China and its Neighboring Nemesis…


After China became a unified state under the Qin Dynasty (221-206 BCE), its borders gradually began expand. Under the succeeding Han Dynasty (202 BCE- 220 CE), colonies were established in what is now Northern Vietnam and Northern Korea. There were also ongoing settlements in the southeast. The most critical area, however, was in the north and northwest (see Map C), where the Chinese established military garrisons and towns to defend against nomadic raids and invasions. This was because Xiongnu tribes were creating an extensive empire in what is today Mongolia at about the same time that China was becoming a unified empire under Qin and Han:

The relationship between China and the nomads appears to have been of secondary importance to Chinese history until it exploded during the Qin-Han period. In 209 BCE the emergence of the Xiongnu Empire struck the newly born Chinese empire with unprecedented strength, forcing upon it the realization that the north had become a major antagonist, politically, militarily, and culturally. (Loewe 1999: 886-887)
Serving as an educated civil servant for the Han Dynasty, you must advise the emperor as to how to deal with this formidable foe, the Xiongnu. You must answer the following questions as thoroughly as possible on a separate sheet of paper for the emperor.
1. How different are the Xiongnu from the Han Chinese? Why does the Xiongnu pose a challenge for the Chinese?

2. What is the tribute system? Why was this system important to both the Xiongnu and the Chinese? Could there be any problems with the tribute system?

A Description of the Han and the Xiongnu

Farmers (most Han Chinese) live on the land, stay on the land, and rarely go far from home. Nomadic people (Xiongnu) live off their animals. They (Xiongnu) move with the seasons, constantly in search of food and water for their herds. This difference in lifestyles set the stage for more than fifteen hundred years of Chinese foreign policy, beginning with the struggle between China and the Xiongnu during the Han Dynasty (202 BCE-220 CE).
. . . The animals they (Xiongnu) raise consist mainly of horses, cows, and sheep, but also include such rare beasts as camels, asses (donkeys), mules and wild horses. They move about in search of water and pasture and have no walled cities and fixed dwelling, nor do they engage in any kind of agriculture. Their lands, however, are divided into regions under the control of various leaders. They have no writing, even promises and agreements are only verbal. The little boys start out by learning to ride sheep and shoot birds and rats with a bow and arrow, and when they get a little older they shoot foes and hares, which are used for food. Thus all the young men are able to use a bow and act as armed cavalry in time of war. It is their custom to herd their flocks in times of peace and make their living by hunting, but in periods of crisis they take up arms and go off on plundering and marauding expeditions… If the battle is going well for them, they will advance, but if not, they will retreat, for they do not consider it a disgrace to run away. (Watson 1961: 154)
What was the Tribute System?
Chinese armies could never permanently conquer nomadic people such as the Xiongnu. Even if they won a major victory, the nomads could retreat beyond the reach of Chinese forces and regroup. Consequently, the northern borderlands were, at certain times in China’s history, a constant source of nomad raids and invasions.

The most important method developed to deal with nomads was the tribute system. The tribute system was a part of Chinese foreign policy from Han times (c. 100 BCE) to the seventeenth century CE. A tribe or state that entered into the tribute system acknowledged the rule of the Chinese emperor. They presented tribute gifts and sent hostages to the Chinese court.

Steppe nomads and other foreigners received valuable goods such as silk, cash, gold jewelry and ornaments, and the right to trade at frontier markets. Trading rights were extremely important since the nomads lacked the resources and craftspeople to produce the things they got from Chinese merchants- textiles, clothing, utensils, wine and other foodstuffs. China, for its part, valued the horses, cattle, and furs imported from the steppe (prairies of Northern and Central Asia)

