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Chapter 4

The rise of Chinese imperialism: the northern frontiers
and foreign relations of the Western Han

1. World views and the political situation in the Qin and Western (Former)
Han empires

In Chapter Two, I argued that the Warring States era from the early fifth to the
late third century BC was a crucial period in the formation of Chinese identity
and Chinese worldviews. After the seven major states had been unified into a
single empire by Qin Shi Huang, the term #anxia came into increasing use,
often to refer to a coherent, unified geo-political entity. Consequently, in most
cases zanxia should be understood as corresponding to the modern concept of
“empire” (digno 77 &), a term which did not emerge in Chinese sources until the
nineteenth century.! Despite this development, the term #anxia, “all under
Heaven”, also retained its literal meaning in the Early Imperial period. Using
the Stele Inscriptions of Qin Shi Huang as a case study, I have examined the
two meanings of the #anxia in the ancient texts. The broader meaning of #anxia,
as stated earlier, had a strongly rhetorical sense which was used to highlight the
grandeur of the territory under the authority of the Chinese ruler. Nevertheless,
by the Early Imperial period, in most cases, as Yu Yingshi AUy suggests,
tianxia had evolved into a “more purely political concept”, as can be seen in the
texts of the Stele Inscriptions.?

Qin Shi Huang had dreamed that control of the fanxia would be
transmitted within his family on a permanent basis. In reality, the newly created
empire collapsed very soon after his death. Only sixteen years after its
unification, the #anxia fell apart again. Following a short period of turmoil and

disorder, Liu Bang 2Ff (256-195 BC), a junior officer from the peasant class

and a native of the county of Pei TR (present-day Xuzhou M, Jiangsu
Province), finally seized the imperial throne after defeating the king of Chu,
Xiangyu JHY], in 202 BC. He assumed the title of Emperor Gao &7 (r. 202-

I For a recent discussion of the use of the Chinese word digno 7 [% and its English
translation “empire” in Chinese literature, see Elliot (2014).
2 Yu Yingshi (2008) 378.
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195 BC) and was the founder of the Han dynasty which lasted for the next four
hundred years.

Unlike the Qin regime, the Han dynasty had no connections with the
aristocratic lineages of the pre-Qin period. In fact, during the first phase of
their rise to power Liu Bang and his followers were no more than a group of
rebel bandits operating in the territory of the old state of Chu in the declining
Qin empire.’ Alarmed by the rapid disintegration of Qin, Liu Bang and his
advisors did their best to establish their power on a firmer footing. In their
endeavours, the early Han rulers resorted to many of the administrative
arrangements created by Qin Shi Huang, and there was also a high degree of
ideological continuity with the Qin period.

When this situation is taken into consideration, it is not surprising that
the broader concept of fianxia is to be found in various literary works
composed in the early Western Han period. For example, Jia Yi ¥ #H, a
statesman who lived during the reign of Emperor Wen 37 (r. 180-157 BC),
makes the following comment on the relationship between the emperor and the
inhabitants of the world:

According to the ancient exegesis, when traveling to the east, west, south and north,
as far as a ship or cart can reach, and as far humankind can journey, even though the
barbarian peoples dwelt there, there was no one who did not submit to the sovereign

called Son of Heaven* T Z 1E3¢, WRVGRIIL, HFEHEZPTIE, ANiHZ
Pz, BARM, MKRERT.

In terms of the wufu (five-zone) theory described in Chapter 2, the Son of
Heaven (tianzi KT") was supposed to occupy the centre of the five zones, in
contrast to the territory of the barbarians which was to be found in the
outermost ring, which was named the huangfu TR, “the wilderness zone”.3
This theory neatly allowed the lands of the barbarian peoples to be part of the
territory controlled by the wise kings of remote antiquity. The passage just
quoted suggests that this idea still remained alive in the second century BC.
During the Western Han period, all peoples were supposed to be subject to the

3 For the rise of Liu Bang and the formation of the new military meritocracy of the
Han, see the monograph by Liu Kaiyuan 2% 7t (2000) esp. 119-190.

4 Xinshu 3,1 (Wei Buxin) 131.

> For the five-zone theory in the Confucian canons, see the discussion in Chapter Two,
and Yu Yingshi (1986) 379.

97



authority of the Chinese emperor which extended to the outermost edges of
the inhabited world.

The reality was completely different. More or less simultaneously with
the establishment of the Han dynasty, the rise of the Xiongnu confederacy on
the steppes of Inner Asia began to exert significant pressure on the northern
frontiers of the Chinese Empire. The expansionist policies of the nomadic
tribes undermined the position of superiority to which the Han imperial
authorities aspired, and threatened the stability of the new government.
Emperor Gao tried to resolve this problem by embarking on a major military
campaign against the Xiongnu in 201 BC. Unfortunately, this military action
ended in a humiliating defeat. Emperor Gao was besieged by the Xiongnu
forces in Pingcheng “F 3§ (near present-day Datong, Shanxi province) for
several days and almost died there.S Thereafter, for a period of nearly seventy
years between this defeat and the early years of the reign of Emperor Wu, the
Han government generally took a defensive stance towards the Xiongnu (for
details, see the discussion below).

Perhaps not surprisingly, various Han intellectuals regarded the weakness
of Han as unacceptable. This sentiment was particularly voiced by such
Confucian scholars as Lu Jia PEE and Jia Yi B 5H, who reasoned that the pre-
eminence of the barbarian tribes was not consonant with the emperor’s

position of authority. One of Jia Yi’s essays contains the following passage:

The current situation in the world (ianxia) is upside down. 1 hope His Majesty can
perceive this. The Son of Heaven is the head of all under Heaven. Why? Becanse the
bead is at the top. The barbarian people are the feet of all under Heaven. Why?
Because the feet are at the bottom. Recruiting and giving orders to the barbarians is
the concern of His Majesty, while paying tribute to the emperor is the ritual which the
officials and subjects have to perform. Now the feet are at the top and the head at
bottom. This turns the whole situation upside-down.

KT8, TR, BEMETEZHE. WRTE, RTZEE,
i ? B, 8ERE, RTZEWm, firh? T, SRS, &2
T Ez#E, RTHE, RETZEN. 2xEE BBET,
RERRRZ W

Jia Y1’s critique clearly shows that he was worried about the relations between
the Han and barbarian peoples (mainly referring to the Xiongnu). In his work,

6 Hanshu 94a, 3753.
7 Xinshu 3,10 (Jiexian) 127.
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Jia Yi does not expound on what strategies the Han government used, or
should have used, to tackle the threat posed by the barbarians in the frontier
regions, restricting himself to the observation that the hierarchical relationship
existing between the emperor and the barbarians was the reverse of what it
ought to be. Only if the emperor occupied a position of unchallenged
superiority could the relationship between him and the barbarians be fitted into
the five-zone theory of the Chinese classicists, in which the Son of Heaven
occupied the centre of the earth under Heaven and the barbarians the most
peripheral parts. Now the correct world order had been turned upside down, a
state of affairs which Jia Yi found totally unacceptable.

In practice, Jia Yi’s appeal had no discernible effect on the foreign
policies or worldviews of the educated elite of the Han court. Certainly
contributing to this apparent indifference was the presence of a less ambitious
worldview according to which the #anxia was simply a geopolitical domain
consisting of a fixed number of administrative units. In other words, the empire
could be seen as a geopolitical entity composed of a certain number of
commanderies, counties and kingdoms, all of which were under the rule of the
Han emperor who was a member of the clan of Liu.® In this interpretation, the
tianxia 1s understood as a clearly defined political and ethno-cultural entity
which was transmitted within the house of Liu Bang.?

As already discussed in Chapter 2, various terms, including sibai, hainei
and sifang, had been used to refer to the outer limits of the #anxia long before
the unification of China in 221 BC. Such terms were transposed to the imperial
era and widely used in literary works of the Qin-Han period and thereafter.
After Liu Bang/Emperor Gao had crushed the rebellion of Ying Bu JeAfi (%
4413), the king of the Huainan kingdom R E, in 195 BC he paid a visit to his

hometown of Pei, where he invited his fellow villagers and old friends to a feast.

8 Under the Han capital Chang’an, junFl (commandery) and xian 5% (county) were the
two basic administrative units. Moreover, Emperor Gao distributed vast territories to
his allies and kinsmen as a reward for their support during the civil war. The feudal
system which had been abolished by Qin Shi Huang and Li Si had been initially
restored by Xiang Yu in the interval between Qin and Han, and was preserved by Liu
Bang. The territories received by these men became kingdoms. For the administrative
structures of the Western Han empire, see Bielenstein’s monograph (1980) 4-109.

9 The biography of Dou Ying claims that “the #anxia is the possession of the Emperor
Gao and it is passed from generation by generation (within the family)”. See Hanshu, 52;

Shinichiré Watanabe ¥ {5 — RE, trans. by Xu Chong (2008) 130.
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At the height of this feast, the emperor sang a song he had composed himself,
which was later named the “Song of the Great Wind” (Dafeng ge K JEHK):

The great wind blew forth and the clouds flew [away] and scattered. Now my might
has been imposed upon all within the four seas (hainei), I have returned to my native
village. Where shall 1 find brave men to gnard the fonr quarters (sifang) of my
land?'0

KGR EMRST, BN NS, 2327,

Although the term #anxia does not appear in this text, it does contain the
expressions hainei (within the seas) and sifang (four quarters). The “four quarters”
guarded by the emperor’s “brave men” are clearly coextensive with the #anxia
of the Han empire. On these grounds it would seem that, ideologically speaking,
the empire of Han was less open than the Roman empire at the time of
Augustus.

A few months after reciting the poem, Emperor Gao returned to
Chang’an where he issued an edict to commemorate the twelfth anniversary of
his accession to the throne, taking the opportunity to warn the nobles of the
empire not to rebel against Han rule. In this edict, the term #anxia is cleatly
used to refer to a geopolitical entity consisting of a series of hierarchically
arranged administrative units. In this text the barbarians seem to have been
excluded from the world order referred to and they were not expected to
observe the laws and rituals of the Han. The text reads as follows:

I have been made the Son of Heaven, and thus far as Emperor (di) have possessed the
tianxia for twelve years. I have subjugated the tianxia with the brave men and
talented grandees of the empire; together we have pacified and reunited it. Among those
of my followers who have distingnished themselves, I have established the best as fings,
the next [best] as marquises, and moreover the least have been given the income of
towns. Furthermore, some of the relatives of my important subjects have become
marquises. Al bave been personally anthorized to appoint their officials and levy
taxes. Their danghters have become princesses. The marquises who have the income of
towns all wear seals; we have granted them large residences. The officials [of the rank
of] two thousand shi; we have moved to Chang'an to be granted small residences.
Those who went to Shu and Han and subjugated the three [parts of the state of] Qin
are all exempted [from taxes and services] from generation to generation. I might be
said not to have been ungrateful to those talented officers and meritorions officials of
the tianxia. Let those who rebel against the Son of Heaven without cause and

10 Hanshn 1b, 74.
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arbitrarily raise troops be punished by the military forces of the tianxia and executed.
Let this be published and announced to the tianxia so that it might clearly
understand onr intention.\!

