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Qin Shi Huangdi 

1.​ Who was Qin Shi Huangdi and how did he come to power? How did the Warring States 
Period shape his rise to power?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

2.​ What was his rule like and why? How did he attempt to unify and modernize his empire? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analyzing Documents: The Memorial on the Annexation of Feudal States & the Burning of 
Books, Li Shi 

Context: Li Si (d. 208 BCE) was Shi Huangdi’s prime minister, and he used his position to influence the emperor to 
use Legalist philosophy to rule. Li Si wrote this Memorial on Annexation of Feudal States after Shi Huangdi and his 
forces successfully unified the warring states of China under his rule.  
 
Through military victories, the state of Qin has, in the time of the last six kings, brought the feudal  lords [leaders in 
China who rivaled Shi Huangdi’s power] into submission...This is the one moment in ten thousand ages. If Your 
Highness allows it to slip away and does not press the advantage in haste, the feudal lords will revive their strength 
and organize themselves into an anti-Qin alliance. Then no one...would be able to annex their territories...…Now, with 
the might of Qin and the virtues of Your Highness, at one stroke, like sweeping off  the dust from a kitchen stove, the 
feudal lords can be annihilated, imperial rule can be established, and unification of the world can be brought about.  
 
But at present Your Majesty possesses a unified empire...and has firmly established for yourself a position of sole 
supremacy. And yet these independent schools, joining with each other, criticize the codes of laws and instructions. 
Hearing of the promulgation of a decree, they criticize it, each from the standpoint of his own school. … Your servant 
suggests that all books in the imperial archives, save the memoirs of Qin, be burned...Anyone referring to the past to 
criticize the present should, together with all members of his family, be put to death. 

 
1.​ What is Li Shi recommending to the emperor and why? How do Li Shi’s recommendations reflect the principles of 

Legalism? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.​ How do these recommendations compare to what Confucian and Daoist scholars might say? 

 
 
 
 

https://gpb.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/qin-shihuang-story-of-china/qin-shihuang-story-of-china/


Sima Qian: Records of the Grand Historian  
1.​ Why did the emperor want this inscription made? Of what accomplishments does the emperor boast and why? 

Essentially, what is Qin Shi Huangdi trying to say about his rule? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.​ One of our overarching questions in this course is ‘how should society be ordered?” How does this inscription try 
to answer that question? How does it relate to a ruler’s constant need to consolidate and maintain power?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.​ How do the claims from this document compare to claims and policies made by other rulers in states like Persia 
and India?   

 
 
 

 

Legitimizing Power: How did Shi Huangdi use political and economic policies and building 
projects to unify China and promote his vision of a united and powerful state? 

Political/Economic Policies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Building Projects 

 
Would you say Shi Huangdi’s rule was mostly similar to or mostly different from that of other 
rulers from this period? (think Persia, Greece, India) Why? 
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