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Disaster Peaks of the Han Dynasty:
A Political-Economic Analysis

Chen, Yen-liang”

Abstract

This article explores the history of floods, droughts, locusts, epidemics
and other disasters, and their relationship with the vicissitude of the empire in
the Han dynasty (202 BC-AD 220). This article is divided into three parts:
the first touches upon the time distribution of the Han disasters and famines,
as well as its frequency changes in each period; the second analyzes the
complex disasters in four key periods; and the third discusses three great
events and their causes and consequences, including the 2 million eastern
refugees in the reign of Emperor Wu, the full collapse of agriculture in the
Wang Mang period, and the “Ten Years of Serious Disasters” in the reign of
Emperor An of the Eastern Han.

This article intends to make the following arguments: (1) changes in
disaster frequency did not simply correspond to the vicissitude of the Han
dynasty; (2) the climate change can be accountable for the occurrence of
famines, but it cannot explain why it caused so much damage; (3) the
collapse of the Qin and Han agriculture was closely related to several big
locust plagues, but these plagues were the result of the agricultural failure
instead of the cause of it; (4) the Yellow River flood and natural disasters
could not be used as valid reasons to explain the fall of Wang Mang’s
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regime; and (5) good political-economic institutions could reduce the natural
disasters’ damages, but it is usually man-made factors that played the role
behind the disaster-caused massive destructions.

Keywords: the Han dynasty, disasters, Wang Mang, Empress Deng,
political-economic systems.
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