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Introduction

This book argues that China’s imperial order was, at its core, a paper empire—an
immense, living infrastructure of writing that made power legible, calculable, and
portable across vast distances and long stretches of time. From the earliest imperial
unifications to the final decades of dynastic rule, authority was exercised through
registers and reports, codes and case files, gazetteers and maps, all composed by
hands trained in a shared classical language. Bureaucracy, literacy, and statecraft
were not separate strands but braided together: the routine act of filling a form or
copying a statute was also an act of making the state.

Material choices mattered. The transition from bamboo and silk to paper, and later the
spread of printing, did not merely reduce costs; it reconfigured what governments
could know and how quickly they could act. Paper’s flexibility enabled new genres of
administration—standardized forms, serial ledgers, and portable dossiers—while inks,
seals, and calligraphic conventions stabilized authenticity and trust. The empire’s
technical systems of writing, filing, and preserving records were as decisive as its
walls and armies, for they channeled information, memory, and authority.

At the center of this documentary order stood offices that governed by text: ministries
issuing statutes and regulations, censors remonstrating in tightly argued memorials,
and clerks who converted messy local realities into neat columns of numbers and
names. Communication moved through courier relays and palace gates, binding
county to court. Yet the state’s paperwork was never purely top-down. Local officials,
village headmen, and gentry families supplied the observations, measurements, and
narratives that became the raw data of rule. Administrative technique thus became a
negotiation between prescriptive forms and the improvisations required by life on the
ground.

Literacy was the hinge that linked social mobility to state service. Classical schooling
and the civil examinations promised advancement to those who could master
canonical texts and the arts of composition. The examination state produced a culture
in which the ability to write—to craft a policy essay, annotate a statute, or compose an
elegant memorial—was both credential and moral performance. Manuals for
magistrates, model letter collections, and commentaries on procedure taught not only
what to decide but how to write decisions in forms recognizable to superiors, peers,
and posterity.

Equally important were texts that anchored governance in place. Local gazetteers

compiled by officials and literati recorded geography, population, economy, schools,
temples, and notable persons. These books mapped jurisdictions onto memory, giving
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communities a history that could be cited in petitions and policies. They mediated
between the universalizing claims of central authority and the particularities of
counties and market towns, ensuring that local knowledge could circulate within
imperial formats.

The documentary state was tested in moments of crisis and transformation—famine
relief, epidemic control, border administration, and fiscal reform. Here, paperwork
could be life-saving or suffocating: granary registers tracked grain flows; disaster
reports unlocked relief; audits exposed corruption; frontier bureaus translated edicts
across languages and scripts. As commerce expanded, paper also underwrote markets
through contracts, receipts, and account books that intertwined with official taxation
and regulation.

Paper Empires traces these dynamics from the Qin to the Qing through the lens of
genres and practices: archives and registers, law and case records, examinations and
schooling, gazetteers and maps, fiscal paperwork, remonstrance and inspection, and
the multilingual record-keeping that sustained a multiethnic polity. The chapters
proceed both chronologically and thematically, showing how innovations in materials
and methods reshaped the possibilities of governance while older habits of writing
furnished continuity across dynastic change.

By following documents as they were drafted, copied, circulated, stored, and
remembered, this book reconsiders what it meant to rule an empire. It invites readers
to see writing not as a passive mirror of power but as its very machinery. The legacies
of this paper order persist—preserved in archives, echoed in local histories, and
refracted in modern bureaucracies that have exchanged brush and ledger for
keyboard and database. To study these paper empires is to understand how states
become durable, how societies navigate them, and how words on a page can move
armies, feed the hungry, and shape the horizons of political imagination.
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CHAPTER ONE: From Qin Registers to Han Archives:
The Birth of Imperial Paperwork

The unification of China under the Qin Dynasty in 221 BCE was less a spontaneous
triumph and more the culmination of centuries of evolving administrative practices.
Before paper, Chinese bureaucrats were already masters of manipulating information,
inscribing characters onto a variety of surfaces. The earliest known Chinese writing
dates back to the Shang Dynasty (c. 1600-1046 BCE), appearing on oracle bones and
bronze vessels, often for ceremonial or divinatory purposes. However, for everyday
administrative tasks and the growing need for record-keeping, a more practical
medium was required.

This is where bamboo and wooden slips entered the scene, becoming the predominant
writing material from the 5th century BCE until the widespread adoption of paper in
the early centuries CE. These slips, known as jiandu, were long, narrow strips, typically
around 0.6 cm wide, with lengths varying from 9 cm to 45 cm. Each slip usually
contained a single column of brush-written characters, arranged vertically from right
to left. Imagine a modern-day spreadsheet, but instead of digital cells, you have
individual slippers of wood or bamboo, each painstakingly inscribed.

To create a larger document, these individual slips would be bound together with
hemp, silk, or leather cords, forming a kind of folding book. The act of writing on these
slips required a steady hand and a keen eye, with mistakes often corrected by
scraping away the ink with a small knife. These knives even became symbols of office
for some officials, signifying their power to amend and change records. Such was the
foundational technology upon which early imperial China began to build its paper
empire.

The state of Qin, before its imperial unification, had already begun to refine its
administrative techniques, particularly under the influence of Legalist philosophy. This
pragmatic school of thought emphasized strict control and standardized procedures,
which naturally led to a greater reliance on written records. As early as 375 BCE, Duke
Xian of Qin ordered the compilation of household registers, grouping every five
households into an administrative unit. This marked an early attempt at a systematic
census to better manage the population for taxation and conscription.

