into
Guanzhong early in the Spring and Autumn period (771–453 BCE), settling first at
the western extremity of the plain, then moving east to establish residence near Baoji
in the seventh century BCE, and finally establishing their capital in the lower Wei
River basin in the fourth century BCE.45

The administrative centralization in the mid-Warring States Qin and subsequent
imperial “unification” made Guanzhong a very special region in the nascent empire.
The exalted status of the emperor of Qin and the importance of his capital led to the
construction of large-scale palatial buildings at the capital city of Xianyang, including
the E’pang Palace 阿房宮 which was never completed.46 Additionally, the First

44For the archaeological evidence of the replacement of the local burial assemblages in the lower Fen
Basin and around the former Chu capital on the Jianghan Plain with those typical of the contemporary
mortuary culture of the core Qin region of Guanzhong, see Zhao Huacheng 趙化成, “Qin tongyi qianhou
Qin wenhua yu lieguo wenhua de pengzhuang ji ronghe” 秦統一前後秦文化與列國文化的碰撞及融合,
in Su Bingqi yu dangdai Zhongguo kaoguxue 蘇秉琦與當代中國考古學, edited by Su Bai 蘇白 (Beijing:
Kexue, 2001), 619–30; Teng Mingyu, Qin wenhua: cong fengguo dao diguo de kaoguxue guancha 秦文化：

從封國到帝國的考古學觀察 (Beijing: Xueyuan, 2003), 126–27; and Chen Hong 陳洪, Qin wenhua zhi
kaoguxue yanjiu 秦文化之考古學研究 (Beijing: Kexue, 2016), 241–43

45Zhao Huacheng, “New Explorations of Early Qin Culture,” in Birth of an Empire, 53–70.
46Charles Sanft, “The Construction and Deconstruction of Epanggong: Notes from the Crossroads of

History and Poetry,” Oriens Extremus 47 (2008), 160–76.
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Emperor’s mausoleum complex is located in the Guanzhong Plain, as is part of Qin’s
largest road project, the “straight road” (zhidao 直道), which commenced in the capi-
tal.47 During the Western Han period, large settlements were built near the imperial
tombs, the so-called mausoleum towns (lingyi 陵邑) (Figure 2).48 All of these construc-
tion works required considerable manpower, while the capital and other urban centers
in Guanzhong needed residents, administrators, artisans, merchants, cooks, artists, all
in all considerably more people than were already present in the region. These mouths
had to be fed, thus requiring agricultural intensification both in the Guanzhong and in
other regions that became food suppliers for the capital.

Creating an Imperial Space: Population Intensification in Guanzhong
Of the Qin capital Xianyang, only the location of roads, palaces, and workshop areas is
known, and only a small part of them has been excavated.49 Substantial residential areas
or marketplaces are yet to be found, making it difficult to assess population size or liv-
ing arrangements. Textual accounts suggest that the Guanzhong region was home to
over 2.3 million people by the time of 2 CE census, suggesting that the area was densely
populated. However, there are no similar accounts for the Qin or early Western Han.50

Qin is known for its building projects, many of which took place in the metropolitan
region and involved large number of laborers and managerial personnel. Not all of them
were brought here by force. From textual accounts, we know that some members of the
elite were attracted into Xianyang by financial incentives.51 Additionally, many admin-
istrators and artisans would have been attracted by rewards and promised career
progression.

Archaeological evidence casts some light on the origins of these migrants. Pottery
tiles with inscriptions relating personal information such as name, rank, and birthplace
found at the Zhaobeihu 趙背戶 cemetery show that these were individuals from further
east, including Shandong, Henan, Hebei, and Jiangsu.52 There is some debate as to if
these and others buried in the vicinity were convicts, corvée laborers, or hired hands.
It is clear that they were involved in the building of the mausoleum.53 Mitochondrial
DNA from the bones of nineteen individuals from a burial pit located at about five-
hundred meter distance from the Terracotta Army at Shanren 山任 reflects the popu-
lation more diverse than any of the modern local populations from across China that
they were compared to, suggesting that people buried at this cemetery had come
from a variety of locations across the empire.54 The researchers who conducted these

47Sanft, “Debating the Route,” 323–46.
48Michael Loewe, “The Tombs Built for Han Chengdi and Migrations of the Population,” in Chang’an 26

BCE: An Augustan Age in China, edited by Michael Nylan and Griet Vankeerberghen (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2015), 201–17.

49Shaanxisheng Kaogu Yanjiusuo 陝西省考古研究所, Qin du Xianyang kaogu baogao 秦都咸陽考古

報告 (Beijing: Kexue, 2004).
50Ge Jianxiong, Xi Han renkou dili 西漢人口地理 (Beijing: Xinhua, 1986).
51Shiji, 6.239.
52Shihuangling Qin Yongkeng Kaogu Fajuedui 始皇陵秦俑坑考古發掘隊, “Qin Shihuang ling xice

Zhaobeihu cun Qin xingtu mu” 秦始皇陵西側趙背戶村秦刑徒墓, Wenwu 3 (1982), 1–11.
53Xu Weimin 徐衛民, “Qin Han xingtu mu dingming shangque” 秦漢刑徒墓定名商榷, Xibu kaogu 1

(2019), 138–42.
54Zhi Xu, Fan Zhang, Bosong Xu, Jingze Tan, Shilin Li, Chunxiang Li, Hui Zhou, Hong Zhu, Jun Zhang,

Qingbo Duan, and Li Jin, “Mitochondrial DNA Evidence for a Diversified Origin of Workers Building
Mausoleum for First Emperor of China,” PLOS ONE 3.10 (2008), 1–7.

