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Special Features of the Urban Developments in Liao Dynasty Viewed
against a Background of Convergence and Conflicts between
Agricultural and Nomadic Civilizations

He Yimin

Abstract: The chiefly nomadic Liao Dynasty and the agricultural Song Dynasty were intermittently at war with
each other for more than one hundred years from tenth to the eleventh century. The wars were fought generally on
small scales and usually confined to borderline places, and peace and development remained to be the main theme
of relation between those two regimes. Consequently the urban developments in the Khitan Liao naturally bear the
print of integration between nomadic and agricultural civilizations. Khitan rulers took initiative to assimilate into
their life system the cultural elements of the Han people of the Central Plains. At the same time, they also attached
importance to keeping their independent identity as a nomadic people. When time was relatively more peaceful,
the cultural elements of the nomadic Khitan were assimilated into the life of the farming Han people of the Central
Plains on a larger scale than before, as is fully reflected in the urban system called Wujingdao. This arrangement
shows clearly the influence of relevant practice enforced in Tang Dynasty by retaining the Khitan nomadic custom
of migrating from season to season. The system of superior prefecture, prefecture and county was derived from the
traditional practice of Han people and fully reflected the advantages of managements at local levels. The five regional
urban hierarchy which took five cities as administrative centers was created to facilitate the governing of different
ethnic and interest groups in divergent regions.Meanwhile, it is also a system the rulers employed in their effort
of adapting to specific situations of different regions according to their geographical features and levels of socio-
economic development as a means of strengthening centralization, a system that exerted a great influence on the
subsequent establishment of the provincial government and provincial administrative system. It is noteworthy that
the cultural integration taking place at this period was nothing like the crude cultural convergence that occurred
to the life system of some nomadic peoples before the Sui and Tang dynasties. It was a completely new culture of
the Khitan people with their nomadic life traditions at the center as mainstays while fully assimilating advantageous
elements of the agricultural civilization of the Central Plains. This selective assimilation of the cultural elements of the
tarming people shows the sophistication and farsightedness of the Khitan people in dealing with cultural and political
contlicts. The historical context of the transition of Liao and Song from hostility and war to countries devoted to
peace and development fully illustrates the working mechanism of the conflicts between agricultural and nomadic
communities in ancient China. Though conflicts were sometimes inevitable, integration and peace have always been
the main theme in the history of the Chinese people.
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