BINART, AR, +FERSR MR TZEEERRM
ERT, Az, HADE B E, ’AHE%E, FTIhEE.
MEEZE, SAse, BCHEN, FRE Lrat. &%l
e Ed, BcH, BREE. ET0, k%, ZNH
. ANE, BE=FRE, BHEER. BRRTELIE, AEET
AR. HAAKBERTEERE, BRTIMRZ. it KT,
(ELEPN S

In Chapter Two, I noted that the distinction between nei N (‘inner’) and wai 4
(‘outer’) is a key concept in understanding the worldview of ancient China.
From the mid to late Warring States period, these terms were frequently used in
texts referring to the distinction between the huaxia (a general name for the
Chinese people) and the yidi (a general name for the barbarian peoples living on
the periphery of the Chinese world).'? As argued in Chapter Two, between the
fifth and late third centuries BC climatic changes on the northern frontier of
the Chinese Central Plains sharpened the distinction between the farming
populations of the Chinese states and the nomadic tribes of the north, thereby
stimulating the economic and cultural cohesiveness of the agricultural zones.
During the Early Western Han period the gap between the agriculturalists and
the nomadic world of the northern steppe deepened, particularly after the rise
of the Xiongnu empire. The threat posed by the formidable cavalry of the
Xiongnu prompted the Han government to construct more fortifications on its
northern border, thereby encouraging the stimulation of the emergence of an

increasingly exclusive Chinese world order.

"W Hanshu 1b, 78. My translation is largely based on that of Dubs (1938) 55.

12 As Yates has pointed out, “the relations between the elites, religious leaders, and
ordinary people of the steppe, desert, and mountain fastness, between the outer regions
(wai) and the emperors in Beijing, were very different from those that held between the
emperors and the officials, local elites, and subordinate masses within (#ez) China
proper.” See Yates (2001) 355-356. I have argued that the distinction between #e/ and
wai had come into existence long before the creation of the Qin-Han empire. See my
discussion in Chapter Two. The increasing disjunction between the agricultural society
of China and the nomadic wotld of the north, in tandem with the establishment of the
unified empire and the more or less simultaneous rise of Xiongnu power increased the
importance of these territorial concepts.
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Liu Bang had originally intended to build a new capital at Luoyang, the
old capital of Luoyi of Zhou dynasty, the place it was assumed was located at
the centre of the world (cf. Chapter 2). However, for the sake of security Lou
Jing BA{L, a senior minister, advised the emperor to establishing the capital in
the homeland of Qin.!? Lou Jing’s proposal was supported by another senior
official, Zhang Liang 5 .14 Finally the capital was established in Chang’an

(modern Xi’an 5%, a city which was situated only about 30 km to the east of
the old Qin capital Xianyang. The region in which Chang’an was situated was
named Guanzhong BlH (Within the Passes). Throughout the Farly Han period
this remained the core region of the empire.!> The area to the east of Mount
Xiao WG LI and Hangu Pass B4 (in present-day Lingbao % %), where
Emperor Gao granted vast tracts of land to his kinsmen and supporters, was
called Guandong Bl H (Fast of the Pass). Most other areas were divided into
commanderies and counties which were directly administered by imperial
officials.

On the basis of these arrangements, the early Han empire might be
depicted as consisting of three zones, namely Guanzhong, Guandong and the
remainder of the empire. The barbarian lands which were located outside the
empire were conceptualized as making up a fourth zone. Furthermore, as I shall
argue in Chapter Six, the humble origins of the imperial house of Liu stimulated
various attempts to augment the legitimacy of the Han rulers by emphasizing
the link between these rulers and Heaven as the highest power in the cosmos.
According the political theories of Dong Zhongshu, for instance, the emperor,
as “the Son of Heaven”, played an intermediary role between Heaven and
mankind.’® A logical corollary of this theory was that the Han emperor should

13 As Lou Jing explained, the Qin area was protected by the Xiao Mountains, the Yellow
River and the Four Passes. If an emergency should arise, an army of a million men
could be instantly raised. Even there were disorder in the areas east of the Xiao
Mountains, the area of Qin would remain safe. Using a wrestling metaphor, Lou Jing
argues that as long as the emperor controlled the area of Qin, he will be in good
position to strangle his enemy and hit the latter’s back. See S47: 99, 2716.

14 Like Lou Jing, Zhang Liang gave various reasons for building the capital in the area
of Qin. The advantages mentioned by him included the good defensive location of the
region, the abundance of all kinds of materials and the fertility of the land. See Shzi 55,
2044.

15 Chen Suzhen P& 88 (2011) 230-234.

16 About Dong Zhongshu’s theory and his contribution to the development of the
Chinese political cosmological thought, see Schwarz (1985) 363-381. A detailed
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rule all of mankind, and indeed Confucius and Mencius had claimed that the
true king leaves nothing and nobody outside his realm, and that his power is
not constrained by distance.!” For these reasons, the unbounded worldview of
the Western Zhou period never disappeared entirely (cf. Chapter Two).

Since the Han emperors of the eatly second century did not control the
territories of the Xiongnu, the persistence of this all-encompassing worldview
could been a spur which stimulated intellectuals and emperors to contemplate
the possibility of further territorial expansion. In actual fact, Han thinkers such
as Dong Zhongshu do not seem to have been worried by the discrepancy
between ideological representations and realities. In the following section, 1
shall investigate how the seemingly contradictory worldviews which can be
found in early Han sources were fused, and how these worldviews affected
actual decisions taken regarding the relationship between the empire and their
Xiongnu neighbours during the Western Han period.!8

2. Han worldviews and the relationship between the Han and the

Xiongnu

When Augustus became the first emperor of the Roman empire, Rome had
already established wunchallenged military supremacy throughout the
Mediterranean world. In striking contrast to this achievement, the Han empire
established by Emperor Gao was immediately faced with mounting threats
from a rising steppe empire on its northern frontier. This fundamental
divergence between the steppe and the sown prompted the early Han emperors
to seek different strategies to deal with their barbarian neighbours than those
adopted by the Roman emperors of the first century AD.

Unlike the Roman armies of the early Principate, the Western Han army
initially was in a weak position in any confrontation with the steppe peoples,

discussion of Dong Zhongshu’s theory of imperial sovereignty in relation to Heaven
will be given in Chapter Six.

171.. S. Yang B[ (1968) 26. Tt should be noted that the saying “nobody outside his
realm” refers mainly to the idea that “all under Heaven” had been conquered by the
ruler’s moral power rather than by the use of military force. For the moral duties of
Chinese rulers, see Chapter Six.

18 Loewe also observes this tension. As he puts it, “An emperor was essential to the
maintenance of government within the cosmology in which the rule of man was placed;
but how far he fitted the ideals that philosophers expected is another matter.” See
Loewe (2002) 348.
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both tactically and in terms of military equipment.!® By the last decade of the
third century BC, the Xiongnu confederacy had acquired a highly developed

hierarchical military system under their charismatic leader Modu Chanyu ' #H
BT (234-174 BC).20 Unlike the frontier soldiers of the Western Han period

who were recruited from the farming population in the remote hinterland
regions and were expected to serve for only one year, all adult Xiongnu males
above a certain age were obliged to bear arms. The pastoral cavalry forces could
move fast, making it relatively easy for the Xiongnu to raid Chinese territory on
horseback. The Chinese infantry and chariots were no match for this highly
mobile cavalry.?! This imbalance was exacerbated by the fact that, after the
bitter Chinese civil war, the victorious Emperor Gao had demobilized a large
part of his armies in order to minimize the risk of future rebellions.

After the death of Emperor Gao, the power devolved to the Empress
Dowager Lii 2 (Zhi #£) and her clan until Emperor Wen 3 (Heng 14 r. 180-
157 BC) was enthroned with the support of some old ministers in 180 BC. The
dynastic feuds pursued by various members of the House of Liu and the
faction of Lu at this time distracted the Chinese rulers from realizing the
necessity of investing resources in their frontier armies. As literary sources
show, during the larger part of the reign of Emperor Wen and his successor,
Emperor Jing 5t (Qi B r. 157-141 BC), the Han empire adopted an policy of
appeasement, sending the Xiongnu large amounts of grain, silk, cloth and other
luxuries to secure peace on its northern frontiers.?

Shortly after the humiliating defeat of the Han armies led by Emperor
Gao at Pingcheng, in 198 BC, on the advice of Lou Jing BN, a senior Han

official, the Han government signed a treaty with the Xiongnu.? Sima Qian

19 In terms of military capabilities the Han generally lagged behind the Xiongnu in the
eatly period of the Han dynasty. This discrepancy emerges clearly from the essay by the
Western Han statesman Chao Cuo. See Di Cosmo (2004) 203.

20 On the formation of the Xiongnu state and the territorial expansion which took
place under Modu Chanyu in the late third century BC, see Barfield (1989) 323-6; Di
Cosmo (2004) 167-190; Yu (2008) 118-220.

2! In order to deal with this weakness, Emperors Wen and Jing increased the size of the
Han cavalry. See Di Cosmo (2004) 192-227, 235.

22 For a detailed discussion of these payments, see Yu (1967) 45-47; 61; 64.

23 The treaty, signed in 198 BC, contained four main provisions. 1. The Han had to send
a princess to the Xiongnu Chanyu to be his wife; 2. Each year the Han court had to
provide the Xiongnu with a certain amount of grain, wine, silk and foodstuffs; 3. The
Han empire and the Xiongnu would be equal partners; 4. The boundary line between
Han and Xiongnu was the Great Wall. See Shiji 110; Hanshu 43. Yu (1967) 41-42;
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states that the treaty clearly stipulated that the Great Wall was to be the
boundary line between the territory of Han and that of the Xiongnu. It also
provided that all those peoples who drew the bows (5] 7 Z &) beyond the
Wall should be under the orders of the Chanyu, while all those wearing Han
caps and sashes (JEE#F < %) within the Wall were to be ruled by the Chinese
emperor.?* This treaty unambiguously demonstrates that, in the world of real
politics, the Chinese emperor was assumed to constrain his authority within a
specified geographical space. The upshot was that this reality formed a sharp
discrepancy with the ideal of universal imperial rule developed by the
Confucian literati of the Han period.

The discrepancy between Confucian ideology and the political and
military reality is also illustrated by the letters exchanged between the Xiongnu
Chanyu and the Han emperor recorded in historical accounts. Ban Gu’s Hanshu
3 (The Book of Former Han) claims that the letters sent by Modu Chanyu
to Emperor Wen contained the following passage: The great Chanyn of Xiongnu
inaugnrated by Heaven sends [bis] respects to the |Chinese] emperor and wishes [him] well
ORJIT SL A UK B T4 [ 5275 6 78).25 The Chanyu states unequivocally the
claim that his authority derived from Heaven, thereby asserting that he was the
equal of the recipient in terms of status. This interpretation is confirmed by the
fact that Xiongnu Chanyu addressed the emperor as his “brother” (Kundi or
Xiongdi 55, . ).26 These indications suggest that the relationship between
the Xiongnu Chanyu and the Han emperor was regarded as a relationship
between equals, at least by the former.?”

It is interesting that the Western Han rulers do not seem to have been
particularly concerned by this discrepancy between Confucian ideology and
political reality. At least part of the explanation of this paradox is that the
military weakness of the Han empire could be compensated by insisting on the
cultural superiority of the Chinese emperor over the Xiongnu. After the death
of Emperor Gao in 195 BC, Modu Chanyu sent a letter to Dowager Empress

Barfield (1981) 52; Chang (2007) 172. For archaeological evidence, including the tiles
which were excavated from Han tombs in Baotou in Inner Mongolia in the twentieth
century, see He Lin (1980).

24 Shyi 110, 2902.

25 Shii 110, 2899; Hanshu 94a, 3756.

26 In several letters sent to the Chanyu by Emperor Wen, the latter repeats that the Han
and Xiongnu were brothers according to the terms of the previous treaty. See Shzi 110,
2902; Hanshu 94a, 3754.

