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Dear delegates— 

Whether you come from far or near, welcome to the 38th iteration of VAMUN!  We’re 

excited to have you join us in Charlottesville as we seek to re-enact the tail end of China’s Han 

dynasty, memorialized in Luo Guanzhong’s great masterpiece Romance of the Three Kingdoms 

(三國演義).  There are some fantastic events planned for you during VAMUN, but this document 

will guide you through the most important part of the weekend—committee.  

As you begin your preparation, please do not hesitate to reach out with any questions; 

our emails are listed below.  We can answer all committee-related questions, but please direct 

any general conference questions to Matthew Slagley, at crisis@vamun.org . Think of this guide 

as an appetizer: some helpful sources are listed at the end of this document, but we hope you 

will also use this guide to jumpstart your own research.  The sources list on Wikipedia is a great 

place to start. 

My name is Joshua Zabin, and I’ll serve as your crisis director.  I’m a third-year Chinese 

and History double major originally from California, but I grew up in Southeast Asia and have 

picked up Indonesian, Chinese, and Persian along the way.  

My name is Arnold Leigh and I am second-year student from Mclean, Virginia majoring 

in Biology while hoping to minor in Spanish.  I  looks forward to meeting delegates as well as the 

interesting crisis arcs delegates bring to the committee! 

Until November, happy researching.  We look forward to meeting you all! 

Best, 

Joshua Zabin Arnold Leigh 

jez2vf@virginia.edu ayl3vn@virginia.edu 

mailto:crisis@vamun.org
mailto:jez2vf@virginia.edu
mailto:ayl3vn@virginia.edu


 

Background 

 

話說天下大勢，分久必合，合久必分 

“It is a general truism of this world that anything long divided will surely unite, and anything 

long united will surely divide.” 

-Luo Guozhong, Romance of the Three Kingdoms 

 

It is January 220AD, and China is in ruins.  The Han Dynasty has seen better days and is 

rapidly collapsing, just a shell of its former greatness.  From a shell however greatness will 

sprout again, and if we are blessed with luck and resolute, the land shall unite under our rule. 

That is the purpose of this missive: to inform you as to the happenings of the land, so when we 

convene, we can determine the best course of action to gain power.  It is divided into three parts. 

Part I lays out some basic facts, and Part II provides my own take on the situation.  I conclude 

with a short list of sources and links that I hope will complement this guide. 

Let me begin by explaining a few important concepts.  Heaven rules the cosmos, the king 

rules the temporal and links the two.  Of course, no one can command the people just because he 

wishes so!  He must have the endorsement of those who came before and Heaven itself.  This 

concept is what the philosophical greats have called the “Mandate of Heaven” (天命).  A king 

that brings peace to the land shall take this Mandate; a man who invites war and suffering shall 

lose it.  Following nearly four decades of war, I believe the Han have lost Heaven’s endorsement. 

Many people will claim  the Mandate of Heaven.  But to truly possess  the Mandate, peace must 

reign in the land. 



 

Some other terms you may encounter are Tianxia (天子) or Tian Zi (天子).  The former 

translates from Chinese as “all under heaven,” and denotes the temporal world.  The later 

translates as “son of heaven,” and is used to refer to the emperor. 

Let me also inform you how this plenum shall function.  As some of you may know, three 

princely states—Cao Wei, Sun Wu, and Shu Han currently vie to claim the Mandate of Heaven. 

We are the Sun Wu, also called “Eastern Wu.”  We have gotten word that Shu Han is convening 

in a similar fashion in order to determine its objectives.  Shu Han are not technically a unified 

group yet, but are titularly led by the warlord Liu Bei, and we expect them to become united 

shortly.  

 

A note from Crisis 

In this simulation, Cao Wei is left out—there is no Cao Wei committee.  Cao Wei will be 

played by crisis, and not exist as an actual committee.  But this fact doesn’t mean that Cao Wei is 

not relevant towards our simulation.  Imagine them as the strong, well-resourced state that truly 

existed.  In your crisis arcs, you should consider not only how your actions impact us and Shu 

Han, but also Cao Wei.  Although simulating just two of three relevant players may seem odd or 

even impractical, we hope that by letting Crisis manage Cao Wei, you’ll have a more dynamic 

experience.  Delegates should take note of Cao Wei while designing crisis arcs. 