212 Maxim Korolkov and Anke Hein

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/jc

h.
20

20
.4

5 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2020.45


analyses suggest that there may be a relatively high proportion of people of southern
origin among them; however, given the small number of samples and methodological
issues with comparing ancient DNA data with modern populations, this hypothesis
needs to be tested further.

Another study chose samples from the city of Liyi 麗邑 and Shanren, investigating
their diets via isotope study and comparing the evidence to data from other sites across
China.55 The Liyi data shows a strong reliance on millet combined with varying
amounts of protein from domestic animals, a result that fits with isotope, archaeobotan-
ical, and zooarchaeological data from northern China.56 Of the Shanren individuals,
only one has a profile similar to those of Liyi while all others attest to lower levels of
protein consumptions, as would be expected from a lower-status group employed to
do manual labor as opposed to a group of city dwellers. The Shanren population sur-
vived on a mixed diet of millet, rice, and possibly wheat, likely supplemented with wild
game. The closest comparanda were found in Hubei, but the spread of the values would
also allow for origins further south. The authors of the isotope study suggest that these
individuals may have been prisoners taken after the defeat of the southern state of Chu;
but at present this proposition, though appealing, is entirely speculative.

It has recently been argued that Guanzhong never had dense forests during the
Holocene, and that its natural vegetation ranged from shrubby grassland to mixed

Figure 2. Mausoleum towns in the Guanzhong region

55Ying Ma, Benjamin T. Fuller, Weigang Sun, Songmei Hu, Liang Chen, Yaowu Hu, and Michael
P. Richards, “Tracing the Locality of Prisoners and Workers at the Mausoleum of Qin Shi Huang: First
Emperor of China (259–210 BC),” Scientific Reports 6.1 (2016), 26731–38.

56Y. Ma, B. T. Fuller, L. Chen, C. Zhao, Y. Hu, and M. P. Richards, “Reconstructing Diet of the Early Qin
(ca. 700–400) at Xishan,” International Journal of Osteoarchaeology 26. 6 (2016), 959–73.
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forest.57 Whatever timber resources were available in the plain and at its hilly margins
appear to have been exhausted by the imperial Qin times when logs were brought in
from Sichuan for the construction of the E’pang Palace.58 At the Loess Plateau to the
north of Guanzhong, there is evidence for deforestation and soil erosion leading to
higher sediment loads in the Yellow River, changes in river courses, and higher frequen-
cies of flooding.59 All of these were the results of large building projects, intensification
of agriculture and various types of production activities, and the movement of people
into the region. These trends and developments toward an increasingly anthropocenic
environment commenced already in the Neolithic but accelerated considerably during
the early imperial period.60 There are some disagreements concerning the role of cli-
mate fluctuations in these environmental changes as opposed to the human-made
impact.61

By the mid-Han period, rather than having too few people, the Guanzhong region had
become densely populated, and even less suitable lands on the Loess Plateau and in the
mountains had to be opened up, especially in the pastoral region in the north that had
previously been home to relatively few people.62 Archaeological, inscriptional, and trans-
mitted textual evidence combine to draw an impressive picture of state-orchestrated pop-
ulation intensification in the metropolitan region of Qin and Han Empires.

State-Organized Resettlements, Their Cost, and Limitations
Within less than a year after the proclamation of the Qin Empire in 221 BCE, its ruler
ordered the resettlement of 120,000 “powerful and wealthy” (haofu 豪富) households
from the recently conquered territories in the east to the imperial capital Xianyang.63

Based on a very conservative assumption that each household consisted of five individ-
uals, this party amounted to at least 600,000 individuals.64

By the end of the Western Han two centuries later, the census recorded 2,436,360
residents, but the population during the Qin imperial period was probably considerably
smaller (although we do not know by how much).65 In any case, the 221 BCE migration
event would have resulted in a considerable increase in Guanzhong’s population and
concomitant strain on the ecology and resources of the host community. Moreover,
the sources explicitly state that these households were settled in the capital or its imme-
diate vicinity,66 so their arrival ushered in a dramatic surge in agriculturally nonproduc-
tive urban population. One recently published unprovenanced manuscript from

57See Brian Lander, “Birds and Beasts Were Many: The Ecology and Climate of the Guanzhong Basin in
the Pre-Imperial Period,” forthcoming in Early China 43 (2020).

58Duan Chang-Qun, Gan Xue-Chun, Jeanny Wang, and Paul K. Chien, “Relocation of Civilization
Centers in Ancient China: Environmental Factors,” Ambio 27.7 (1998), 572–75.

59Geping Qu, Jingchang Li, Baozhong Jiang, Ran Gu, and Robert B. Boardman, Population and the
Environment in China (Boulder: Rienner, 1994), 7–22.

60Yijie Zhuang and Tristram R. Kidder, “Archaeology of the Anthropocene in the Yellow River Region,
China, 8000–2000 cal. BP.,” The Holocene 24.11 (2014), 1602–23.

61Qing Pei, Harry F. Lee, and David D. Zhang, “Long-Term Association between Climate Change and
Agriculturalists’ Migration in Historical China,” The Holocene 28.2 (2018), 208–16.

62Qing Pei, David D. Zhang, and Harry F. Lee, “Contextualizing Human Migration in Different
Agro-Ecological Zones in Ancient China,” Quaternary International 426 (2016), 65–74.

