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The Significance of the Term “Zhang Chu”
by
OTA Maiko

“Zhang Chu” #%% was the term proclaimed by Chen She Bl when he
declared himself king during the Chen Sheng-Wu Guang Uprising. Among
the Mawangdui Silk Texts, the Wuxing Zhan .55 and Xingde H) & record
the term “Zhang Chu” in the place where the era name for the first year
of the Second Emperor’s reign should have appeared. This led to previous
scholarship interpreting Zhang Chu as either a dynastic name, an era
name, or the name of a political regime, and to the view that in the early
Han period, Zhang Chu was regarded as the legitimate successor instead
of the Second Emperor of Qin.

However, as discussed in the first section of this paper, such interpretations
in previous scholarship arose under the influence of the Cultural Revolution
and theories of Chinese civilizational pluralism, and are therefore inappropriate.
During the Cultural Revolution, Zhang Chu was positioned as the “revolutionary
regime” established by Chen She, who led a “peasant uprising,” and with the
rise of the idea of Chinese civilizational pluralism, the role of Chu began to be
emphasized. As a result, previous scholarship focused solely on the term
“Zhang Chu,” without taking into account the character of the Wuxing Zhan
and Xingde as shushu #ii% texts, that is, texts on divination, and ended up
evaluating the Chen She regime to an extent that exceeded its historical reality.

Accordingly, in order to interpret the meaning of the term “Zhang Chu”
within the context of shushu texts, attention is directed in the second
section to the description in the “Treatise on the Celestial Offices” K'E &
chapter of the Shiji ¥1ic. In that chapter, as in the Wuxing Zhan, the term
“Zhang Chu” is used without any reference to the Second Emperor as it
describes the sequence of events from the reign of the First Emperor to
the establishment of the Han dynasty. By analyzing such a context, this
paper clarifies that in shushu texts, the term “Zhang Chu” is used as a
marker indicating the starting point of the anti-Qin uprisings.

Furthermore, section three first provides a detailed analysis—including a
legal-historical perspective—of the process from Chen She’s uprising to his
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proclamation of “Zhang Chu” in order to clarify this term’s original
meaning and why this term came to bear its particular meaning. The
evidence shows that the Chen Sheng-Wu Guang Uprising was not simply
a revolt by peasants driven to desperation under harsh governance, but it
was instead an uprising largely instigated and contrived by Chen Sheng
and Wu Guang themselves. Taking into account these historical circumstances
and the validity of various grammatical interpretations of the primary sources,
this paper demonstrates that the term “Zhang Chu” originally referred
specifically to the very words with which Chen She publicly proclaimed that
he had restored Chu, and that the term was neither a dynastic appellation
nor the designation of a political regime. This paper also argues that “the
year of Zhang Chu” #3522 5%, established under the system of designating
years based on significant events, was instituted by Chen She to commemorate
the restoration of Chu and to symbolize the repudiation of Qin rule. However,
contrary to Chen She’s intentions, before “the year of Zhang Chu” began,
the earlier six states, with the exception of Han, had already been restored,
and various forces, including those of Liu Bang and Xiang Yu, had risen up.
Chen She himself was defeated and killed six months after his uprising.
Nevertheless, the subsequent regime established by King Huai of Chu
recognized Chen She’s legitimacy over Chu, and Liu Bang then emerged to
establish the Han dynasty. Given these historical circumstances, it can be
surmised that “the year of Zhang Chu” likely did not merely commemorate
Chen She’s restoration of Chu and symbolize the repudiation of Qin rule,
but also came to celebrate the anti-Qin uprisings that ultimately led to the fall
of Qin and the rise of Han. On this basis, it can be argued that the term
“Zhang Chu” came to be used in shushu texts as a term denoting the starting
point of the anti-Qin uprisings.

Based on this argument, this paper clarifies that the term “Zhang Chu,”
as recorded in the Wuxing Zhan and Xingde, indicates the year of the
anti-Qin uprising—that is, the beginning of the transition from the Qin to
Han dynasties. Furthermore, it demonstrates that the Wuxing Zhan in fact
denies the orthodoxy of Chu and asserts that sovereignty was transferred
from the Qin dynasty to the Han dynasty, thereby refuting previous
studies that interpret the Chen She regime as having been recognized as
possessing dynastic orthodoxy in the early Han period.
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