This is an adversarial Joint Crisis Committee.  What you do directly affects the Shu Han 

side, and vice versa.  We don’t want you to get bogged down in insubstantial crisis notes like 

“move 1000 troops to Luoyang.”  As you form your crisis arcs, think big picture.  The best 

delegates will have their broader plans be easily discernible from each crisis note.  But we also 



 

value diplomacy and inclusivity: work with all other delegates in the committee, and please no 

sharking. 

We hope that you will see this simulation not as a set of arcane battles and lustful quests 

for power, but as a chance to dive deeply into an important part of Chinese history.  Luo 

Guanzhong’s novel on this time period, Romance of the Three Kingdoms, was written in the 

fourteenth century and remains China’s most famous novel to this day.  The novel is a blend of 

the fanciful and the real, but it is based upon events that did  occur.  Similarly, we are aiming to 

create a committee that resembles the frenetic nature of the novel, so we encourage you to read a 

few chapters of the book in order to get a sense of how committee will function. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The historical milieu  

End of Han 

The Han have long been united and now it is only natural for them to divide.  Let us examine 

how this process began. 

 

The Yellow Turban Rebellion 

Dynasties are always felled by either palace intrigue or peasant-led revolts against a ruler 

who ignores the interests of the commoners.  The Han dynasty faced both such crises. 

Emperor Lingti, who ruled from 168-189AD, increasingly began to empower a set of 

palace eunuchs at the expense of some Confucian scholar-officials.   The Confucians, irate at the 1

growing influence and supposed incompetency of the largely uneducated eunuchs, resisted.  2

Palace conflict erupted soon after.  This development did not directly affect the peasantry, who 

remained just “part of the background of Chinese life, an unvarying yellow wash against which 

great events, and great men, were depicted larger than life, on the endless scroll of Chinese 

history.”   But when palace infighting began to seriously retard the government’s ability to 3

function, the state became increasingly factionalized along a provincial level.  A lack of central 

control allowed warlordism and banditry to flourish, and the countryside began to slip away 

from the reach of the central government.  4

1 Levy, Howard S. “Yellow Turban Religion and Rebellion at the End of Han.” Journal of the American 
Oriental Society, vol. 76, no. 4, 1956, p. 214., doi:10.2307/596148. 
2 Levy, 214 
3 Short, Philip. Mao: the Man Who Made China. I.B. Tauris, 2016. 
 
4 “AD 184: Start of Yellow Turban Rebellions | Chinese 110 | Timeline.” What Made This Man? Mengle, 
academics.wellesley.edu/knapp/Chin110/Timeline/StudentResponses/Han/184_yellow_turban_rebel.ht
ml. 



 

At the same time, the eunuch-scholar conflict allowed a more serious threat to develop: a 

group of Daoist priests gained significant popular support and began forecasting that the Han 

empire would collapse in 184,  which marked the beginning of a new sexegenary cycle (the 5

traditional means of telling time in ancient China).  These efforts greatly impacted the central 

government’s ability to function as a cohesive unit, and left it unable to control some far-flung 

provinces.  6

A group of Daoist brothers surnamed Zhang had moved to the Western province of 

Sichuan (which had few connections to the central government in Luoyang) to preach their 

beliefs about the end of Han.  But they also had a lucky break: the years of 173, 175, 176, 177, 179, 

and 182 were marked by catastrophic epidemics, floods, and famine.   In traditional Chinese 7

philosophy, these types of natural disasters were seen as indications that an empire had lost the 

Mandate of Heaven. 

On April 4, 184, coordinated rebellion broke out.  Zhang Jue, the leader of the Yellow 

Turbans, was able to muster 360,000 individuals to his cause, and the Turbans  had also 

managed to infiltrate the palace.  The rebellion was quickly put down in the capital region of 8

Luoyang, but an insurgency developed from which the empire would never recover.  Emperor 

Lingdi died in 189, and in his place stepped the general He Jin.  As historian Frank Smitha 

wrote, “by the year 205 (21 years after it had begun) the Yellow Turban Rebellion was over, and 

rule by the Han family was shattered and at its end.”   Why did I give you such a detailed 9

5 “AD 184: Start of Yellow Turban Rebellions | Chinese 110 | Timeline.” What Made This Man? Mengle, 
academics.wellesley.edu/knapp/Chin110/Timeline/StudentResponses/Han/184_yellow_turban_rebel.ht
ml. 
6http://academics.wellesley.edu/knapp/Chin110/Timeline/StudentResponses/Han/184_yellow_turban_reb
el.html 
7 Levy, 219 
8 Levy, 219 
9 “The Yellow Turban Rebellion.” DYNASTIC RULE and the CHINESE, www.fsmitha.com/h1/china07.htm. 