27 Di Cosmo (2004) 193.
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Li containing an offer of marriage. From the Chanyu’s perspective, the
proposal made sense because the customs of the Xiongnu allowed a man to
marry his brother’s widow (levirate), but from a Chinese point of view the offer
was an unbearable insult. 2 Infuriated by this humiliation, Empress Lii
summoned the chancellor, Chen Ping f#~F, and a number of senior officials to
debate whether the Han should send out troops to punish the Xiongnu’s
arrogance. Pan Kuai #I, an eminent general who had helped Liu Bang in his
rise to power, boasted that he would speedily crush the Xiongnu army with a
hundred thousand soldiers under his command. His confidence was rebuked by
another statesman, Ji Bu ZEAfi, who bitterly criticized Pan’s plan for two
reasons. He began by reminding those present of the painful defeat which the
late Emperor Gao had suffered in 200 BC. Furthermore, he argued that the

barbarians were not worth attacking:

The Yi and Di peoples are like beasts. It is neither worth even being glad if we receive
compliments from them, nor worth being irritated by their insults?> HFIKEEWIES
5, fHHLESEALE, BEALRE.

In the end Empress Li accepted Ji Bu’s advice and wrote a respectful letter to
the Chanyu in which she politely declined the latter’s marriage proposal.

The “harmonious kinship” policy (begin F1#i) by means of which the
carly Western Han emperors tried to deal with the Xiongnu confederacy was
not enough to guarantee the stability of the frontiers and dispel the hostility
between the Han and Xiongu. From time to time, the Xiongnu army broke the
peace and raided the northern frontier counties of the Han empire, extorting
more subsidies.’? In short, the enormous amount of subsidies paid by the Han
emperor did not buy peace and the financial burdens of the Han government
only increased.’!

Another problem arose from the fact that the Han people was far less
keen than the Xiongnu to exchange goods on the frontier. Whereas the Han
court wanted to establish a clear border with “as few links as possible between

28 Shiyi 110, 2879. About the Xiongnu people’s customs, see Chin (2010) 327.

29 Hanshu 94a, 3755.

30 Barfield (1981) 53. Since all of the surviving sources are Han-biased, it is difficult to
establish if Han army also broke the peace and interfered in Xiongnu affairs.

31 According to Sima Qian, the annual Han subsidy amounted to less than 5,000 A» of
grain, 10,000 sbi of wine and 10,000 p7 of silk cloth. See Barfield (1981) 53; Yu (1967)
48.
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its border people and the Xiongnu”, the latter desired exactly the opposite.?? As
a result of this inconsistency, the relationship between the two states remained
unstable for the next century and a half. Aware of the Xiongnu’s fondness for
Han goods, some early Han statesmen urged the emperor to continue
implementing the Jegin policy, stating that they were convinced that the
barbarians would cease to harass Han frontiers after their desires had been
assuaged by material goods. This scheme, first proposed by Jia Yi, became
known as the policy of the “Five Baits”. Jia Yi stressed the best way of dealing
with the barbarians was:

(1) to give them elaborate clothes and carriages to corrupt their eyes;

(2) to give them fine food to corrupt their mouths;

(3) to give them music to corrupt their ears;

(4) to give them lofty buildings, granaries, and slaves to corrupt their stomachs; and
(5) to provide gifts and shower favours on those Xiongnu who surrendered.>>

The Shiji recounts that this strategy was betrayed to the Xiongnu Chanyu by a
Han captive named Zhonghang Yue 1175 34 Knowing the seductiveness of
Han luxury goods, he warned the Chanyu not to be obsessed by Han goods or
customs:

The strength of the Xiongnu lies in the very fact that their food and clothing are
different from those of the Chinese, and they are therefore not dependent on the Han
Jor anything. Now the Chanyu has acquired this fondness for Chinese things and is
trying to change the Xiongnu customs. Therefore, although the Han sends no more
than one-fifth of its goods here, eventually it will succeed in winning over the whole of
the Xiongnu nation. From now on, whenever you receive any Han silk, put this on
and try riding your horses through undergrowth and brambles! In no time your robes
and leggings will be torn to shreds and everyone will see that silkes are no match for the
utility of felt and leather garments. Likewise, when you receive any Han foodstuffs,
throw them away so that people can see that they are not as practical or tasty as milk

and Fumiss. RIWNBAGEEE L —FL, APTlmEE, DIAKER,
MANAED . S F8RIFEY), EYAEA —, R& SRR

%2 Lattimore (1940) 478-480; Yu (1967) passin., esp. 92-133; Barfield (1981) 54.

3 Yu (1967) 37; Yang (1968) 27-9.

3 $hiji 110, 2879. Chin (2010) 325.

35 Shiji, ibid. This passage is translated by Watson (1961) 170 and also cited by Barfield
(1989) 52.
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The foregoing discussion would appear to show that the rulers and educated
elite of the early Western Han period harboured ambivalent sentiments about
Han relations with the nomadic peoples in the north. On the one hand, some
Han officials, such as Jia Yi, were well aware of the awkward discrepancy
between the reality in which the Han emperor was in a weak position when
confronted with the expansionist policies of the Xiongnu and the ideal picture
of universal imperial power. On the other hand, the Han emperor was very
reluctant to end the threat posed by the Xiongnu by use of military force. Even
Jia Yi thought that the best way to counter the barbarian threat was to corrupt
the Xiongnu’s minds by providing them with luxuries.36

Chao Cuo &8 (200-154 BC), another prominent statesman living in the
time of Emperor Jing who wrote several essays on military and frontier issues,
came to a different conclusion. He was fully aware of the military power of the
Xiongnu, pointing out that the Xiongnu soldiers were adept at horse-riding and
shooting, galloping through rugged terrain and enduring harsh climatic
conditions. Unlike Jia Yi, however, he believed that the Xiongnu’s threat could
only be ended by military resistance.?” Despite his conviction, he was firmly
opposed to the idea of carrying out any offensive campaigns against the
Xiongnu, arguing that the best solution was the establishment of permanent
garrisons of farmer-soldiers along the frontier.3

The first part of this chapter briefly touched upon the imperial
wortldview developed by Dong Zhongshu. In his opinion, the emperor
occupied the centre of the cosmos, ruling all mankind by the mandate of
Heaven. As a statesman, however, he seems to have been unconcerned by the

3 Loewe (2011) 107.

37 For Chao Cuo’s theories concerning the best way of dealing with the Xiongnu, see
Hanshu 49, 2279 —2281.

3 As he points out, “war is a dangerous thing ...and the pursuit of victory is at the cost
of human life. Once it has failed, it is too late to repent.” This is why in his proposals
to the emperor Wen Chao did not advocate launching any major campaigns against the
Xiongnu. On the contrary, he urged the emperor to pay more attention to the
consolidation of the frontier fortifications. For Chao Cuo’s proposal concerning the
establishment of new settlements along the borders, see Hanshu 49, 2283-2287. For a
discussion of Chao Cuo’s ideas and proposals, see Chang (2007) 147-150.
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inferior position of the Han emperor in relation to the Xiongnu barbarians.

Some of his views on this topic were recorded by Ban Gu:

1t is principles which move a righteous man, while profits move an avaricions one.
Peoples like the Xiongnu cannot be persnaded by talk of benevolence and moral
principles. All one can do is talk to them about fine profits and to get them to seek
links with Heaven. Let them contract only with Heaven. Therefore, give them rich
profits to subdue their will, bind them to Heaven by oath, and take their beloved sons
in charge as hostages so that they are emotionally involved. Even were the Xiongnu to
attempt to mafke a change, would they be willing to forego the chance of gaining a rich
profit? Would they practise deceit on Heaven? Would they like to see their dear
children put to death? Taxes and the handing-over of gifts are not as high as the cost
of an army, and the strength of a city’s walls is not as effective as a promise agreed by
men of integrity. What a benefit it would be to all if adults close to the borders conld
loosen their [war] belts and if their infants conld be suckled in peace; if, with no eneny
horse [cavalry] spying out what they could find at the defence lines, there would be no

call to send emergency dispatches up and down the empire’® FRENE ¥, FEIE
No W, AEaT ATt t, MrraeblEA, w2 BRRHE.
MO JERDLR L, BB R BLELAY, L T LRI,
SO IERR P, ZRRERIT, SRR RA, BB AT ORI
TS AR LN =H 2 e, SRR [ 4 LAY 5 b2 &, s
SR RS ILAR AT, MET AN, WIS ANES R, TRANMT
L ATRERR TP

To judge from this passage, Dong was arguing that, when dealing with the
Xiongnu, the emperor should not rely heavily on military force thereby creating
enormous costs and disturbing the Han people of the frontier zone. Instead he
urges the emperor to use a judicious combination of material benefits and
emotional blackmail to keep the Xiongnu in check. This idea is very similar to
the “Five Baits” approach advocated by his contemporary Jia Yi.

Much later, in the mid-first century AD, Dong’s approach was
vehemently criticized by the historian Ban Gu. As Ban Gu points out, the
Chanyu had never allowed his sons to go to the Han court as hostages.
Furthermore, he observes that, during the reigns of Emperors Wen and Wu,
Han armies had successfully fought large-scale campaigns against the Xiongnu.
In these confrontations the losses of men, horses and land had been evenly

3 Hansbhn 94b, 3832-3834. For Dong Zhongshu’s ideas regarding the Xiongnu, see the
analysis by Loewe (2011) 106-109. My translation is a slightly adapted version of that
offered by Loewe. See ibid. 107-108.
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balanced. Although the Han armies had captured new territories to the south of
the Yellow River and set up the Suofang commandery to consolidate its gains,
the Han government had lost the lands south of Zaoyang up to a distance of
900 /. Although the Xiongnu did occasionally send envoys to the Han capital,
they also detained the Han envoys dispatched from the Han imperial court.
Finally, Ban Gu criticizes Dong Zhongshu’s lack of knowledge about the
fortification of the frontiers and dismisses his plan to defeat the enemy through
bribes as naive.#

At first sight Dong’s political ideas might seem to be a contradiction of
the all-powerful image of the Han emperor, but closer inspection reveals that
the military weakness of many Han emperors did not undermine prevailing
ideas about the empire or the legitimacy of emperors. In Chapter Six 1 shall
argue that Han ideas about the ideal emperor focused on the latter’s role as a
living moral example rather than any heroic military qualities he might possess.
In other words, the reputation of the Chinese ruler depended, for the most part,
on his success in disseminating morality and order among his Chinese
subjects.#! A wise ruler was supposed to have the charismatic power needed to
persuade the barbarians occupying the remotest areas to acknowledge the
superiority of the Han emperor, on account of the latter’s benevolence and
impeccable morality. On the other hand, since the barbarians living outside the
empire were not regarded as subjects of the Han emperor, they were not seen
as a target group in the emperor’s project of moral transformation.

These observations help to explain why some literati of the eatly Western
Han were not so much concerned about the military inferiority of the empire in
its combats with the Xiongnu barbarians. As discussed in Chapter Two, the
idea of Chinese moral and cultural superiority can be observed as one of the
products of the strengthening of Chinese cultural-ethnic identity between the
collapse of the Western Zhou dynasty and the creation of the unified Qin
empire. Paradoxically, these feelings of cultural and moral superiority were
reinforced rather than reduced as a result of the rise of the steppe empire in the
north by the Western Han period.

