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useful for social and intellectual historians of the Ming. Here again, however, it
struck me that his argument could be strengthened had he visualized the network
of scholars that pushed for Xue’s enshrinement. In the end, what emerged from
the court debates and eventual enshrinement was recognition, at least for the
Ming court, that Xue’s state-centered approach was a useful balance to the
growing influence of the new Wang Yangming interpretation of orthodoxy.

Koh concludes his book by reminding the reader that the rolls of scholars
enshrined in the imperial Confucius Temple reflected a cultural arena in which
diverse groups contested for attention and authority. That only four scholars were
enshrined during the entire existence of the dynasty is, perhaps, a testament to
certain insecurities that plagued the Ming. That the first of these scholars was a
man from northern China who seems never to have envisioned starting an
intellectual tradition of any kind, and whose intellectual and biological
descendants differed markedly from the emergent Wang Yangming school, shows
a resilience to the culture and ways of northern China that were really only
suppressed, at least in intellectual terms, toward the end of the dynasty. Koh’s
argument that the “Ming,” as a reflection and product of southern China, only
really took root in all of China very late in the day, when southern-style lineages
and ideas were accepted by northern scholars, is an apt conclusion to this book. It
leads us to reassess the importance of the move of the capital by Emperor
Chengzu to Beijing, at least in intellectual terms. This book will be of interest to
any Ming social or intellectual historian. It is well researched, highly accessible
in style, and contains a large amount of information about Xue Xuan and
members of his biological and intellectual family. Moreover, it clarifies many
important social, political, and intellectual institutions of the period.
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Conventional treatments of Chinese history include a “Liao/Khitan dynasty”
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existing on the northern frontier from 907 to 1125, ruled by the ethnically
distinctive Khitan (Qidan) people. As Pierre Marsone points out in the foreword
to La Steppe et I’Empire, in many histories discussion of this polity is absent or
perfunctory. Indeed the work to which Marsone’s title alludes, the classic 1938
L’Empire des steppes by René Grousset, presented a comprehensive history of
steppe empires yet spared only a few pages of its bulk for the Khitan state. Such
neglect obstructs historians’ understanding of long-term trends. The Chinese
world had seen powerful empires with some degree of “foreignness” before, but
this was a new kind of entity that proved immune to the accustomed methods of
Chinese policy. Too powerful to play off against other states, with an administration
too systematized to succumb to personal politics, the Liao/Khitan empire became
such a fixation of Northern Song (960-1127) policymakers that the political
history of the latter cannot be effectively told without frequent reference to the
former, and it is no coincidence that the two Asian superpowers collapsed nearly
simultaneously. In turn, the Liao/Khitan empire set the precedent for the stable
hybrid bureaucratic states that were so important in later Chinese history.
Marsone’s work makes the valuable contribution of clarifying how this empire
came into being. The resulting account is an invaluable corrective to dynastically
delimited narratives in which the Liao empire appears in the tenth century as an
abrupt and novel development, epitomizing the Great Man model of history in
the form of its founder, Yelii Abaoji.

The main body of Marsone’s study falls into two portions. The first discusses
“pre-imperial” Khitan history, from the mid-fourth century through the late ninth
century. It presents a chronology of military and diplomatic struggles for power
in East and Central Asia in which the actors are polities and their rulers. The
narrative is constructed from the Chinese dynastic histories along with such
chronicles as the Zizhi tongjian (Comprehensive mirror for aid in government),
with care taken to point out and resolve inconsistencies and errors in the sources.
While constrained by the paucity of other sources, this account constitutes an
improvement over other studies, some recent, that rely heavily on the
retrospective and teleological reconstruction of Liao history presented in the Liao
shi (The history of the Liao dynasty).

Marsone shows the formation of the Khitan empire over centuries under the
influence of a multiplicity of agents and factors. To readers familiar with Tang
history in particular, such a narrative should be expected: the Khitans appear in
period sources as a serious security concern of Tang statesmen from the seventh
century, and remain a constant presence in sources for Chinese diplomatic and
military policy across the Tang-Song transition. While the superpower status of
the Tang and Chinese authorship of the sources make the Tang the key antagonist
to the Khitans in this part of Marsone’s narrative, he shows that the diplomatic
environment was nonetheless truly multilateral. Prior to the establishment of the
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Tang empire, the leaders of the Khitans had allied by turns with northern Chinese
dynastic empires and steppe polities, most notably the Turks. Even after the
creation of the Tang empire, the diplomatic orientation of Khitan leaders
continued to vacillate between the Tang and the neighboring empires of the Turks
and Uighurs. Marsone’s account casts into question the common reduction of the
Khitans in this period to a military threat on the Tang frontier, showing that the
former were drawn into a long-term Tang foreign policy that sought to transform
nearby polities into subservient buffer states. When conflicts arose, they were
sometimes provoked by the action of Tang officials near the border, whether
through economic exactions or military action. Marsone shows as well that the
Khitans were to some extent integrated into Tang government and domestic
politics. Some Khitans administered frontier territories loyally as military
commissioners (jiedushi) on behalf of the Tang court, while individual Khitan
military officers became valuable elements in both Tang government forces and
the major internal rebellions, including that of An Lushan.