 

description of a peasant uprising, of which there have been thousands in China’s history?  It is so 

we Sun Wu do not make the mistakes of those who came before us. 

 

 

Continued palace intrigues 

In theory, rebellion was put down, but not before the empire was significantly enervated. 

No further Han emperor would ever gain more than titular control of the kingdom.  Instead, 

various regional warlords jockeyed for power, ostensibly trying to curry the of the emperor, but 

instead in reality, it was the Han dynasty trying to play each of the  various warlords against 

each other so they could not threaten the dynasty.  The Han were not successful in this 

endeavor. 

Dong Zhuo was one of these warlords feared by the Han.  Hailing from the western 

reaches of the Han empire that bordered the Turkic Central Asian Khanates, his iron-fisted 

response to the Yellow Turban rebellion had earned in him acclaim—and fear—in the capital. 

Based on those credentials, He Jin asked Dong to help eliminate the Ten Attendants (another 

name for the ten eunuchs described in the previous section).  The plan failed spectacularly.  The 

Attendants got wind of the plan and before Dong could arrive in Luoyang, He Jin was 

assassinated, and Emperor Shao was kidnapped by the eunuchs and scurried out of the capital. 

Dong rescued Shao, but did not return him to power.  Instead, he installed the Prince of Chenliu 

on the throne (also known as the Xian Emperor), who was seen as a more pliable figure.  Dong 

manipulated palace officials and the court into naming him Chancellor, a powerful position that 

gave him deep influence over all important policy decisions.  Rather than uniting the empire, 

 



 

Dong’s autocratic rule only succeeded in uniting the opposition against him, resulting in the 

continued fracturing of the empire. 

Regional warlords opposed to Dong Zhuo worried that he would try to usurp the throne, 

and plotted to stop his machinations.  Dong Commandery Chancellor (not to be confused with 

Dong Zhuo) organized an anti-Dong alliance near the Hangu pass with the explicit purpose of 

ridding Luoyang of all of Dong’s followers.  Our honorable father Emperor Wulie (武烈皇帝) 

committed his men to this fight at great personal hardship.  With blatant disregard for one of 

our national treasures, Dong ordered the evacuation of Luoyang, ostensibly to protect the city 

from destruction, but then Dong pillaged it himself!  After forcing all commoners to flee West to 

the former capital of Chang’an, Dong proceeded to loot and pillage the city to fund his lust for 

power.  As Chen Shou writes in his authoritative piece Records of the Three Kingdoms, Dong’s 

depraved attack on the national capital led to “numbers of the innocent dead [that] were beyond 

measurement.”   Emperor Wulie confronted Dong’s heretics tens of li  from Luoyang and dealt 10

them a crushing defeat, and we thought that Dong’s tyranny was done for the present era. 

During this battle, Emperor Wulie was also able to find the great Heirloom Seal of the 

Realm (傳國璽), first created at the tail end of the Warring States era.  Qin Shihuang created the 

seal and consequently won the throne, so it seems to be our destiny to also seize Heaven’s 

Mandate, as we possess this great mark of imperial power. 

As the anti-Dong alliance was less a compact of friends but instead a jumbled collection 

of adversaries united by the shared goal of preventing Dong Zhuo from gaining the one thing 

each of them wanted—power—the anti-Dong coalition quickly collapsed after Dong’s uprising 

10 Chen, Shou, and Yue Miao. 三國志. Zhonghua Shu Ju, 2009. 
 



 

was quelled.  Emperor Wulie had his goals, Cao Cao had his, and Dong Zhuo someone earned 

yet another post in the imperial court.  Much blood had been shelled, but China’s internal 

politics remained in complete stasis.  Dong Zhuo would be assassinated in 192 after overplaying 

his hand, but besides this shocking murder, the lands of the Yangtze were blessed with sixteen 

years of peace, until Cao Cao cause the disease of power. 