During the Warring States Period, many Chinese philosophers had
already formulated the view in general that violence was not the best way to

40 For Ban Gu’s critique, see Hanshu 94b, 3831.

4 Loewe (2002) 345. Roman emperors were also expected to pay great attention to
their moral duties, see Norefia (2011) 37-100. However, during the Principate the
reputation of the ruling emperor continued to depend largely on military successes. For
a more detailed discussion of this topic see Chapters Five and Six.
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achieve political ends. Partly for this reason, many Chinese rulers showed little
interest in pursuing military glory and territorial expansion.*? Most of them
appear to have seen the creation of a clearly defined physical boundary and
compliance with the demands of the Xiongnu rulers as the best way to counter
the threat posed by the northern barbarians. Only when this approach had
ended in failure did some Han turn to a more aggressive frontier policy.*3

3. Military campaigns and territorial expansions (133-60 BC)
3.1. Major campaigns of the Han (133-119 BC)

It is not entirely clear why Emperor Wu decided to change the foreign policy
regarding the Xiongnu. Both the Shiji and Hanshu recount that, although
Xiongnu cavalry forces carried out small-scale raids into Han territory from
time to time, no major incursions occurred during the reign of Emperor Jing.#
When Emperor Wu ascended the throne, the harmonious pseudo-kinship
policy was even reaffirmed by a clarification of the terms of the treaty and by
increasing traffic in the border markets. Ban Gu records that the relationship
between the Han empire and the Xiongnu grew less hostile and that border
markets in the vicinity of the Great Wall boomed.

This felicitous period did not last long. Peace between the Han and the
Xiongnu broke down in 136 BC. In this year a Xiongnu envoy came to
Chang’an to visit the emperor with a marriage proposal from Chanyu Junchen
HEHE T (r. 161-126 BC). Emperor Wu convened a court conference to
discuss this matter. Two statesmen, Han Anguo ¥4%[# (d. 127 BC) and Wang
Hui EK (d. 133 BC), dominated the debate. The following year, Nie Wengyi
B #35, a Chinese merchant from the frontier city of Mayi J§ &, proposed that
Wang Hui ambush the Xiongnu forces led by the Chanyu when the latter

42 For a discussion of violence and war in the Warring States period, see the seminal
study of Lewis (1990) 53-96. For attitudes to warfare during the Qin and Han empires,
see the final chapter of this dissertation.

43 Since the early Han, the begin policy was largely dictated by the military inferiority of
the Han empire, but its existence does not prove that the Han elite was satisfied with
the existing situation. On the other hand, it has to be said that the Han government
tried to maintain peace with the Xiongnu by concluding a treaty in which the latter were
treated as equal partners.

4 Hanshu 94a, 3765.
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visited the border. Wang submitted this proposal to the Emperor Wu, and
another heated debate with Han Anguo ensued.® The details of the discussion
are recorded by Ban Gu. As an experienced military official from the old
frontier state of Yan #&, Wang Hui had a deep knowledge of Chinese-barbarian
relationships. As far as he was concerned, the appeasement policy had proved
to be a failure, since it did not stop the Xiongnu from raiding the Chinese
borders whenever they wanted. The main reason for their audacity, Wang Hui
thought, was purely and simply that the Xiongnu did not fear the emperor.
Moreover, Wang Hui believed that the Xiongnu’s appetite for new territory
could never be satisfied. Therefore he advised Emperor Wu to end the policy
of appeasement and to subjugate the Xiongnu by force. Unlike most other
literati, Wang Hui did not think that the Han army was inferior to the Xiongnu
in the battlefield.

Wang Hui’s proposal was rejected by Han Anguo, the Imperial
Chancellor, who advised the emperor to continue the “peace and marriage”
policy designed to appease the Xiongnu. Han Anguo emphasized the
superiority of the Xiongnu’s military strength, stating that the nomadic soldiers
excelled in archery and that their speed could be compared to that of a
hurricane or lightning. He also reminded the emperor of the fact that the two
military campaigns which had been mounted during the reigns of Emperor Gao
and Emperor Wen had yielded no positive results. Interestingly, as one of the
court literati, Han Anguo also expressed his concern about the cultural gap
existing between the Xiongnu and those inhabiting the Zhongguo (Central
State). As he pointed out, since time immemorial the barbarians had upheld
completely different institutions, rituals and customs to the Chinese. Therefore,
as completely uncivilized people occupying the outermost parts of the world,
the Xiongnu were not even worth worrying about.* Finally, he expressed his
worry that a military advance into enemy territory would create immense
logistical problems. This Sino-centric view is in line with those formulated by

some other Chinese scholar-officials already mentioned.

Although Emperor Wu had begun to consider the possibility of attacking
the Xiongnu, no military offensive was launched until 129 BC. In the autumn

of that year, the Han court sent four generals, Wei Qing T, Gongsun Ao N

% The debate is recorded at length in the Book of Han Anguo by Ban Gu, see Hanshu 52,
2398-2407.
46 Gbid, 2402.
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F2HL, Gongsun He AfR# and Li Guang 4%, each commanding 10,000
cavalry, to fight the Xiongnu. This first campaign ended in failure. In 127 BC,
however, General Wei Qing, who had set out from Yunzhong ZEH with an
army to march on Longxi [ P, inflicted a heavy defeat on the Xiongnu force.
This success resulted in the recovery of the region of Henan Ji[Fg#l, where
two new commendaries, Shuofang ¥177 and Wuyuan T/, were established.
The fortification works running along the Yellow River were also reconstructed
at this time.

In 121 BC, the Xiongnu forces again suffered heavy losses when they
were defeated by a Han army commanded by General Huo Qubing % 2.
Having crossed the Yanzhi Mountain 15 1l with 10,000 cavalry, he captured
8,000 Xiongnu soldiers during the first phase of his campaign. In the summer
of 121 BC, he launched a campaign across Juyan J& #E from Longxi and Beidi
JbHh and succeeded in bringing the Qilian Mountains f81# 11| under Han
control. This campaign resulted in 30,000 Xiongnu soldiers and over ten
commanders being captured. Angered by the defeat of his subordinate kings,
Hunye (or Hunxie) 48 F and Xiutu /& J& F, the Chanyu decided to summon
them to his capital and execute them. When King Hunye learnt about this plan,
he killed Xiutu and led 40,000 armed soldiers to surrender to Han. His action
led to the creation of the five Subordinate States of Han in the five
commanderies of Longxi, Beidi, Shangjun AR, Shuofang and Yunzhong in
the region beyond the old gatrisons to the south of the Yellow River. Once
these were set up, Han officials transferred large numbers of poor people from
Guandong (the area east of Hangu Pass) to populate the area of Henan (the
area beyond the part of the Great Wall built by the Qin king, Zhaoxiang, to the
north of the Yellow River).#’

Only three years later, in 118 BC, Emperor Wu again dispatched his
generals, Wei Qing and Huo Qubing, with 100,000 cavalrymen to mount a
large-scale attack on the Chanyu’s base in Mobei %]t after Xiongnu invasions
of You Beiping £146*F* and Dingxiang & % in 119 BC.% The army of Wei
Qing confronted the Xiongnu’s elite soldiers in the region of Mobei and
inflicted another defeat on the Chanyu’s army, forcing Ichise Chanyu to flee to

47 For Emperor Wu campaigns against the Xiongnu and the political arrangements
which were made between 129 BC and 118 BC, see Chang (2007) 162-75.

48 Shiji, 110; Hanshn,94a; Liu Yanwei 2 Z L (1997) 11.
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the northwestern regions. At the same time, the forces commanded by Huo
crushed the army led by the Wise King of the Left at a distance of 2,000 / from
Dai Commandery fiBB. The Xiongnu king escaped to the northwest with the
remnants of his army, pursued by the Han army all the way to Hanhai i
(Lake Baikal). In the wake of these successes, the Han government now
established military settlements along the Yellow River between western
Shuofang and Lingju % J&. Between Lingju and Dunhuang, a chain of military
posts, watchtowers and beacon fires was established along the Great Wall as a
measure to reinforce the defensive lines. Although the Xiongnu did not stop
harassing the northern frontier regions, these campaigns ended the Xiongnu’s
military superiority.

3.2. Expansion into the Western Regions and the triumph over the

Xiongnu (139 BC-AD 9)

The rulers of Han had long realized that the military strength of the Xiongnu
was based on their control of the multiple states of the Western Regions [lisp
composed of a huge area to the west of the Yumen Pass (Yumen Guan [
fifl), which provided the Xiongnu with rich resources. In the light of this
knowledge, the Han court dispatched Zhang Qian 5% to pay a visit to these
western lands for the purpose of establishing an alliance. Zhang Qian’s first
journey took place in 139/8 BC. It was not a success as Zhang Qian was
captured by the Xiongnu people and detained by them until 129/128 BC, when
he managed to escape to the Western Regions. Crossing a number of states in
the Tarim Basin ¥ LR ZHL and Xinjiang #75#, he finally reached Yuezhi H
K, a powerful state in Central Asia. However, since Yuezhi had no intention of
opposing the Xiongnu, Zhang Qian’s mission was ultimately unsuccessful.

In 119 BC Zhang Qian was sent to the Western Regions by Emperor Wu
for the second time. The aim of his mission was to “cut off the right arm of the
Xiongnu (B ®] % 47 B )”.4 In other words, the Han court was trying to
establish a military alliance with some of the states in the Western Regions
which had been under the control of the Xiongnu. However, Wusun 54, the

most important state the Han was trying to win over, showed little interest in

4 Hanshu 61, 2692.
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becoming an ally of the Han emperor, pointing out that it was located very far
away from the Han empire and knew little about the latter. This negative
response was also motivated by the fact that the Xiongnu had controlled
Wusun and many other peoples in the Western Regions for many years, making
the Wusun nobles reluctant to offend their overlords. Although the
contemporary historian Sima Qian rated Zhang Qian’s undertaking in travelling
to the Western Regions highly, the fact remains that his two missions failed to
produce any tangible results.”

Despite these unsuccessful diplomatic missions, Emperor Wu did not
give up his intention of undermining the power of the Xiongnu by establishing
control over the minor states in the Western Regions. Between 104 BC and 99
BC he even took the step of launching military operations against the oasis state
of Ferghana (Dayuan K%@), which was situated to the southwest of the areas
inhabited by the Xiongnu, at a distance of no fewer than 12,559 / from the Han
capital. Both Sima Qian and Ban Gu claim that the main reason for launching
the Ferghana campaign was Emperor Wu’s desite to acquire the legendary
Ferghana horses.>® In reality, the campaign was part of a long-term strategy
devised to dismember the Xiongnu confederacy. Ever since the reigns of
Emperors Wen and Jing, the Han court had been trying to breed more and
better horses which would be a match for the formidable Xiongnu cavalry.5
On this occasion, the first move of the Han court was to send two generals,
Zhao Ponu %I and Wang Hui, to attack Jushi i and Loulan #£5, two
states occupying the Turfan depression and its northern edges. The rulers of
these states were in the habit of detaining the Han envoys and goods on their
way to the Western Regions, thereby blocking Han connections with Central
Asia.? After an initial military setback in 104 BC, the Ershi General Li Guangli
2% & ] again attacked Ferghana in 102 BC. This time he won a decisive victory,
and many states of the Western Regions now began to send envoys and tribute
to the Han empire.

50 $hiji 123, 3170.

5 This type of horse was known as the “blood-sweating horse”. Its existence was
unknown in Han China until Zhang Qian’s return from the Western Regions. The Han
sources record that Emperor Wu sent people to Ferghana with good horses and gifts to
exchange these for horses. See $47i 123, 3160.

52 On the policy of horse-breeding in early Han, see He Pingli i[> 37. (1995) 103-110.
53 Yu (2008) 132.
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In 54 BC, during the reign of Emperor Xuan (r. 74-49 BC), the Xiongnu
empire was split into a northern and a southern part, principally as a
consequence of a feud which had commenced around 60 BC. In 53 BC Chanyu
Huhanye FFEEAR (r. 58-31 BC), ruler of the southern Xiongnu, expressed his
willingness to submit to the Han emperor by sending his son to the capital of
Chang’an. Two years later, in 51 BC, Huhanye came to Chang’an in person in
order to offer large amounts of tribute and to make his submission official.
Meeting Huhanye in the Ganquan Palace HJR %, the emperor rewarded him
with substantial gifts. Among other honours, Huhanye was accorded a
privileged rank which was higher than that of any other dependent king.>* The
Han emperor ordered a large cavalry force to escort Huhanye back to Guanglu
FeFR (the northwestern part of present-day Baotou, Inner Mongolia) in the
northern frontier zone, and the Han court allowed him to garrison the cities of
this area with Xiongnu troops. One year later, Zhizhi Chanyu FE5CHT, the
leader of another Xiongnu group, also sent envoys and tribute to the Han
emperor as an overture towards establishing friendly relations. According to the
sources, compared to its dealing with the Northern Xiongnu, the Chinese
government accorded the Southern Xiongnu preferential treatment.