When King Zheng of Qin unified China and declared himself Qin Shi Huang, the First
Emperor, he inherited and dramatically expanded this pre-existing infrastructure of
administrative writing. His vision was of a highly centralized state, and to achieve this,
he instituted a "uniform, multilevel administrative bureaucracy" that was
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unprecedented in its scope. The empire was divided into commanderies and counties,
each governed by appointed officials directly responsible to the central government.

Central to this new imperial structure was the standardization of numerous aspects of
Chinese life, including weights and measures, coinage, and crucially, the writing
system. Li Si, Qin Shi Huang's chief minister, played a pivotal role in promoting and
standardizing the clerical script (lishu) as the official writing style for government
documents. This script, which had evolved during the late Warring States period, was
more efficient for administrative purposes than the older seal script, facilitating faster
writing by officials using brush and ink. This was a crucial development, as a uniform
script ensured that directives and reports could be understood across the vast empire,
enabling effective communication and centralized control.

The Qin government’s insatiable appetite for information manifested in various
registers and reports. Household registers, for instance, became even more detailed,
recording not only the names and sizes of families but also the age of male household
members. These records were vital for determining tax obligations and corvée labor
duties. Local officials were held accountable for accuracy in these compilations, facing
punishment for errors. This strict supervision of the populace through detailed
censuses underscored the state's ambition to plan and control its resources.

Beyond population statistics, every aspect of governance was meticulously
documented. Legal texts, administrative orders, tax records, and land registers were
all inscribed on bamboo or wooden slips. The Shuihudi Qin bamboo slips, discovered in
Hubei province, offer a remarkable glimpse into the Qin legal system and
administrative practices, detailing legal statutes, official correspondence, and even
medical practices of the period. These unearthed artifacts are invaluable, providing
concrete evidence of the daily workings of the Qin bureaucracy, a world often only
glimpsed through later historical accounts.

The sheer volume of administrative texts generated by the Qin state required an army
of scribes. This was a profession that began to transition from being the exclusive
preserve of hereditary specialists to one more open to individuals from non-hereditary
families, driven by the increasing administrative needs of the burgeoning empire.
These scribes were the backbone of the paper empire, translating the emperor's will
into legible script and transforming local realities into standardized reports.

Despite its brevity—the Qin Dynasty lasted only 14 years—its innovations in
bureaucratic organization and record-keeping were profoundly influential. The Qin laid
the groundwork for an enduring imperial system, one where power was mediated
through paper and pen. The efficiency and reach of this system were, in a sense, a
double-edged sword: while it enabled unprecedented control, it also generated a
massive amount of documentation that needed to be managed and stored.
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The succeeding Han Dynasty (202 BCE - 220 CE) inherited many of the core features
of the Qin administrative system, but not without some initial adjustments. The Han
rulers, recognizing some of the Qin's shortcomings, particularly its overly harsh
Legalist policies, sought to temper the centralized control while maintaining its
efficiency. Emperor Gaozu, the first Han emperor, and his chancellor Xiao He
integrated much of the Qin law code into the new Han legal framework.

The Han continued and expanded the Qin's robust bureaucratic structure, creating an
even larger and more complex system of government. The emperor remained at the
head, but a sophisticated hierarchy of officials, including chancellors, imperial
secretaries, and ministers, managed the day-to-day administration. These officials
oversaw state finances, military logistics, population and land registers, and legal
matters.

The demand for competent administrators led to significant developments in
recruitment. While the early Han still relied on recommendations by local officials,
Emperor Wu of Han established an imperial university in 124 BCE to train and test
officials in Confucian principles of government. This marked a crucial step towards a
merit-based bureaucracy, where knowledge of classical texts and the ability to
articulate policy in writing became increasingly important.

Archives during the Han Dynasty grew exponentially, reflecting the expanding imperial
reach and the deepening complexity of governance. The careful preservation of
documents became paramount. While very little original paper from the Han Dynasty
survives, due to the fragility of the material, we know that scribes continued to
meticulously record laws, edicts, historical accounts, and administrative data. The
discovery of numerous bamboo and wooden slips from Han tombs and wells continues
to shed light on their administrative practices.

These Han archives contained a wealth of information, from detailed household data
used for taxation and corvée, often referred to as bianhu gimin (people with equal
social status included in the national household registration system), to records
related to official communication. Researchers analyzing unearthed wooden tablets
have been able to reconstruct aspects of the Han document transmission system,
including the rules for sending important communications, such as death penalty
requests, via horse relays.

The Han bureaucracy also used wooden tablets for official etiquette, such as "greeting
tablets" presented by guests to hosts during meetings. These seemingly small details
reveal a society deeply ingrained with written protocols and a reliance on tangible
documents for formal interactions within the officialdom. The materiality of these
documents, whether a stack of bound bamboo slips or an individual wooden tablet,
shaped the administrative process and the very nature of imperial authority.
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In essence, the Qin and early Han periods witnessed the birth of imperial paperwork as
a fundamental instrument of statecraft. From Qin Shi Huang's relentless drive for
standardization to the Han's more nuanced yet equally expansive bureaucratic
machine, the empire was increasingly built and maintained on the meticulous
production, circulation, and preservation of written records. This established a
precedent for millennia, demonstrating that even before the advent of widespread
paper use, the Chinese imperial order was already a formidable paper empire in its
nascent form.
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