63Shiji, 6.239.
64Chunqiu fanlu yizheng 春秋繁露義證, edited by Su Yu 蘇輿 (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1992), 8.240.
65Hanshu, 28A.1543–48.
66Shiji, 6.239.
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imperial Qin times suggests grain imports to Guanzhong from as far away as the Middle
Yangzi.67 Even so, it seems that the Qin capital was in the end unable to cope with the
influx of migrants. After less than ten years many of its residents were resettled to other
locations in Guanzhong, including Yunyang and the First Emperor’s mausoleum town
near Mt. Li (see Appendix).68

Incomplete as it might be, this data presented in the Appendix suggests that the most
substantial state-organized resettlements took place at the beginning of the imperial era,
particularly after the Qin conquest of the eastern states and on completion of the wars
of Qin succession in 202 BCE. Scholars have pointed out that the resettlements to the
metropolitan region pursued the double goal of increasing population numbers while at
the same time uprooting aristocratic clans and wealthy landowners in the eastern part
of the empire.69 However, these motivations persisted throughout the empire’s lifespan.
To explain the rarity of large-scale, state-organized resettlements as well as why they
occurred when they did, it is important to consider the cost of such projects.

Migrations entail costs associated with the disruption of habitual lifestyles, liquida-
tion of immobile property, travel expenses, and settlement at a new place. In the case of
state-organized migration, these costs were partly shouldered by the government.
Textual evidence of the logistical aspects of resettlement is scanty and primarily focuses
on convicted criminals serving terms outside of their home areas. According to a looted
manuscript from the Yuelu Academy collection, the Qin law required parties of con-
victs escorted under the official supervision to progress at the speed of 60 li (ca. 25 kilo-
meters) per day and to stay at designated places overnight.70 Travelling parties had carts
to carry their belongings. These carts were pulled by oxen but probably more often by
convicts themselves.71 The same conditions applied to conscripted frontier soldiers en
route to their service destinations.72 Like all travelers on state commission, convicts and
conscripts received food rations at the state-managed storage facilities along the route of
their journey.73 That travel expenses were a serious concern is suggested by legal

67A document from the collection of looted Qin manuscripts acquired by Peking University contains a
detailed description of a route for grain shipment from the Middle Yangzi basin (present-day Hubei prov-
ince) to the imperial granaries in the Luoyang area that served to supply the Qin capital. The text is dated
from the imperial Qin period. For a discussion, see, for example, Xin Deyong 辛德勇, “Beijing Daxue cang
Qin shui licheng jiance chubu yanjiu” 北京大學藏秦水陸里程簡策初步研究, Chutu wenxian 4 (2013),
177–279.

68For a discussion and source references, see Ge Jianxiong et al., Jianming Zhongguo yimin shi, 61; Jia
Junxia 賈俊俠, “Qin Han shiqi Qi Lu guizu qianxi Guanzhong kaoshu” 秦漢時期齊魯貴族遷徙關中考

述, Shaanxi Shifan Daxue xuebao (zhexue shehui kexue ban) 陝西師範大學學報（哲學社會科學版） 1
(2012), 39–44.

69Michael Loewe, “The Tombs Built for Han Chengdi,” 213–14.
70Yuelu shuyuan cang Qin jian 岳麓書院藏秦簡, vol. 4, edited by Chen Songchang 陳松長 (Shanghai:

Shanghai cishu, 2015), 145–46, slips 232–36. See also Shuihudi Qin mu zhujian, 155–56, slips 46–49;
Hulsewé, Remnants of Ch’in Law, 195–96.

71Shiji, 99.2715, comm. 2; Wang Liqi 王利器, ed. and comm., Yantielun jiaozhu 鹽鐵論校注 (Beijing:
Zhonghua Shuju, 1992), 4.241.

72Zhao Chongliang 趙寵亮, “Qin Han shuzu fubian wenti chutan” 秦漢戍卒赴邊問題初探, in Feiling
guanglu: Zhongguo gudai jiaotong shi lunji 飛軨廣路：中國古代交通史論集, edited by Zeng Lei 曾磊,
Sun Wenbo 孫聞博, Xu Chang 徐暢, and Li Lanfang 李蘭芳 (Beijing: Zhongguo Shehui Kexueyuan,
2015), 136–56.

73Yang Jian 楊建, Xi Han chuqi jinguan zhidu yanjiu 西漢初期津關制度研究 (Shanghai: Shanghai
Guji, 2010), 116–21.
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regulations that insisted on rigorous control over travel speed and repeatedly empha-
sized that no delays would be tolerated.

How large were these expenses? Two relatively well-documented resettlement episodes
of 221 and 199 BCE mainly targeted the populations at the Central Plains and the
Shandong region (see Appendix). Today, a trip from the Linzi 臨淄 area in the lower
reaches of the Yellow River, where the capital of the state of Qi 齊 was located, to
Guanzhong would take around 900 kilometers, or c. 2,000 li. Of course, it was a consid-
erably longer route in antiquity over roads that were often in less than ideal condition.
Additionally, migrants would have been heavily burdened with their belongings, and
the elderly and children could hardly be expected to march fast. The abovementioned
travel speed of 60 li (ca. 25 kilometers) per day prescribed by the Qin statute for the con-
vict parties was probably unrealistic,74 but we will use this figure for now as it is the only
number recorded in contemporary sources. Based on these assumptions, which greatly
downplay the real duration of travel, the resettlement would require thirty-six days.