In 47 BC the two Han commanders of Chariots and Cavalry B #{J7,
Han Chang ¥ & and Zhang Meng R Jfi, established a new alliance with
Huhanye at Dong Mountain 5 LI near the Nuo River i 7K.55 Concerned about
the rising power of the Southern Xiongnu, Zhizhi Chanyu led the Northern
Xiongnu westwards, moving them all the way to Sogdiana (Kangju JFJ&).5 In
36 BC, Han troops dispatched by the Protector-General Gan Yanshou H #E 35
killed Zhizhi in this region.5

5% Cf. my discussion of Xiao Wangzhi’s in the final part of this chapter.

55 Hanshn 94b; Yu (2008) 141. The treaty announces that from now on the Xiongnu and
the Han will be united in one family and that the descendents of the Han and the
Xiongnu will not deceive or attack each other. Should there be robberies, the treaty
stipulates that the governments on both sides must notify each other, and assume
responsibility for punishment and compensation. If one party is attacked by enemies,
the other must send troops to assist. Finally, it emphasizes that whoever violates the
agreement will bring misfortune upon themselves.

5 According to the Shji, Kangju was a nomadic state whose customs resembled those
of the Great Yuezhi. It was situated about 2,000 / to the northwest of the Ferghana
region. See Shzi 123, 3161.

5T Hanshu 70, 3009; 94b, 3802.
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After learning about Zhizhi Chanyu’s death, Huhanye sent a petition to
the Han court in which he expressed his willingness to pay homage to Emperor
Yuan JC7 (r. 49-33 BC). When Huhanye visited the court in 33 BC, he
received twice as many gifts as he had done in 51 BC. In response to Huhanye’s
proposal to strengthen Han-Xiongnu ties through marriage, it was decided that
a concubine of the imperial court would become his wife. In other words, the
hegin policy between the Xiongnu and Han recommenced but its content had
been completely altered. During the final fifty years of the Western Han
dynasty, the northern frontier remained relatively peaceful.

3.3. Han administration and colonization in the Western Regions after

Zhang Qian

The large-scale military campaigns initiated in 129 BC during the reign of
Emperor Wu profoundly changed the contours of Chinese historical geography.
In the course of about three decades, Han territory was extended to the far-
flung areas to the west of the Hexi Corridor 7] P8 £ J&F. Tt has been calculated
that between 129 and 90 BC as much as 1.5-1.7 million square miles of territory
passed into the control of Han China.>

In order to establish permanent control over these newly conquered
territories, the Han government introduced new administrative structures. As
said, when King Kunye 48 and 40,000 of his followers submitted to Han rule
in 121/120 BC, the Han court established five special administrative units,
which were called “the Subordinate States” (shuguo J& ), in Longxi B 78, Beidi
JbHh, Shangjun AF, Shuofang ¥ and Yunzhong 2= . Kunye’s men were
settled in these areas.® Later, four new commanderies, namely: Jiuquan IR,
Wuwei #E, Zhangye JRHK and Dunhuang ZHJE, were established in the
western part of the Hetao Corridor /[ 7E B, with the aim of checking the
movements of the Southern Xiongnu. Collectively, these four commanderies
became known as the Hexz sijun 7] P4 PUER, “the Four Commandeties of Heixi”.

58 Chang (2007) 215.

% The Hanshu tecords this office was originally established in the Qin dynasty,
specifically to be in charge of those barbarians who had become subjects. It had been
superseded after the fall of Qin until its re-establishment by Emperor Wu to govern the
Xiongnu tribes which had submitted themselves. See Hanshu 19a, 735.
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In the Western Regions the colonies of Jushi Hiffi, Bugur ## 5 (in the
eastern part of modern Luntai, Xinjiang) and Kurla J2% (present-day Korla,
Xinjiang) were established to consolidate Han power in the region. The plan to
increase the number of farmer-soldiers (funtian W5 H) in Bugur proposed by
Sang Hongyang 5554, which had been rejected by Emperor Wu, was finally
carried out in the reign of his successor Emperor Zhao i (r. 87-74 BC). In 60
BC, after the Rizhu king of Xiongnu Hi% had submitted to the Han coutt, a
special office, the Office of the Protector General of the Western Regions P51,
HBFENT, was established to govern these very extensive territories. The creation
of this office signalled that the Han had gained secure control over these
regions as far as the Ili Valley fAA 43 Hii. By the end of the first century BC, the
settlements of the “agricultural garrisons” extended all the way to the state of
Khotan T[] and parts of the regions of Yarkant 75 ¥ to the west and
southwest of the Tarim Basin.

Since the time of Modu Chanyu in the early third century BC, the ethnic
group generally called the Donghu ZR 1, which included the tribes of Xianbei
fiff B and Wuhuan S who had originally lived in Inner Mongolia and then

moved to Manchuria, and the Qiang J& of the northwestern frontier region, as
well as the minor states of the oases of the Western Regions, had been under
the control of the Xiongnu empire. During the reigns of Emperors Wu and
Zhao, these states gradually won independence from the Xiongnu. It was an
ephemeral independence as the vacuum left by the waning of the power of the
Xiongnu was quickly filled by the Han empire. By the end of the first century
BC, these nomadic states and tribes had been brought under Han economic
and military control. To cope with the situation, in the early years of the first
century AD, a new tributary system was developed. The chieftains of the
nomadic peoples and states of the northern and western frontier zones now
had to send their princes to the Han capital, where they were “lodged” for long
periods. Furthermore, various types of goods had to be sent to the Han
emperor.® In return, the tributary states and tribes annually received large
amounts of gifts, including rice, other types of grain, fabrics and livestock, from
the Han court, which also confirmed the legitimate status of their chieftains by
granting them various official titles.5!

60 Yu (1986) 416.
61 Yu (1967) 45-51.

118



The Han government also sought to consolidate the Han military
presence in the marginal territories by encouraging people living in the Chinese
Central Plain to move into the frontier zones. During the initial decades of the
Han dynasty, the various emperors followed the advice of Chao Cuo, who had
recommended a policy of “safeguarding the border and establishing protection
against the Hu enemies by encouraging people to develop agriculture.” 62
Emperor Wen, for instance, transferred large numbers of labourers from the
area of Guandong to the northwestern frontier regions.®> Early in the reign of
Emperor Wu, the Han army recovered the area of Henan which the Xiongnu
had occupied during the Chinese civil war following the fall of Qin. The Hanshu
reports that, immediately after this success, two new commanderies, Shuofang
and Wuyuan, were set up in Henan and about 100,000 people were moved to
the Shuofang area.®* More migration programmes were carried out after the
Han army had advanced westwards in the time of Emperor Wu. A large
proportion of the population of the four commanderies of Hexi Ji] Pi PUHE is
believed to have come from the commanderies of the interior regions.
Furthermore, colonies were established in the far-off Western Regions beyond
the Yumen Pass after the Han empire had gained control over the states of
these areas. Military colonies were set up as far west as Bugur and Kutla. In the
reign of Emperor Xuan, this programme of colonization was extended to the
most distant parts of the Western Regions, with new colonies being established
at Jushi HLA, Yarkant and Bixu Jian J6/5 .

Thanks to the bamboo strips excavated in places on the northern
frontiers like Juyan J& ZE and Dunhuang detailed information about the
administrative networks of the northern and northwestern frontier regions of
the Han empire is now available.® The study of Chen Mengjia B % X reveals
that the administrative units of the frontier zones had a strongly military
appearance. In the northern frontier commanderies under the Grand

Administrator, for example, the principal task of the commandants R B

92 Chao Cuo’s suggestions regarding the defence of the northern frontiers against the
Xiongnu were recorded in the book which he wrote for Bangu; see Hanshu 49, 2278-
2289.

9 On the substantial Chinese migration into the northern and western frontier zones
during the Western Han dynasty, see Ge Jianxiong % @I (1997) 147-153.

& Hanshu 6, 170.

% Chang (2007) vol. 2, 70-129.
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appointed was to deal with security issues in specific localities or areas.’ In the
reign of Emperor Wu, a chain of forts, beacon towers and watchtowers, with a
total length of between 3,000 and 4,000 /% (777 to 1,036 miles), was established
across the vast expanse of Hexi.¢7

As large numbers of colonists were being settled in some of the newly
acquired frontier regions, groups of barbarians who had surrendered were being
established in other areas which were also integrated into the administrative
system of the Han empire. As mentioned eatlier, the office responsible for
these areas was called the Office for the Subordinate States. Initially, this office
was based Chang’an but when the Xiongnu king Kunye submitted to Han with
a large number of followers in 121 BC, Emperor Wu ordered the establishment
of five Subordinate States in the frontier zone to accommodate these people.
The commandant of each of these Subordinate States was subordinate to the
Grand Administrator of a neighbouring Han frontier commandery. 8

The principal aim of the Han government in settling these barbarian
groups was not to promote the agricultural development of marginal areas, but
to protect the frontier lands against any future barbarian invasions. In the
Western Han period this idea had already been put forward by some officials
such as Jia Yi and Chao Cuo, but had lain dormant and was not implemented

until the time of Emperor Wu.

4. Motives for territorial expansion

In the first part of this chapter, it has been argued that the first emperors of the
Han dynasty did not pursue any expansionist policy. Their territorial ambitions
appear to have been confined to maintaining control of those regions in which

% For the administrative network revealed by the Han bamboo texts from the two
Commanderies of Zhangye and Juyan in the Western Han period, see Chen Mengjia’s
brilliant research: Chen Mengjia [ £ 2 (1980) 37-135.

67 Chen Mengjia (1980) 219; Chen Xiaoming /N1 (2002) 28. Chen Mengjia studied
the fortification works in the border region of Juyan on the basis of the bamboo texts
which were discovered in the 20th century.

8 Yu Yingshi (1967) 72; Sun Yancheng 42 5 ik (1987). The Dependent State (Shuguo)
had appeared during the Qin dynasty, but under a different name, Shubang J&F, which
also means ‘dependent state’. The name of the office was changed after the accession
of Liu Bang. It is not clear which, if any, areas were administered by it between

Emperor Wu’s accession to the throne and the creation of the five Subordinate States
in 121 BC.
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Chinese civilization had taken root. Consequently, this assumption leads to the
questions: Why did Emperor Wu and some of his successors decide to launch a
series of large-scale military campaigns, some of which even reached the distant
Ferghana region? How did the diplomatic missions and military expeditions
organized in the period after 129 BC influence Western Han worldviews?