 

 

Cao Cao and the Battle of the Red Cliffs 

As my father has told me, Cao Cao’s demeanor is best summed up in the following quote:  

“I will rather I wronged all the people under the heavens than for all the people under the 

heavens to wrong me.”  (Chinese: 宁可我负天下人，休叫天下人负我) 11

This is a man who seeks only power, and like Dong Zhuo before him, will stop at nothing on his 

quest to obtain it.  When he allied with us thirty years ago, it was not to protect the glory of the 

Han dynasty, it was to prevent Dong Zhuo from gaining power himself.  Although Cao Cao was 

technically a low-level court official of Emperor Xian, he wrote a number of edicts to other lords 

under the Emperor’s seal, and soon Cao Cao in praxis  held more power than even the Emperor 

himself.  Through this pattern of skillful dealmaking and treacherous deceit, Cao Cao gained 

control of all lands north of the Yangtze River, but to gain the Mandate of Heaven, he would 

have to conquer—and control—lands south of the Yangtze River.  Cao Cao’s land became known 

as Wei state, and initially existed as a type of Han “feudatory”,  and when Han ceased to 12

11 This quote is widely attributed to Cao Cao, although there is no explicit proof in English-language texts 
that he said it. 
12 Graff, David A. “Speaking of Cao Cao.” China Review International , vol. 17, no. 2, 2010, pp. 201–204., 
doi:10.1353/cri.2010.0053. 203. 



 

function as a state in the early 200s, Wei became the strongest kingdom in Eastern China.    Cao 13

Cao also needed the tangible exemplar of imperial power, the great Heirloom Seal, carved from 

the He Shi Bi (Chinese: 和氏璧).  This piece of jade gives power to whoever possesses it, and is 

why Cao Cao attacked us. 

At Chibi (which happens to mean “Red Cliffs” in Chinese), our forces, allied with those of 

Liu Bei, met Cao Cao’s armies along the banks of the Yangtze River.  We were vastly 

outnumbered, yet still managed to deal Cao Cao a crushing defeat.  I hope you will study these 

strategies.  First, we forced Cao Cao to fight on our terms.  We were content for peace; Cao Cao 

was only content with war.  That meant we could lie in wait, giving us adequate time to prepare a 

resolute defense.  Second, based on our positioning, we knew that Cao Cao had no other option 

except to attack us from the river.  The banks of the Yangtze are quite narrow near Chibi so Cao 

Cao’s men had no room to maneuver.  We could easily focus our fire and they would have no 

escape.  Third,  Cao Cao’s men were tired from repeated campaigns in Manchuria and the Turkic 

khanates of Central Asia, and would not fight well.  They also lacked sufficient supplies to wage a 

protracted siege, and discontent was high within the ranks, so it was easy to recruit spies. 

As expected, we won a grand victory.  Cao Cao walked right into our trap.  One moonless 

night, Cao Cao sent his men to attack across the Yangtze with the wind at their backs.  Once 

glimpsed by our lookouts, Liu Bei and Emperor Wulie send a few dozen small vessels stacked 

with hay, kindling, and other flammable materials.  Just before reaching Cao Cao’s armada, our 

brave men set their ships on fire, threw fire bombs, and fled into rowboats.  Chaos erupted, and 

thousands of men perished in a roaring fire, unable to steer their ships away from the inferno. 

Cao Cao’s army became a funeral pyre, and he limped back to shore with just a few survivors. 

13 Graff. 203. 



 

He would never threaten us again, so I implore you to learn from our success; it may come in 

handy shortly. 

 

Analysis 

The situation in 220AD- geography 

The previous two decades are amongst the most famous in our history, yet not for 

reasons that concern us.  Let me provide a brief overview so you understand the internal 

political dynamics. 

Today, our main rivals remain Cao Cao of Cao Wei and Liu Bei of Shu Han.  The map 

below should give you a sense of how important geography is to our quest. 



 

 

As you can see, we are located in the fertile southern region, where almost all of China’s 

agricultural production occurs.  This gives us tremendous ability to control the food supply to 

our neighboring kingdoms, and ensure that we do not face famine like Cao Wei and Shu Han 

might.  