While on the way, resettlers were organized in parties accompanied by officials, and
probably received grain rations, as did all other state-organized travelers during the
early imperial period. The size of these rations was determined by each individual’s
age and gender. An official was entitled to one dou (two liters) of grain per day: the
same as the rations for the working convicts.75 If the same norm was applied to reset-
tlers, supplying one person for the whole period of travel would have required 36 dou
(or 3.6 shi = 72 liters) of grain. Although women and children received smaller rations
than adult men, this figure is still a gross underestimate based on unrealistically opti-
mistic assumptions about travel distance and speed. It also does not take the provision-
ing of cart-pulling oxen or supervising officials into account. When all these factors are
considered, the estimate should be at least doubled. Moving 100,000 people, as in 199
BCE, would have required a minimum of 7.2 million liters (360,000 shi) of grain, and
moving 600,000 people in 221 BCE, 43.2 million liters (2.16 million shi).

How large a percentage of the central government’s grain reserves do these numbers
represent? No data is available for the imperial revenues during the Qin or early
Western Han periods. Two hundred years later, at the end of the Western Han, a pop-
ulous and economically prosperous province, the Donghai 東海 Commandery in what
is now southern Shandong and northern Jiangsu, reported an annual grain revenue of
506,600 shi, of which 412,600 were spent locally and the remaining 94,000 shi available
to the central government as a surplus.76 It remains unclear whether this surplus was
eventually shipped to the state granaries elsewhere or stockpiled within the comman-
dery’s territory. Assuming that Donghai represented roughly 1/40 of the imperial rev-
enue, the total volume of annual grain reserves of the central government would have
been 3.76 million shi (ca. 58,656 tons of millet grain).77 The resettlement of 600,000

74This is suggested by the comparison with a better documented resettlement of a large group of Kaifeng
開封 residents to Yanjing 燕京 about 650 kilometers to the north, after the Northern Song capital was
sacked by the Jurchen at the beginning of 1127 CE. It took them two months to reach the destination, sug-
gesting a travel speed of 10–11 kilometers per day. See Patricia Ebrey, “State-Forced Relocations in China,
900–1300,” in State Power in China, 900–1325, edited by Patricia Ebrey and Paul Smith (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 2016), 307–40, esp. 323.

75For the rations of traveling officials, see Shuihudi Qin mu zhujian, 60, slips 180–82. For the convict
rations, see Shuihudi Qin mu zhujian, 33–34, slips 55–56.

76Yinwan Han mu jiandu, 78.
77Walter Scheidel, “State Revenue and Expenditure in the Han and Roman Empires,” in State Power in

Ancient China and Rome, edited by Walter Scheidel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 150–80.

216 Maxim Korolkov and Anke Hein

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/jc

h.
20

20
.4

5 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2020.45


people in 221 BCE would have taken about 58 percent of the annual grain revenue by
the most conservative estimate and more likely well above 100 percent, especially con-
sidering that the migrants had to be supplied for a long period after arrival at their des-
tination. In other words, if we accept the number provided in our sources as more or
less accurate,78 such a resettlement would have required years of reserve accumulation
and still put the state coffers under extreme pressure.

These estimates, of course, need to be qualified in many ways. Some of the resettlers
could have been asked to finance their move themselves. It can be assumed that wealthy
individuals had their land and maybe other property confiscated, thus balancing out
some of the costs involved in their relocation. One should also consider the composi-
tion of state revenue, which was considerably more monetized by the end of Western
Han period than in the late third century BCE. The poll tax collected in coin (suanfu
算賦) was introduced at the beginning of Western Han.79 Another major step in the
monetization of state revenue was the establishment of iron and salt monopolies
under Emperor Wu (141–87 BCE), the regime under which the local agencies of the
central government engaged in commerce to draw profits from the expanding mar-
kets.80 At the same time, on completion of the Qin wars in 202 BCE, the tax base
was undoubtedly much smaller than after two centuries of relative peace and economic
prosperity under the Western Han.81 The above estimate, crude as it is, conveys the

78The reliability of these numbers is a problem that the historians of Early China have been grappling
with for many decades. For a recent discussion, particularly with regard to migrant numbers, see
Barbieri-Low, “Coerced Migration and Resettlement in the Qin Imperial Expansion,” 6–7. Derk Bodde
believes that the Shiji number of aristocratic households resettled in 221 BCE, 120,000, was possibly
“selected as a multiple of 6, the number that the Ch’in government allegedly decided to emphasize in
221 as part of its cult of the element of water and its correlates.” See Bodde, “The State and Empire of
Ch’in,” in The Cambridge History of China, vol. 1: The Ch’in and Han Empires, edited by Denis
Twitchett and Michael Loewe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 101. In this case, the pos-
sibly exaggerated number of households is counterbalanced by the fact that “the aristocratic families …
would have been considerably larger than the average peasant family of five.” All in all, the 221 BCE
event almost certainly represented a resettlement of an extraordinary scale. We suspect that the two slightly
smaller though still substantial resettlements of 212 BCE, which are reported to have jointly involved 80,000
households (see Appendix), were the follow-up adjustments designed to relieve the capital of overpopula-
tion. In view of this latter number, the 221 BCE migration may have involved well over 100,000 households.