On the basis of the argumentation cited, several observations can be
made about these issues. First and foremost, the massive territorial expansions
of Han China which took place between the late second and mid-first centuries
BC can be seen as an active response to the constant pressures exerted on its
northern and western frontiers. Unquestionably, from the late third century, the
Xiongnu confederacy repeatedly made excessive economic demands on the
sedentary population of the Han empire.” In its heyday, the Xiongnu empire
controlled a wvast territory encompassing all of Mongolia and extending
southwards to the Ordos region in the loop of the Yellow River in northern
China.”? In the west, Xiongnu influence extended as far as the Ili Valley and
Bactria. Not satisfied with the exploitation of the resources of the pastoral
states and tribes occupying these areas, the Xiongnu frequently used their
cavalry to invade and plunder Chinese territories. Unable to defend the frontier
regions effectively, the first emperor of the Han dynasty, Emperor Gao, had no
option but to make a peace treaty with Modu Chanyu (the fourth Xiongnu ruler)
in around 200 BC. This treaty marked the beginning of the hegin policy of
appeasement. Nevertheless, it was soon obvious that this policy did not have
the desired effect of stopping all Xiongnu attacks, partly because on the

% Recent scholars have tended to pay more attention to the social and economic nature
of Xiongnu society in order to explain why it relied so heavily on the products of other
peoples, including the Chinese. As Barfield argues, because the steppe peoples lacked a
system of tax collection, a few individuals (elite) regularly needed to be in possession of
a large amount of material goods to distribute among their followers to maintain their
power and control of his subordinates. This might explain why the Xiongnu made such
excessive demands for products from China. As long as the Han government refused to
open a market and exchange goods with the Xiongnu, raids were the only method to
gain wealth. Had the Chanyu not been able to provide his tribesmen with material
goods, his position would soon have been usurped by others. See Barfield (1981) 56;
Namio Egami VL. K7 (1988) 35, trans. Zhang Chengzhi 5R7K &; Di Cosmo (1994)
117. Because the stability of the Xiongnu empire depended heavily on extorting vast
amounts of wealth from China obtained by through pillage, tribute payments, border
trade and re-export of luxury goods, this type of empire is called a “shadow empire” by
Barfield. See Barfield (2001) 10; Scheidel (2010).

70 Rogers (2011) 220-221.
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Xiongnu side the Chanyu did not have the absolute authority to restrain his
subordinates from pillaging the Chinese towns of the frontier region.”

The ruling elite of the Han empire was fully aware of the threats posed
by the warlike barbarian nomadic peoples of the steppe world. Nevertheless,
prior to the reign of Emperor Wu few actually urged the emperor to develop an
expansionist policy in response to this challenge. The reasons for this reticence
were complex, but one noteworthy point is that, in the eyes of most Han
Confucian officials, the barbarian territories on the periphery of the Han
empire were not worth occupying. Yan Zhu J& B/, a senior official in the reign
of Emperor Wu, for instance, claimed that from time immemorial the
territories of Hu and Yue had been uninhabited places and that conquering
them would be a pointless undertaking.” Such a Sino-centric outlook was
ubiquitous among the upper echelons of the Han empire, as various examples
have shown above.

From the foregoing discussion it has also emerged that, by the late third
century BC, the chasm between the pastoral nomadic culture of Inner Asia and
the agrarian culture of the Chinese Central Plains had become so great that the
emperors of the early and mid-second centuries BC showed little interest in
extending their authority into the barbarian lands. In fact the reverse was true.
The early Han emperors tried to limit the interactions between their subjects
and the barbarian nomads. In this context it is worth pointing out that,
throughout the Western Han period, the Great Wall of the northern frontier
zone not only served to keep the barbarian enemies out but also performed an
important function in preventing such Han subjects as peasants, slaves,
convicts and traitors, from fleeing to the barbarian territories.

When Huhanye Chanyu visited the Han court in 33 BC and married a
court concubine (cf. above), for example, he offered to garrison the Han
northern border between Shanggu 4 and Dunhuang with his men, allowing
the Han frontier troops to be demobilized. Hou Ying ff&, one of the elder
statesmen of of the Han government who was well-versed in frontier matters,
gave ten reasons this proposal should be repudiated. Finally, Emperor Yuan
vetoed the proposal on the grounds that the Han forces of the frontier zone
had been posted there not only to fend off barbarian invaders, but also to
prevent Chinese villains from escaping to barbarian territory.”

" Jagchid and Symons (1979) 245.
72 Hanshu 64a, 2777.
73 Hanshu 94b, 3819.
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In light of these considerations, it is not surprising that the Great Wall
was regarded as an official and fixed boundary line demarcating the territories
of the Han empire and the Xiongnu. Nonetheless, during the first half of the
third century, the military superiority of the Xiongnu made it easy for them to
violate the terms of the peace treaty, revealing the concept of a neat dividing
line between the two empires to be an illusion. When marriage alliances,
subsidies and the establishment of frontier markets failed to achieve lasting
peace, the only option left to the Han emperor was to end the threat posed by
the Xiongnu confederacy by military force. In other words, there are good
reasons to think that the decision to invade the territories of the Xiongnu was
the outcome of a long-term policy whose main objective was to defend and
secure the northern territories of the Han empire.

5. The boundaries of the Western Han empire and the functions of the

Great Wall

The radical territorial expansion and the extension of administrative networks,
coupled with the expansion of military fortification works into the Western
Regions during the reign of Emperor Wu and subsequent Han rulers, lead
neatly to a discussion of the military and ideological functions of the Great Wall
during the Qin and Han periods. One of the questions which has to be raised is
whether or not the Wall can be seen as a clear demarcating line separating the
territory of the Western Han empire from the external regions.

As already mentioned, Chinese written sources referring to the situation
existing during the first half of the third century BC clearly identify the Great
Wall as the boundary between the Han empire and the Xiongnu. What is more
surprising is that this concept persisted after the collapse of Xiongnu power
and the expansion of the Han empire into the area to the west of Yumen Pass
and into the Western Regions beyond the Hexi Corridor under Emperor Wu.
One piece of evidence which points in this direction is a passage from the
Hanshu dealing with the first years of the first century AD. In the reign of
Emperor Ping *F* (r. 1 BC-AD 6), five Chinese officials were sent from the Han
capital Chang’an to the Chanyu’s court to carry out an investigation after two
Han officials from the Western Regions had fled to the territories of Xiongnu
with their wives, children and subordinates. The Chanyu, in response to the
rebuke that the Xiongnu should have not harboured the fugitives from the
Western Regions for the reason that these regions now belonged to the inner
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subordinate areas (neishu P J&) of Han, claimed that, during the reigns of
Emperors Xuan and Yuan, the Great Wall had been confirmed as the
borderline between the Han and Xiongnu. The Chanyu seized this opportunity
to argue that the Western Regions were not a part of the territory of Zhonggno
(the middle state, referring to Han), so that the decision to allow the two
officials access to the Xiongnu territory could not be regarded as a violation of
the treaty. The answer given by the Chinese envoys is quite interesting. They
did not give a direct response to the Chanyu’s explanation. Instead, they
emphasized that the Xiongnu should hand over the fugitives as a gesture of
their gratitude to the Han empire:

The Xiongnu people engaged in internecine attack which nearly led to the extinction of
the state. Thanks to the grace of Zhonggno, which enabled (the Xiongnu) to evade this
pitfall, they conld keep their wives and children feep safe and unbarmed, and ensure
that their generation will be succeeded from generation to generation. Therefore, the

Xiongnu peaple should recompense such a great kindness.™ W WUE RIAHIL
A, SOBPBIKR, TR, Lo, R, 5A bk

BB

According to the Hanshu, the Chanyu was persuaded by this argument,
apologized and handed the two fugitives over to the Chinese envoys.
Thereafter, new rules were drawn up which stipulated that four kinds of
fugitives, namely: Chinese from Zhongguo (Han), people from Wusun /5%,
peoples from the states of the Western Regions (FUEi&[E]) and the people
from Wuhuan S1H, would not be allowed to enter Xiongnu territory without
the consent of the Han.™

This episode suggests that, until the end of the Western Han at least, the
Great Wall continued to be regarded as marking the borderline between Han
China and the Xiongnu. On the other hand, it also appears that, as the result of
the massive westward expansion which had taken place after 129 BC, the
geographical limits between the Han and the Xiongnu had become ambiguous.
Not only were the Western Regions situated outside of the Great Wall, they
also lay beyond those areas which had been used to settle the large numbers of
Xiongnu who had surrendered to the Han government. If these regions were to

7 Hanshu, 94b, 3818.
7 Ibid., 3819.
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be regarded as belonging to “the inner subjects” of Han, the Great Wall no
longer constituted the demarcation line between Han and the Xiongnu.

This is not the place for an extensive discussion about the origins and
functions of the Great Wall in Chinese history, but a few short observations
directly relevant to the argument of this chapter are unavoidable.” First and
foremost, the English term “Great Wall” is a misnomer, since the Chinese
phrase “Long Walls” &3 is to be interpreted as referring to a series of walls
rather than to one single structure. During a period of two thousand years
running from the Qin period down to the Ming dynasty B (1368-1644),
various walls were built, destroyed and repaired. Although these walls clearly
tulfilled multiple purposes, the principal aim of the emperors in the Chinese
Central Plain who built, repaired or rebuilt them was to protect the sedentary
agricultural society of the south against the nomadic pastoralists of the north.

In reality, the aim of keeping the barbarians out was achieved only during
certain periods of Chinese history. For instance, after the end of the Eastern
Han in 220, Chinese history succumbed to a long period of chaos and division

which lasted nearly 300 years until the Sui P& (581-619) re-unified China.

During the Tang J# dynasty, Chinese power was again extended beyond the
Wall, penetrating deep into Central Asia. After the decline of Tang more than
ten nomadic tribes built up states in the Central Plain. The Song 4 (960-1279)
dynasty was of Chinese origin but was engaged in a permanent struggle against
a variety of northern nomadic states. Of the last five unified dynasties in
Chinese history two, the Yuan JG (1271-1368) and Qing {fi (1636-1911), were
established by nomadic peoples who had invaded China from beyond the Great
Wall.7?

These observations do not alter the basic fact that these walls were built
primarily for the purpose of defending the agricultural areas against the

76 For a general study of the Great Wall over time, see Waldron’s seminal monograph
(1990). Waldron argues that it was not until the late period, probably by the Ming
dynasty, that the Great Wall came to be regarded as marking the cultural and ecological
border between Chinese and barbarians in the north. For a critical assessment of this
theory, see Tackett (2008), a study focusing on the concept of the Great Wall as
marking the border between Northern Song and its northern neighbours.

77 For a brief chronological synthesis of peace and war in the northwestern frontier
regions and for a short discussion of the rise and vicissitudes of Chinese dynasties
from the Han to the Ming, see Jagchid and Symons (1989) 52-78. Tackett (2008) 104-
108 surveys the early history of the Great Wall between the pre-Qin period and the
Tang dynasty.
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barbarian nomadic peoples from the north. Similar defence systems were
created to secure newly conquered areas. Sima Qian reports that, after expelling
the Xiongnu from the Henan area, Qin Shi Huang established forty-four
counties along the Yellow River which were protected by military posts Z& on
the banks of the Yellow River. After the Qin general Meng Tian had
established control over the areas of Gaoque =, Yangshan F51l1 and Bei
Jiazhong LA H, military posts and barriers 5% & were constructed to keep the
Rong people F in check.” As Di Cosmo has demonstrated, some sections of
the Qin walls were built in newly conquered areas, supporting the view that
some of the walls which were constructed in various periods of Chinese history
served offensive goals, but of course that observation, valuable as it may be, is
tully compatible with the view that zost of the wall-building projects of the Qin-
Han period were carried out to increase security and as part of a long-term
strategy for dealing with the threat posed by the Xiongnu.

The migration policies of the Western Han emperors were also informed
by defensive considerations. Large numbers of Chinese convicts were moved
into Gaoque, Yangshan and Bei Jiazhong to populate these remote areas,
primarily with the aim of blocking any future barbarian invasions. During the
Western Han period, Emperor Wu’s decision to set up five Subordinate States
to accommodate about 40,000 Xiongnu who had surrendered also served this
purpose.