We also have a long coastal seaboard.  This gives us unique opportunities to trade with 

Nanyang (this refers to all lands south of China), a source of revenue unavailable to our 

competitors.  Shu Han has some trade with continental Southeast Asia, and Cao Wei controls 

the valuable Silk Road, but the extent of that trade is limited.  Being a coastal nation however, 

we face constant harassment from wokou pirates from Japan. 

We are also well defended by natural fortifications.  Cao Wei is separated from us by the 

Yangtze, and Cao Cao dares not attempt a crossing, cognizant of the Chibi  disaster.   We should 14

still maintain some sort of fortification along the river, in case Cao Cao’s lust for power returns. 

Cao Wei also faces annual punishing expeditions from an assortment of barbarians to the north: 

the Mongol, Xianbi, Xiongnu all pose mortal threats to Cao Wei.  Due to geographical barriers, 

we haven’t been able to ally with any of these barbarians, but maybe we should consider doing 

so in the future.  Shu Han is hemmed in by the Himalayas to the west, impenetrable jungle to 

the south, and the Dabashan mountains to the east.  But enemies always attack when we least 

expect it, so I hope that we remain vigilant at all times.  The very things that make us safe also 

make us a rich target for enemy kingdoms. 

 

14 Gregory. “Man from the Margin: Cao Cao and the Three Kingdoms.” Man from the Margin: Cao Cao 
and the Three Kingdoms , The Fifty-First George Ernest Morrison Lecture in Ethnology 1990, 22 Nov. 
2000, openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/html/1885/42040/morrison51.html. 



 

Our opposition—Liu Bei 

Liu Bei is the commander of the Shu Han confederacy, and is a formidable warlord 

himself.  Although Shu Han has not been organized into a formal united front, our intelligence 

suggests they will be shortly, and that is why I have referred to them throughout this guide 

simply as Shu Han.  Liu, along with his minister Zhuge Liang, a capable commander in his own 

right, have focused recently on Cao Wei, and largely ignored the threat we pose to them.  A 

general truism of this era is that no state can conquer another state on its own because the other 

two states would ally against the attacking state.  If we can take Shu Han, this entire calculus will 

change.  Such a campaign will not be easy, so we should follow the ideas of the our distant 

relative, Sun Zi, and his transformational novel The Art of War  (Chinese: 孙子兵法).  

 

Where the situation may go 

As I explained above, we control the most lucrative economic regions of China.  That is a 

significant advantage, but it also makes us a target.  Expect an invasion soon, especially from 

Cao Cao, who is still smarting over his shocking defeat at Chibi.  At the same time, the many 

barbarians of the west and north constantly harass Shu Han and Cao Cao’s forces.  Koguryŏ, a 

kingdom on the Korean Peninsula seeks its independence.  If we can manage to provide these 

small-scale uprisings with material support, maybe something can happen.  Remember, 

dynasties are always felled by peasant uprisings.  I do not offer more strategic advice hear.  I am 

not an expert; you are.  Consult The Art of War  for inspiration, as it includes relevant historical 

examples that you could use as precedent (it can be read in less than one hour). 

 



 

I have given you a lot of anecdotes throughout this missive.  Use them as a guide for your 

imagination, and know that our opponents have studied the same examples. 

Questions to consider: 

● Who is our foremost enemy, and what should be done about it? 

● Where are the resources we need, and how do we get them? 

● Have the peasantry been taken care of, and how will they respond to our actions? 

● Is the enemy of our enemy our friend? 

● We are united in one goal—to reunite China under my rule.  How will each one of you 

contribute to this noble effort? 

 

Helpful resources: 

The following list is just a set of resources that we found useful when writing this background 

guide, and will use as inspiration to write crisis updates.  Our bibliography is also a good place to 

check out. 

● Red Cliffs , the movie 

○ Watching this film—or at least one hour of it, is the best preparation you can get. 

This background guide is a starter, but in order to get a feel for how this 

committee will run, watch this film. 

● Romance of the Three Kingdoms 

○ The book upon which Red Cliffs  is partially based.  Read a few chapters to get a 

sense of the frenetic style we hope to achieve in committee. 

● There are a few good articles on JSTOR, but be imaginative.  This committee is unique in 

that creativity will help you more so than any collection of facts. 
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