79Hanshu, 1A.46.
80Richard Von Glahn, The Economic History of China from Antiquity to the Nineteenth Century

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 113–20.
81Any calculations, particularly for the Qin and the beginning of the Han period, are by necessity some-

what speculative, considering the virtual absence of numerical evidence. They are meant to provide the
sense of the order of magnitude rather than accurate numbers. According to Walter Scheidel’s analysis
of Donghai Commandery statistics, the in-kind grain revenue constituted about 11 percent of the govern-
ment’s income, the rest being represented by monetary payments, see Scheidel, “State Revenue and
Expenditure,” 151–52. This ratio was certainly much more in favor of in-kind revenues in the late third
and early second century BCE. The total amount of central government’s income was also much smaller.
In the absence of any budgetary figures akin to those of the Yinwan documents, the only possible proxy are
the population numbers. One detailed study assesses the empire’s population at the beginning of the
Western Han period as 13 million people, or about 20 percent of the late Western Han number. See
Shang Xinli 尚新麗, “Xi Han renkou yanjiu” 西漢人口研究 (PhD diss., Zhengzhou University, 2003),
13–17. More than half of this population was living in the eastern part of the empire, which was divided
into regional princedoms largely autonomous from the central government, including their finances. The
taxable population available to the imperial authorities at the beginning of the Western Han period was
therefore about 10 percent of that at the times of the Donghai Commandery records. Newly published
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degree of pressure that the massive resettlements at the dawn of the imperial era exerted
on the government’s resources.

The high cost of organizing and financing migrations helps to explain why large-
scale resettlement projects took place either immediately after massive internal warfare
or in the wake of great natural disasters such as the break of the Yellow River dikes
(Table 1). While wars and floods caused enormous economic damage, they also gener-
ated masses of displaced population who could be deployed in colonization campaigns
on a scale unachievable in regular state-organized resettlements. These groups would
require much less incentive to move, given that they had already been uprooted, and
their expectations in terms of provisions along the road would be a lot more moderate
than in the case of people who first had to be persuaded by the government to move
elsewhere.

Admittedly, the social background and circumstances of these migrants varied
greatly. What nevertheless makes the cases listed in Table 1 similar is the strong political
motivation on the side of the central government to manage resettlements in spite of
the enormous pressure on the state finances. The powerful aristocratic lineages of the
exterminated eastern states were perceived as an existential threat to the newborn
empires that had to be reduced at all costs. The settlement of flood refugees was not
something that could be neglected without risking major social turmoil. In other

Table 1. Largest state-organized resettlements, third to first centuries BCE

Date BCE Resettlement event Number of resettlers Preceding events

221 Resettlement of aristocratic and wealthy
families from the conquered eastern
states to Guanzhong

120,000 households Campaigns of Qin
unification

199 Resettlement of aristocratic families from
the states of Qi and Chu to Guanzhong

100,000 individuals Civil wars of Qin
succession

After 132 Flood refugees resettled to Shuofang朔方
Commandery and other areas in the
northwest

700,000 individuals Yellow River dike
breach and
subsequent floods82

127 Volunteers resettled to Shuofang
Commandery

100,000 individuals83

119 Population of the eastern regions
destitute after the floods resettled to
northern, northwestern, and
southeastern commanderies

725,000 individuals Yellow River dike
breach and
subsequent floods84

107 Flood refugees from the eastern regions
resettled to the frontier commanderies

400,000 individuals (?) Yellow River dike
breach and
subsequent floods85

excavated documents suggest that the Qin Empire equally failed to establish an efficient centralized control
over most of the territories conquered during the final decade of the Warring States era, which roughly
coincided with the territories of the early Han princedoms. For a discussion, see Korolkov,
“Empire-Building and Market-Making at the Qin Frontier,” 183–97.

82Hanshu, 24B.1162.
83Hanshu, 6.170.
84Hanshu, 6.178.
85Hanshu, 46.2197–98.
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words, political externalities made the imperial government willing to accept economic
costs that would probably be perceived as too large under normal circumstances. In
order to exert a sustainable demographic and socio-economic impact, these rare
cases of large-scale state-organized migrations had to be augmented by more stable
population flows such as voluntary migration. Let us see how this relationship between
the state-organized and private migration played out in the capital region.

Stimulation of Urban Demand
The largest of the state-managed resettlement campaigns to the metropolitan region, the
relocation of 120,000 elite households in 221 BCE, specifically targeted the imperial
capital of Xianyang. In 212 BCE, 30,000 Xianyang households were resettled to the
newly founded town near the First Emperor’s mausoleum at Mt. Li. During the
Western Han, mausoleum towns became the backbone of the resettlement programs.86

In almost all recorded episodes of state-organized resettlement, immigrants to the cap-
ital region ended up in one such town (see Appendix). By the beginning of the first cen-
tury CE, the registered population of the largest “mausoleum county,” Maoling 茂陵
(mausoleum of Emperor Wu, r. 141–87 BCE; town founded in 139 BCE), comprised
277,277 people, surpassing the capital Chang’an with its 246,200 residents. The popu-
lation of another mausoleum county, Changling 長陵 (mausoleum of Emperor Gao,
r. 202–195 BCE; mausoleum town probably founded around 199 BCE), numbered
179,469 people.87 No population numbers are available for the other seven Western
Han mausoleum counties mentioned in the geographical treatise (Dilizhi 地理志) of
the Hanshu, but they must have been considerable.88 Some scholars argue that half
of the population of the three metropolitan districts, which numbered 2,436,360 people
at the turn of the common era, resided in the mausoleum counties,89 but large ceme-
teries to allow the numerical assessment of these population centers have yet to be
found.