In his book about the economic relationship between the Han and the
Xiongnu, Yu Yingshi raises the important question of whether the five states
were located within or outside the Han borders. Although the exact
whereabouts of these states cannot be determined, the fact that they bore the
names of the five newly established frontier commanderies shows that they
must have situated in close proximity to these commanderies.” According to
the Shiji and Hanshu, those Xiongnu tribes which had surrendered were

78 In the Annals of the First Emperor, Sima Qian does not make clear what kind of barrier
was constructed.

7 The five subordinate states were Longxi fit i, Beidi dbith, Shangjun FHB, Shuofang
Y77 and Yunzhong £, According to the study by Xin Deyong S fif %, the term gu
sai refers to the defensive fortification lines built by the state of Qin in the reign of the
king of Zhaoxiang. Until 127 BC when Wei Qing recovered the area, these lines
functioned as the real border between Zhongguo and Xiongnu. See Xin Deyong (2009)
256-284.
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accommodated not far beyond the “old military posts” (gusai tFE) in the area
of Henan.®

During the first years of the Western Han, the area of Henan was re-
occupied by the Xiongnu and Emperor Gao was forced to conclude a peace
agreement which made the Great Wall the formal boundary between the Han
and the Xiongnu. However, because various systems of walls existed in the
northern regions, it was not always easy to tell where the boundary line ran.
After the Han re-conquest of the Henan area around 120 BC, the military posts
and forts along the bank of the Yellow River which had been erected by the
Qin people in the era of Meng Tian were repaired. As just stated, although the
five Subordinate States must have been located near these posts, unfortunately,
it is unclear whether they were situated within or just outside of the wall built in
the Qin dynasty.

The absence of a clear dividing line between the Han empire and those
areas controlled by neighbouring political entities has led Owen Lattimore to
formulate his well-known theory that one should think in terms of a frontier
zone rather than in terms of “an absolute line of cleavage”.$! As observed by
Yu Yingshi, the five Subordinate States were situated beyond the frontier
commanderies, and at least some military fortifications might have been
constructed beyond the area of permanent settlement in order to prevent the
people of the frontier zone from fleeing to the barbarian nomads.®? Viewed in
this light, the settlement of large numbers of submissive Xiongnu in the newly
established subordinate states might be seen as one element in a defensive
policy whose purpose was to protect the Han empire against future invasions,
not only with the help of fortification walls, watch towers and garrison posts
but also by creating a buffer zone inhabited by barbarians who were controlled

by the Han government.

6. The impact of territorial expansion on Han worldviews

Emperor Wu’s successful campaigns against the Xiongnu extended Chinese
imperial hegemony to the distant Western Regions. This led to a broadening of
geographical horizons. In the course of the first century AD, with the further
development of Confucian thought and the theory of the Mandate of Heaven, a

80 $hiji 110, 2887-2888 (ZEMG AL, ... KIWASE, RAHFERI RS, A BT H2E).
81 Lattimore (1941) 341.
82 Yu (1964) 73.
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partial resurgence of an unbounded worldview of the pre-Qin period can be
observed. Wang Chong 78 (AD 27-97), a philosopher living in the early
Eastern Han dynasty, highlights this idea in two passages from his Discourse
Balance (Lunheng i 7):

Now the emperor bas received the Mandate of Heaven and ascended the throne. He
has inberited the accomplishments of the past, and in every aspect all was replete. The
sihai (four seas) now became unitary, and all under Heaven presented a stable and
peaceful order. The auspicious heavenly objects are so abundant, and the resonance
between Heaven and Man is so highly tuned. .. The people of Yuechang used to pay
the Honse of Zhou a white pheasant as tribute. Nowadays, the Xiongnu, the
Shanshan and the Ailao pay cattle and horses [to the House of Han). In the time of
Zhou, the royal domain was limited to five thousand li, whereas now the territory of
Han has been extended beyond the huangtu area (wild zome). Cattle and horses are
more precions than white pheasants; the tribute from nearby submissive lands is less
valuable than that from the distant regions. The people of Rong and Di in ancient
times have now become Chinese. Those who were naked in the past are now dressed in
Han garments. Those who used to bhave their heads bare, now wear Han caps. Those
who had bare feet now wear shoes with thick soles. Rocks are now transformed into
fertile lands and the savage have become civilized people. Pits and mounds are
smoothed, and the intransigent transformed into civilians. 1f this is not peace, what
else 15753

4 ERIdr, FERFFN, DUIR—, RS, Yok, ANEET
BE.... HSMERREHE, AN, . RERMES. R
L THEN, BREL, $OilRZSh. FREBRAME, TEA
HIEY . HZEIK SARTE HZRAN, SR, HZEEE,
SEER HZEH, SHERS. WEAKKE, UERARKR,
R 258, AR B, AKFmf?

Holding a candle in the night, wherever the light shines, all can be measured. All
under Heaven is exposed to the sunshine, which can hardly be measured/which is
impossible to measure. Sailing a boat on the Rivers Huai and Ji, all the twists and
turns can be discovered. Venturing on to the East (Yellow) Sea, south and north
cannot be distinguished. As a consequence its breadth is difficult to assess and its
depth can scarcely be measured/ is impossible to measure. Han morality is so vast it is
like unto the sunlight or the outer expanse of the ocean. People know this. Those who
are not wise do not comprebend how powerful the Han is.*

8 Lunheng, Xuanhan.
8 Lunheng, Xusong.
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As discussed in Chapter 2, this broad worldview had come into existence long
before the creation of the Han empire. However, as the two passages just
quoted show, by the time of the early Eastern Han, the idea that the Han
emperor exercised a kind of universal dominance had become closely bound up
with the ideological claims about the emperor’s moral superiority and his
relationship with Heaven. The central point Wang Chong is making is that the
power of the Han morality reaches the farthest regions under Heaven.® In this
sense, as Michael Nylan has recently put it, by the Eastern Han period the term
tianxia was generally used to refer to “the imagined community that depended
upon the moral ruler’s exemplary consciousness that he held his lands in trust
for the ancestors above and the people below.”8¢

Although some Han scholars claimed that the lofty virtues of the Han
emperor and the mandate he had received from Heaven entitled him to rule the
entire terrestrial world, most of them did not subscribe to Wang Chong’s highly
rhetorical vision that morality had been raised to Han standards in every part of
the inhabited world. When the Xiongnu ruler Chanyu Huhanye visited
Chang’an in 51 BC, a conversation took place at court as to how the Chanyu
was to be received. Chief Minister Huang Ba 3 #i and Imperial Councillor Yu
Dingguo T [} suggested that the etiquette which was used during visits of
subordinate kings of the Han empire should be also accorded the Xiongnu,
since the shining light of the emperor’s sacred morality had reached the four
quarters of the earth and because the Xiongnu had expressed their submission
by offering gifts and pledges of loyalty. Nevertheless, this proposal was
criticized by Xiao Wangzhi i # Z who offered the following counter-

argument:

The Xiongnu'’s ritual customs and calendar are different from those of the Han, and
[moreover] they used to be Han's enemy. (Therefore) it would be better not treat them
as a subject, but to rank them above Han'’s subordinate kings. Now the outer

851 shall discuss this point of view in Chapter 6.
86 Nylan (2008) 43.
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barbarians have gone down on their knees and called themselves fan®” of Han, and
the Central State extends them conrtesy but does not make them subjects. This is the
amity of the Jimi (loose reign policy), and the reward)/ harvest of modesty and success.

AR, SO, B AR, e E E.
SNRREE AR, BRI AR, ERIBER R, T AR

Eventually, the emperor did follow Xiao Wangzhi’s advice and issued the
following decree:

I have heard that the Five Emperors and Three Kings [of legendary antiquity] were
not able to achieve a civilizing transformation and administration [throughout your
areal. Nowadays the Chanyu of Xiongnu sees himself as a subject fan on the
northern frontier and has adopted the Han calendar. 1 am not yet prepared to extend
the morality to your people, but I shall treat you kindly as guests, and order that the
Chanyn’s rank be superior to that of the Han subordinate kings. I admire [the fact]
that you regard yourself as a Han subject but I shall not allude to it.

wmE I = EHAT AN, AR B AT R, 9
1B, BRARE, EARRILE. HUREGL, SHTAERE
Eb, BRI AL, 8

These texts show that even when the Han emperor had achieved hegemony
over the barbarian peoples in the mid-first century BC, no attempt was made to
incorporate these peoples fully into the civilized world of China.

7. Rome and China compared

To what extent did the pattern of imperial expansion which can be observed in
the case of Han China resemble the pattern followed by the Roman conquests
of the last centuries of the Republic and the first centuries of the Empire? And
what can be said about developments in Chinese and Roman wortldviews
following the establishment of the Han and Augustan empires?

87 The term fan i generally means “foreign” or “barbarian”. It is a discriminatory word
which was widely used to denote all non-Chinese peoples, tribes or foreigners who were
regarded as culturally inferior. It remained in use until the period of the Qing dynasty
when it was used to refer to the foreign peoples mainly from European countries. For a
good discussion of this term, see L. S. Yang (1968) 10. By demoting themselves to the
rank of fan, the Xiongnu leaders were expressing their submission.

8 On the event see Hanshu 78, 3282-3283; 94b, 3833.
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As stated, Roman expansion during the Republic followed a centrifugal
pattern in which clearly defined boundaries with neighbouring political entities
played an insignificant role. In the course of the first century BC, when Rome
established control over the entire Mediterranean and parts of North-West
Europe, Roman generals, politicians and members of the educated elite
borrowed the Hellenistic ideology of world domination to define the logical
outcome of this centrifugal process. The Vitgilian phrase imperinm sine fine refers
not only to the ultimate goal of Roman imperialism, but also implies that
Augustus pronounced that the whole wotld (orbis terrarum) acknowledged
Roman superiority, on the basis of its unrivalled military strength.

Although the thythm of Roman expansion did slow down in the latter
years of the reign of Augustus, various later emperors still thought it necessary
to embark on ambitious military campaigns and hence the worldview which had
been formed in the Late Republic was not radically transformed during the first
two and a half centuries of the Empire. As late as the early third century, the
Roman emperors continued to assert that Roman world was spatially unlimited,
as revealed in the inscriptions on the triumphal arch of Septimius Severus.

From the late first century AD onwards, the boundaries of the Roman
administration did gradually become more clearly defined as increasing
numbers of allied kingdoms on the periphery of the empire passed under direct
Roman control and Roman emperors, although provincial governors continued
to claim the right to intervene in the affairs of barbarian kingdoms or tribes. In
the military sphere natural barriers and man-made military installations, such as
legionary and auxiliary camps, watchtowers, palisades and ditches certainly
played a part in protecting the provinces of the empire against barbarian attacks,
but it is not an inevitable corollary that these natural and man-made features
were regarded as boundary lines separating Rome from non-Roman territory.
The gradual development of a more or less permanent system of defence-works
was parallelled by an increase in a sense of ‘frontier consciousness’, but this
development did not influence Roman emperors and educated members of the
Roman upper class to abandon the open worldview developed since the Late-
Republican and Augustan periods.

The early Chinese empire had a very different approach to territorial
expansion. Not least because the gap between the economy and society of
imperial China and the pastoral nomads of the north had become unbridgeable,
the Chinese emperors tried to demarcate their empire from the barbarian tribes
occupying the northern steppes. When Qin Shi Huang established the first

131



unified Chinese empire, the concept that the emperor’s power was, or should
be, unbounded coexisted with the idea that the #anxia ruled by the emperor was
a relatively closed political and cultural entity from which the barbarians were
excluded. As Drompp has pointed out, in Han China, since “natural
boundaries” were believed to exist between the agricultural regions of the Han
empire and the northern pastoralists, geography was conceived as a dimension
of identity.®

The Han conquest of the vast Western Regions under Emperor Wu
could have strengthened or revived ideological claims to world domination.
However, although the establishment of Han hegemony over the Western
Regions certainly broadened Chinese horizons, it did not result in the
abandonment of the traditional wortldview. The way in which Huhanye
Chanyu’s offer of submission was dealt with in 51 BC shows that, even as this
late date, no attempt was made by the Han emperor to incorporate the
Xiongnu into the administrative and cultural #asnxia of his dominion.

