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On the meaning of Hancheng: Cities and Ethnicity in the historiography of the Liao
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In Chinese history, the Liao dynasty is famous for its the dual administration along
ethnic lines, whereby the Kitan rulers governed both a nomadic empire and cities of
large populations of Han people from the Central Plains. This is exemplified in the site
of the Upper Capital, Shangjing, rediscovered over a century ago. Archaeology reveals
a city divided into two walled districts, which scholars have been quick to connect to a
historical description of the city having an “imperial city” in the north and a “Han city”
in the south. But a closer, critical examination of the historical account complicates this
tempting connection between history and archaeology, and calls on historians and
archaeologists to qualify what does “Han” mean in this context? What is “Han” about
the “Han city” at Shangjing?
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This paper brings together two promising trends in the scholarship of Chinese
history occurring simultaneously: Anglophone scholarship asking “what does Han
mean?” and treating identity labels such as Han in historical texts as contingent and
mutable rather than fixed and unchanging categories, Sinophone scholarship asking
“where do historical facts come from?” and destabilising the textual record by which
we understand the past, tracing the contingencies of compilation and transmission.
Implementing this twofold critical approach, I analyse the historiography of various
references to “Hancheng” in writings about the Liao, presenting both the substance of
these accounts, and also how the accounts came to inform Song perceptions not only of
the Liao but also of themselves. Writing on the Hancheng, shows how a Liao
administrative term “Han” became adopted by writers in the Northern Song to claim an
affinity with descendants from the Central Plains living on the other side of the Liao
border. I argue that, in their narrations of the building of Liao cities, Song writers were
building a novel Han Chinese identity.
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urban society, and frontier politics in the Liao, as well as a monograph that explores the
conflicts between bureaucracy and aristocracy in the Liao court.