The newly founded mausoleum counties probably included groups of locals as well
as immigrants. Although some scholars view these figures as referring to urban popu-
lations,90 the Hanshu mentions larger territorial units, counties, rather than towns.
Thus, it is reasonable to assume that population numbers included both urban and
countryside dwellers.91 This said, settlement data—unfortunately gained exclusively
from surveys rather than excavation work—suggests that the mausoleum towns were

86For a discussion of Western Han mausoleum towns as a state-sponsored instrument for the economic
development of capital region, see S.V. Dmitriev, “Imperatorskii mavzolei epokhi Zapadnaya Khan’ (206
g. do n.e.–9 g. n.e.): nekotoriye soobrazheniya,” Kratkiye soobsheniya Instituta Archeologii 229 (2013),
57–70.

87Hanshu 28A.1543–1548. For a map consult Mark Lewis, The Early Chinese Empires: Qin and Han
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 96.

88These counties are Baling 霸陵 (Emperor Wen, r. 180–157 BCE), Nanling 南陵 (Emperor Wen’s
mother), Duling 杜陵 (Emperor Xuan, r. 74–49 BCE), Yunling 雲陵 (Emperor Zhao’s mother),
Yangling 陽陵 (Emperor Jing, r. 157–141 BCE), Anling 安陵 (Emperor Hui, r. 195–188 BCE), and
Pingling 平陵 (Emperor Zhao, r. 87–74 BCE).

89Ge Jianxiong et al., Jianming Zhongguo yimin shi, 66.
90See Loewe, “The Tombs Built for Han Chengdi,” 213, who considers the population numbers in the

Hanshu (see the next footnote) as referring to “registered population of large urban areas.”
91A typical entry for a commandery-level administrative unit looks the following way: “commandery

name + commandery population in 2 CE + number of counties + list of counties.” Hanshu, 28A.1543–
604; 28B.1609–39.
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urban centers of a considerably greater scale than the standard county towns and prob-
ably approached the commandery centers and capitals of regional princedoms in terms
of area and population.92 Moreover, new towns were built even when the county in
question already had an administrative seat of its own. This suggests that the mauso-
leum towns were intentionally founded as new urban centers and that resettlers there
were primarily urban dwellers. Therefore, the high urbanization rates in the lower
Wei River valley during the Western Han period were probably mostly caused by the
rise of mausoleum towns.93

Was the urban growth in the metropolitan region achieved through state-organized
resettlement projects? While some scholars argue that migrants brought to the region at
the beginning of the early imperial period formed the backbone of Guanzhong’s urban
population,94 one needs to bear in mind that pre-modern urban populations were sub-
ject to attrition due to unhealthy sanitary conditions, resulting in demographic decline
at the annual rate of approximately 1 percent for large cities.95 Indeed, of three major
urban centers of Chang’an, Changling, and Maoling, the household to population rates
in the former two were, respectively, 1:3.0 and 1:3.5, and only the latter one probably
had positive population dynamics with a rate of 1:4.5.96 Steady arrival of new residents
was needed for the reproduction and expansion of the Guanzhong cities.

What we know about the size of settler parties suggests that only a relatively small por-
tion of this population influx was brought about by state-managed migration. Although
such numbers are available just in a few cases, it seems that a standard size of settler party
was about 5,000 households (see Appendix),97 a far cry from the great resettlements of
221 and 199 BCE. Moreover, in many recorded instances, this number represents a
quota for households allowed to move to mausoleum towns and not the size of the settler
party organized and funded by the state. Regardless the degree of state involvement in
the resettlement, the government in many cases targeted wealthy groups. In cases
when the migrants were commoners (presumably bringing little or no wealth of their
own), the government awarded them large amounts of cash, sometimes also land and
dwellings. Moreover, cash could also be granted to the wealthy households (see
Appendix). Some scholars suggest this money was partly used to pay for housing con-
struction when the government provided only land plots,98 but food was also a major
concern. Between 129 BCE and 2 CE—i.e., during the period of mausoleum town devel-
opment and concomitant resettlements to the metropolitan region—official grain imports
to Guanzhong increased twelve-fold, from 20,000 to 245,000 tons.99

The scale of cash disbursements to immigrants suggests that this was one of the
major channels for pumping liquidity into the economy. The award of 100,000 cash
(the minimal award amount mentioned) per household to just 5,000 households

92Yang Wuzhan楊武站 and Wang Dong王東, “Xi Han lingyi yingjian xiangguan wenti yanjiu”西漢陵

邑營建問題研究, Wenbo 6 (2014), 39–43.
93Chen Bo 陳博, Cong zhongxin dao bianjiang: Han diguo chengshi yu chengshi tixi de kaoguxue yanjiu

從中心到邊疆——漢帝國城市與城市體系的考古學研究 (Beijing: Kexue Chubanshe, 2016), 136–37.
94Ge Jianxiong et al., Jianming Zhongguo yimin shi, 60.
95Walter Scheidel, “Human Mobility in Roman Italy, I: The Free Population,” The Journal of Roman