Did the contrast between the basically open worldview which dominated
Roman ideology in the early Principate and the far more closed Chinese mental
map correspond to a differences in policies or strategies for dealing with
neighbouring states and external threats? In recent scholarship, the question of
whether Roman foreign policy was fundamentally aggressive (B. Isaac) or
primarily reactive and based on ad hoc considerations and decisions (F. Millar)
has been a matter of dispute. Although this issue continues to be debated,
consensus can be easily reached on the fact that, throughout the whole period
of the Principate there was no state in the Mediterranean which had the
capability to challenge Rome’s hegemony. In my view, this situation made it
possible for Roman responses and policies in the field of foreign relations to
remain highly flexible, thereby rendering the debate about whether Rome was
fundamentally expansionist or primarily passive more or less meaningless. As
the history of the Principate demonstrates, the Roman empire could either
undertake aggressive moves (such as Claudius’ conquest of Britain, Trajan’s
Arabian and Parthian Wars and Septimius Severus’ British campaigns) or
merely respond to changing circumstances on the frontier (as happened during
the last decade of Tiberius’ reign and in a sense even when Marcus Aurelius
launched the Marcomannic War).

From its very foundation, the Western Han empire found itself in a
totally different situation. Since the final years of the third century BC, the

8 Drompp (1989) 141; Rogers (2012) 215.
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aggressive southward expansion of the Xiongnu under their charismatic leader
Modu Chanyu had put the Chinese northern border under pressure, and during
the first phase of Han-Xiongnu relations the highly mobile and formidable
Xiongnu cavalry forces placed the Han military in a weak position. Senior Han
officials, mainly literati, maintained a strong Sino-centric tone in their responses
to the threats posed by barbarian nomads, who were described as birds or

beasts, living beyond the four seas, outside the civilized world (bua wai 2hi dift

42 Hi) and even as not deserving to be ruled as the Han subject.”’ Some
scholars, among them Jia Yi and Chao Cuo, were less rhetorical and more
realistic and therefore criticized the imperial government for its acceptance of
the military inferiority of the Han empire. The first emperors of the Han
dynasty tried to neutralize the Xiongnu threat by means of the “harmonious
kinship” (hegin) policy, but this proved not only financially burdensome but also
failed to prevent the Xiongnu from raiding the frontier provinces. In the long
run these factors prompted the Han government to rethink its policy. From the
carly 120s, Emperor Wu’s military campaigns radically reversed the relationship
between Han and Xiongnu, carrying Han military power as far as the Western
Regions.

In Chapter 3 it has been argued that the Roman conquests of the first
and second centuries AD should not be interpreted against the background of
an expansionist tradition which had deep roots in Roman republican history. In
striking contrast to this situation, Chinese imperialism did not begin to take
shape until about a century after the establishment of the first unified Chinese
empire. In other words, whereas Roman imperialism was driven by an old
tradition of aggressive militarism, Chinese imperialism should be seen as the
byproduct of a policy whose principal aim was to put an end to the continuous
pressures emanating from the grassland regions.

Another interesting point of comparison concerns the presence, or
absence, of what Luttwak has called a “grand strategy”. The current majority
view is that, contrary to what Luttwak has suggested, the Roman emperors of
the late first to eatly third centuries AD did not develop any coherent strategy
for the defence of the empire, and that what Luttwak sees as a coherent policy
is largely the product of modern hindsight.”! If, however, the concept of a

% The non-Chinese barbarian peoples were stereotypically described as birds or beasts
in the classical Chinese literature which predates the imperial period. For the discussion,
see Pines (2005) 59-102.

91 Whittaker (2004) 29; Gruen (1978) 564.
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“orand strategy” is interpreted to refer to a seties of disconnected attempts to
steer Roman frontier policies in a new direction, it is actually possible to
maintain that certain decisions taken by Roman emperors were indeed
informed by strategic considerations. Examples include the consilium which
Augustus left for Tiberius, Domitian’s withdrawal of the Roman army from
Scotland and Hadrian’s approach to frontier policies in the Near East and
Britain. On the other hand, Luttwak’s critics are right to the extent that such
measures never developed into anything closely approaching a coherent and
long-term frontier policy. Instead, the surviving sources tend to convey the
impression that emperors did not feel bound to the policies of their
predecessors, so that frontier policies fluctuated in an almost random manner.
Compared to their Roman counterparts, the emperors of the Qin and
Han empires adhered to a fairly coherent long-term policy in their dealings with
the nomadic tribes and states of the north. From the late third century BC, this
policy was designed to maintain a relatively clear separation between the
agricultural zones of the south and the vast grasslands of the north. It was this
policy which prompted successive Qin and Han emperors to build, extend or
repair the series of Great Walls.?2 Of course, this is not to suggest that the
Great Wall was a insuperable obstacle to interaction between the inhabitants of
the Han empire and the nomadic peoples living beyond it. As emphasized by
Lattimore, it is better to think in terms of a symbiotic and interactive
relationship between the agricultural and nomadic zones.”> What is sometimes
overlooked, however, is that the Great Wall played an important part in
supervising and controlling all movements generated by this symbiotic
relationship and that Lattimore’s observations are fully compatible with the idea
that the primary function of the Great Wall was to deny the nomadic population
of the northern grassland free access to the agricultural regions within the wall.
As mentioned earlier, the First Emperor sent Meng Tian with about
300,000 troops to attack the Hu tribes on the northern borders. As a result, Qin

92 As catly as the pre-imperial age of China in the fourth and third century BC, the
western and northern fringes of a number of Chinese states experienced increasing
tensions with various nomadic tribes on the northern frontier. However, various states,
among them Zhao, Qin and Yan, did manage to achieve territorial expansion in their
struggles with the northern tribes. Thereafter walls were built in an attempt to
consolidate control over the expanded agricultural zone. In this sense, it can be argued
that the construction of the Great Wall in the pre-imperial period was the outcome of
the military expansionist policies of the agricultural states. This theory is developed and
presented in full in Di Cosmo’s 2004 monograph.

9 Rowe (2007) 760-761.
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gained the area of Henan, and a new wall was built between Lintao and the
Otrdos region. Since the newly acquired areas were not very suitable to arable
farming on account of their arid climate and poor opportunities for irrigation,
the conquest of Henan and the construction of a new wall must be understood
as aimed at achieving the dual aim of imposing control over the Hu people and
of keeping the Xiongnu out of the Hetao Plain.%

Later emperors continued to adhere to the Qin policy of protecting the
empire against the Xiongnu and other nomadic tribes living beyond the
northern and western frontiers, and invested further resources into
strengthening the frontier fortifications. As noted above, Chao Cuo wrote three
essays in which he urged Emperor Wen to pay attention to the security of the
northern and western frontiers, namely a Proposal on Matters of Arms (Yan
Bingshi Shn & Fe 5 E), a Proposal on Guarding Borders and Encouraging the
Development of Agriculture (Shoubian Quannong Shu ~F 35 ¥l 2 Bi) and a
Proposal on Migrating People to Man the Garrisons (Mumin Shisai Shn 558

FEIT).55 Although these treatises cover three different topics, they are all based
on the idea that strengthening the defences of the frontier zone is the best way
to keep the empire safe from barbarian attack.%

An explicit statement concerning the defensive function of the Great
Walls is to be found in the Book of the Late Han (Houbhan Shu1%1%2), composed

by Fan Ye 7 (394-445) during the Fastern Han period:

Heaven created the monntains and rivers, the Qin built long walls and the Han
constructed fortresses and walls. The purpose of all these |activities] is to divide the
interior from the exterior, and to distinguish those [people] of different traditions.9 K

AL, ZRERRYN, VEEDZEIE, PrULUNNAL, EERA .

Although this is a late text, it supports the conclusion that, at least during the
Qin and Han periods, social separation and military defence were the most
important functions of the Great Walls. As the treaty between the Han and the
Xiongnu shows, it was still seen as the boundary line between two states, at
least until the late 130s BC. The military victories of the period 129-90 BC

9 The area was roughly bounded by the Great Wall of King Zhaoxiang of Qin and the
loop of the Yellow River. See Shzi 112, 2954; Xin (2009) 262-263.

% On these proposals, see Chang (2007) Vol. 2, 9.

% See the notes about Chao Cuo in the pages above.

97 Hon Hanshu 90, 2992; Waldron (1990) 42.
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changed the balance of power between the Han empire and the Xiongnu.
Besides the vast lands of the Hexi Corridor formerly held by the Xiongnu, even
the Western Regions were now brought under the Han control. Nevertheless,
even these very ambitious military campaigns could be interpreted as examples
of “active defence” which stemmed from the desire to end the threat posed by
the Xiongnu.”

In the Roman world there were similar stone-built walls (such as
Hadrian’s Wall), palisades, ditches, legionary forts and watchtowers. It cannot
reasonably be denied that these constructions, as well as various major rivers,
such as the Rhine and the Danube, helped to protect the provinces of the
empire from barbarian attack. Nonetheless, there are strong reasons to accept
the current consensus that the principal purpose of these installations was to
facilitate control over the populations of the frontier zone. The Great Walls of
the Qin and Han empires likewise played a part in keeping the population of
the empire under control, but in these empires this purpose was cleatly seen as
a secondary function of walls which had been built primarily for defensive
reasons.

The foregoing observations help to achieve build up a better
understanding of the logic of territorial expansion in the early Roman and
Western Han empires. Since the 1970s specialists in the field of Roman imperial
history have tried to find an explanation for the slowing down of Roman
territorial expansion after the Augustan period. According to J. C. Mann, the
pace of the slackening of imperial expansion was not planned but simply the
result of “inertia”.” Brunt argues that military expansion became less important
because the emperors of the Principate were expected to play other roles in
addition to that of military mperator.'0 Focusing on the material benefits of
warfare, Sidebottom claims that Roman emperors had multiple ways of

% For the concept of “active defence”, cf. Di Cosmo (2004). The principal focus of the
discussion which took place between the two senior officials, Han Anguo and Wang
Hui, in 135 BC was on the question of whether the Han empire should send troops to
attack the Xiongnu enemy. Although Wang Hui’s proposal was strongly opposed by
Han Anguo and his supporters, the two officials were agreed that campaigning deep
into the Xiongnu lands was too dangerous. Eventually, Emperor Wu accepted Wang
Hui’s proposal to send troops to capture the Changyu alive by trickery. Only when this
plot failed, did the Han emperor decide to embark on a more aggressive course to deal
with the threat posed by the northern barbarians.

% Mann (1979) 181.

100 Brunt (1990) 169-176.
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enlarging their territory. 18 Whatever the best explanation might be, it is
imperative not to lose sight of the fact that imperial expansion continued after
Augustus, albeit in a more piecemeal fashion. In the next chapter the discussion
will show that territorial expansion through conquest was still seen as an
effective way by which emperors could win personal glory and prestige and by
which to reaffirm the power of Rome.

The vast majority of Qin and Han emperors showed little interest in
foreign wars and military conquest. Nevertheless, this disinterest which did not
stop these emperors from claiming unrestricted imperial sovereignty
throughout all under heaven, but as will be shown in Chapter Six, they did so
from a very different perspective than their Roman counterparts.

101 Sidebottom (2005).

137