The second portion of the study discusses the creation of the Khitan-Liao
dynasty in the early tenth century, where Yelii Abaoji is featured as protagonist
and architect. Marsone takes care to distinguish the complexity of this process
from the relatively simple narratives of “sinicization.” The reason is that the
Chinese sources on the critical events immediately preceding and accompanying
the creation of the dynasty are scarce and muddled by outsider perspectives and
anachronistic retrospective constructions. Representations by Khitan authors
became available after Abaoji ordered the creation of the two Khitan scripts in
the early tenth century, and Marsone makes effective application of recent work
in China, Japan, and Australia on the reconstruction of the Khitan language and
the deciphering of its few extant texts. Examining terms for the new dynastic
state, Marsone shows that that the name “Liao”—which defines the empire by
reference to a peripheral area of Chinese geography—does not appear in Khitan
inscriptions. Instead, these used an array of titles tending toward grander claims
to centrality and an emphasis on Khitan identity. Khitan-language sources prove
invaluable as well in clarifying the organization of clans and tribes out of which
the Liao polity, and particularly its rulers, were assembled. Marsone shows that the
heavily studied explanation of this topic in the Liao shi is often more simplistic
than the organization as perceived by the Khitans themselves. For example, the
“Xiao clan” from which Liao imperial consorts came to be drawn was a label
used only in Chinese-language sources, a simplification created in the 970s for
Chinese literati not familiar with the complexities of the Khitan tribal system.

The accounts of Khitan relations with neighboring empires in the earlier part
of the book allow Marsone to illuminate the degree to which the Liao dynasty
created in the tenth century drew on precedents from the earlier steppe empires.
Linguistically, reconstructed Khitan vocabulary contains much official
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terminology borrowed from Turkic. Moreover, Marsone argues that the ideology
of monarchy constructed by Abaoji drew heavily on concepts from the earlier
Uighur and Turkic qaghanates, including his assumption of the title “Heavenly
Emperor” and assigning to his consort the complementary “Earthly Empress.”

Despite these precedents, Marsone maintains that Abaoji’s creation of the Liao
dynasty constituted a qualitative break in Khitan history. A concise summary is
offered of Abaoji’s successful efforts to create a stable economic base for the
Khitan empire drawing on the labor of settled—often forcefully
resettled—populations of skilled Chinese laborers and artisans. While
acknowledging earlier precedents for hereditary succession of rulers—most
notably the maintenance of what was effectively dynastic rule by the Yaonian
clan from 735 through the end of the ninth century—Marsone gives Abaoji credit
for making the institution stable and durable. Finally, considerable emphasis is
given to Abaoji’s synthesis of steppe and Chinese ideologies to create a
monarchy that would appeal to both traditions while reducible to neither.

Throughout the study, Marsone takes care to clarify ambiguities in the way
names of persons, groups, and geographic features are rendered in the sources.
Where necessary, he indicates where scholarly disagreement exists over the
present locations corresponding to key mountains and rivers named in the
sources—in particular the Khitan sacred mountain, Muyeshan A % i—and
weighs the arguments for each option. Through his phonetic rendering of names,
Marsone regularly reminds the reader of the multilingual context of the events he
relates. In many cases, Marsone explains lexical items in Khitan by reference to
better-documented words in Sogdian, Turkic, Uighur, and Mongolian.

Methodologically, the book employs rigorous scholarship in the empirical
tradition: organized around received political histories, with epigraphy and
non-official texts used sparingly to corroborate or adjust details of the
chronology of high politics. More common for modern scholarship on the Khitan,
and other foreign or mixed polities, is a combination of political narrative with an
analysis of cultural, economic, and social factors. The assumption that these
other considerations are relevant to understanding the political situation of the
Khitans and other frontier groups began with firsthand accounts by Chinese
emissaries, and has continued through nearly every variety of modern
scholarship on the topic. Viewed against these conventions Marsone’s exclusive
focus on the political—which might otherwise be mistaken for an outdated
narrowness of methodology—can be perceived as a conscious move to limit the
scope of analysis. It is through this exercise of restraint that the study achieves its
success in consistent and systematic collation of the political sources. This
methodology has also the laudable effect of removing temptations toward
culturally deterministic historical explanations, and it grants pre-dynastic Khitan
leaders as much agency as the emperors and bureaucrats whose actions drive
more familiar narratives of “Chinese history.”
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At the same time, however, this approach produces a narrative that
consistently disregards all explanatory factors other than the desire by political
leaders for power within the group and over other groups. At the very least, some
engagement with economic factors would add to readers’ confidence that the
motivations behind political events have been accounted for satisfactorily. For
example, Marsone weighs the role of economic considerations in explaining the
policies of the Tang government, and concludes that the Tang state was less
concerned with the goods it received from “tributary” states than with other
benefits of the tributary relationship. The account is missing a corresponding
evaluation of the degree to which the actions of Khitan leaders’ actions on the
other side of the tributary relationship may have been motivated by economic
necessity, a question other scholars have found worthy of attention. Also largely
unaddressed are questions of the cultural identity of the Khitans. The
construction of a hybrid but distinctive “Khitan” culture under Abaoji receives
considerable discussion in this work, but attention to similar considerations for
the Khitans in earlier periods is lacking despite its relevance for understanding
their choices of political alliances with certain other “tribal” groups. Both
economic and cultural issues might be illuminated not only by broader
consideration of the admittedly problematic textual sources, but also through
more extensive utilization of archeological evidence. In particular the
consideration of Khitan and Uighur settlement sites, including those in Mongolia,
dating from before the creation of the imperial Khitan state would help clarify
these issues. The scope of any single study is of necessity limited, however, and
these observations are not meant to detract from this valuable contribution to an
area of history still poorly understood.
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