Studies 94 (2004), 1–26, esp. 15–17.
96Hanshu 28A.1543–48. See also Loewe, “The Tombs Built for Han Chengdi,” 213.
97For the suggestion that 5,000 households represented a typical settler party to the mausoleum towns

during the Western Han period, see Jia Junxia, “Qin Han shiqi Qi Lu guizu qianxi Guanzhong kaoshu,” 41.
98Yang Wuzhan and Wang Dong, “Xi Han lingyi yingjian xiangguan wenti yanjiu,” 42.
99Michael Nylan, “Supplying the Capital with Water and Food,” in Chang’an 26 BCE, 99–130, esp. 109–10.
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would have resulted in a one-time distribution of 500 million cash, more than twice the
annual output of the imperial mints at the height of their productivity between 112 BCE
and the first century CE.100 In addition to the newly cast coins, the central government
collected large sums of cash in taxes and through state monopolies, which, according to
some estimates, amounted to as much as 7 billion cash by the end of Western Han
period, while the total revenue equaled more than 18 billion.101 While some levies
were collected in kind, the tax system was considerably monetized by the turn of the
common era, and vast majority of taxes were received in cash. This means that the cen-
tral government had funds for massive cash distributions to the resettlers in mausoleum
towns, yet such distributions would have represented a comparatively large part of its
annual spending and resulted in enormous concentration of liquidity in the metropol-
itan region. Although it cannot be ruled out that some of these grants assumed the form
of tax breaks rather than actual money handouts, other lines of evidence suggest that
the capital region was the major concentration of demand for agricultural and manu-
factured products as well as for labor. This made possible the market-driven logistical
initiatives of the central government such as grain shipments to regions of high
demand, and also served as an economic impetus for the reorientation of human mobil-
ity networks toward the imperial core.102 Records of individuals voluntarily resettling to
Guanzhong are scattered across the transmitted histories and seem to have been a typ-
ical pattern of private geographic mobility in the Qin and Han empires.103

The centers of artificially high demand for material goods, initially created through
state-organized resettlements and redistribution of wealth and sustained by ongoing pri-
vate migration, might also have been instrumental in the standardization of consumption
standards and the spread of metropolitan material culture.104 The Han era was a time of
unprecedented commercial florescence, and some amounts of cash was available even in
remote borderland communities. Nevertheless, a large portion of state spending was
directed to a relatively small and compactly residing group of people, and the monetary
economy was very uneven in terms of spatial distribution. Apart from its political and
cultural attraction, the metropolitan region would also have exerted great economic
appeal for producers and merchants in the taxpaying provinces, informing production
decisions and ultimately material culture choices. This would have led to an increase
in human movement—some only temporary in connection with trade and other busi-
ness, but some permanent resettlement—toward the capital region and also to some
other locales, such as the military frontiers, where state spending and organizational effort
contributed to the emergence of new population centers with new opportunities.

Conclusion

In early imperial China, population mobility was inextricably intertwined with state
power. The rise of the Qin and Han empires was accompanied by relocations of elite
clans from the vanquished eastern states to the imperial metropolitan center in the

100The Hanshu records that 28 billion cash were issued by the central mints during this period, or
approximately 230 million per year (Hanshu, 24B.1177).

101Yamada Katsuyoshi 山田勝芳, Shin Kan zaisei shūnyū no kenkyū 秦漢財政収入の研究 (Tokyo:
Kyūko shoin, 1993), 653–58; Von Glahn, The Economic History of China, 117.

102Lewis, The Early Chinese Empires, 95–96.
103See, for example, Shiji, 101.2737, 102.2757, 103.2763.
104The same argument was made for late republican and imperial Rome; see Scheidel, “Human Mobility

in Roman Italy, I: The Free Population,” 21–24.
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west. Territorial expansion involved the movement of even larger masses of colonists to
the frontiers. At the same time, unauthorized mobility, including flight from natural
disasters, presented a crucial challenge to state power. Some imperial dynasties failed
to come up with an efficient response and collapsed. Others were able to utilize the
waves of migration and flow of fugitives by channeling them to the locations where
they could be of use for various state projects. Moving large numbers of people was
also an efficient instrument for communicating the power of the imperial government
to the population at large.105

In his study on the resistance to state formation in Southeast Asia, James Scott
argues that state spaces were defined less by the topography and natural environment
than by the actions of the aspiring state-builders who caged populations within agro-
ecologies that people found difficult to escape. A considerable proportion of the popu-
lations held in these state spaces were brought in by force as war captives or slaves, but
others migrated voluntarily. They could also vote with their feet by out-migrating when
the state institutions failed. A state’s rise, survival, and fall was closely bound to, even
determined by migration management.106 Scott’s analysis focuses on small “mandala
states” in Southeast Asia, but the present study argues that his insights are applicable
to greater political formations, the empires, which can be viewed as networks of state
spaces created and maintained through state-induced migrations.

Recent scholarship has paid much attention to the enormous scale of coerced state-
organized migration during the Qin, which some historians see as the key factor in the
fall of China’s first empire.107 Our calculation of the costs of resettlement projects
under the early empires is congruent with this argument, however, we contend that
the imperial government’s attempts to interfere in human geography were not necessar-
ily harmful. One of our main arguments is that state-induced, rather than state-
organized or coerced, migration is an appropriate framework for understanding the
relationship between population mobility and empire building. With its limited organi-
zational and financial capacity, the central government was probably unable to thor-
oughly reshuffle the empire’s population, although such measures were certainly
conceived and possibly attempted on a more limited territorial scale already in the
mid- and late Warring States Qin. What the empires were capable of was maximization
of the longer-term impact of state-organized migration projects. The metropolitan
region is a case in point. Recorded instances of state-organized resettlements during
the imperial Qin and Western Han periods are relatively few and, for the most part,
limited in scale. Considering the natural decline in the premodern urban populations,
such sporadic resettlements were probably insufficient to maintain high and increasing
population numbers in the vast metropolitan agglomeration over many decades. Yet,
augmented by state investment in transportation infrastructure, a stable currency, and
the removal of political blocks on the movement of goods, people, and information,
these resettlements created centers of consumption and socio-economic opportunity
that attracted needed inflow of private migration.

105For a discussion of the significance of various imperial policies as the mechanisms for communicating
information to and promoting cooperation among the subjects, see Charles Sanft, Communication and
Cooperation in Early China: Publicizing the Qin Dynasty (Albany: State University of New York Press,
2014).

106Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed, 64–97.
107See Gideon Shelach, “Collapse or Transformation,” in Birth of an Empire, 113–38.
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Although still in its very early stages, archaeological science, especially isotope stud-
ies, have already revealed the complex patterns of relationship between migration and
cultural adaptation.108 More such studies and multidisciplinary investigation of individ-
ual sites will be needed to allow for a reconstruction of a more complete picture not
only of the movement of various types of resettlers but also of their integration into
host communities and adaptation to local environments. In future, new document
finds and more fine-grained archaeological evidence may allow us to identify migrant
populations and map the movement of people, goods, and technologies to a degree
impossible at present time.

The process of empire-building in East Asia has often been described in terms of
“acculturation,” “Sinicization,” or “Hanification.” The point missed by this terminology
is that the empire never succeeded in becoming the sole form of connectivity, and its
metropolitan culture was never the only point of reference for its subjects in the con-
struction of their identities. Impressive as their monumental architecture and
landscape-transforming capacity might have been, state spaces were fragile.109 While
migrations were a key factor in the formation of state spaces and, consequently, the
empire, persons and communities within them could simultaneously participate in
other interaction networks, including those competing with the empire. To understand
the historical trajectories of each of the state spaces and the empire as a whole, we need
take into consideration not only the government policies and origins of populations but
also the complex process of identity formation and transformation that informed indi-
vidual and group decisions about participation in or withdrawal from the imperial
interaction network, such as the one that was focused on the metropolitan region.
This will be a task for the future studies to come.

108Discussed in detail in Xiaotong Wu, Anke Hein, Xingxiang Zhang, Zhengyao Jin, Dong Wei, Fang
Huang, and Xijie Yin, “Resettlement Strategies and Han Imperial Expansion into Southwest China: A
Multimethod Approach to Colonialism and Migration,” Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences
11.12 (2019), 6751–81.

109See, for example, Norman Yoffee, Myths of the Archaic State: Evolution of the Earliest Cities, States,
and Civilizations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 131–60; and James C. Scott, Against the
Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 183–218.
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Appendix: State-organized resettlements to the capital region, third to first centuries BCE

Date,
BCE Destination

Number of
resettlers Situation of resettlers

221 Xianyang 120,000
households

Wealthy families from the conquered eastern
states

212 First Emperor’s mausoleum
town at Mt. Li

30,000
households

Xianyang residents, Shiji, 6.256

212 Yunyang, NW of Xianyang 50,000
households

Xianyang residents, Shiji, 6.256

202 Guanzhong Unclear Subjects of regional princes fighting in the wars
of Qin succession, Shiji, 8.380

199 Guanzhong, Changling,
Emperor Gao’s
mausoleum town

> 100,000
individuals

Aristocratic clans of the former states of Qi and
Chu; Shiji, 8.386; Hanshu, 1B.66

197 Guanzhong About 10,000
people

Residents of Feng County in Pei Commandery
subject to the property census of 3mln cash,
granted land and residences and
permanently exempted from taxes and
services; see quotations from the Han jiu yi
漢舊儀 in the early fourteenth century CE
encyclopedia Wenxian tongkao 文獻通考

188 Anling, Emperor Hui’s
mausoleum town

5,000
households

See Guanzhong ji 關中記

152 Yangling, Emperor Jing’s
mausoleum town

Volunteers from among commoners, awarded
200,000 cash per household; Shiji, 11.443;
Hanshu, 5.143

138 Maoling, Emperor Wu’s
mausoleum town

Commoners, possibly famine fugitives from the
eastern regions, awarded 200,000 cash and
two qing (c. 9.2 ha) of land per household;
Hanshu, 6.158

127 Maoling mausoleum town Wealthy households meeting the property
census of 3mln cash; Hanshu, 6.170

96 Yangling and Maoling
mausoleum towns

Wealthy and influential households; Hanshu,
6.205

84 Yunling, Emperor Zhao’s
mother’s mausoleum
town

Volunteers from among commoners, awarded
cash, land, and dwellings; Hanshu, 7.221

83 Yunling mausoleum town Wealthy households of the metropolitan area,
awarded 100,000 cash per household;
Hanshu, 7.221

73 Pingling, Emperor Zhao’s
mausoleum town

Wealthy households meeting the property
census of 1mln cash; Hanshu, 8.239

72 Pingling mausoleum town Commoners, probably receiving an award in
cash; Hanshu, 8.242

65 Duling, Emperor Xuan’s
mausoleum town

Households of officials meeting the property
census of 1mln cash; Hanshu, 8.253

(Continued )
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Appendix: (Continued.)

Date,
BCE Destination

Number of
resettlers Situation of resettlers

19 Changling, Emperor
Cheng’s mausoleum
town

5,000
households

Wealthy households meeting the property
census of 5mln cash; Hanshu, 10.317

2 CE Yunling mausoleum town Commoners receiving grants of land; Hanshu,
12.354

Cite this article: Korolkov M, Hein A (2021). State-Induced Migration and the Creation of State Spaces in
Early Chinese Empires: Perspectives from History and Archaeology. Journal of Chinese History 5, 203–225.
https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2020.45
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