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1 
Introduction: what is the 

Great Wal l of China? 

In September of 1984 Deng Xiaoping himself inscribed the characters that 
launched a new campaign in China. Loosely translated, they said "Let us 
love our country and restore our Great Wall."1 In the months before, the 
Chinese press had been carrying many stories about the famous Great 
Wall, and they made unpleasant reading. Although wind and weather 
over hundreds of years had eroded much of it, man, it seemed, had done 
the worst damage, particularly during the years of the "Cultural Revo­
lution" when everything old had been despised. Then hundreds of 
kilometers of wall had been destroyed, and the material sometimes used 
for road, reservoir, and building construction.2 Now the Chinese govern­
ment was going to restore and preserve what remained, and rightly so. As 
a journalist active in the new campaign put it, "The Great Wall is the 
symbol of the Chinese nation," and "loving and repairing the Great Wall 
will reflect the patriotic feelings of the Chinese people."3 

But what exactly was this "Great Wall" that China was now setting out 
to repair and why had it been built in the first place? The need to answer 
these questions led to the writing of this book, and the task has proved far 
less straightforward than might have been thought. This may seem sur­
prising. The Great Wall of China, after all, has been known in the west for 
centuries, and seemingly definitive descriptions of it are not hard to find. A 
dictionary, for example, tells us matter-of-factly that it is a structure "over 
1,500 miles long, extending from Kansu in the west to the Yellow Sea in 
the east, constructed between 246 and 209 B.C., and defining the historical 
boundary between China and Mongolia."4 Somewhat more romantic is 
the description found on the dust-jacket of a recent illustrated book on the 
subject. The Great Wall, it tells us, is "the most awesome structure ever 
devised by man," one that "lies across the northern borders of China like 
some great sleeping dragon, stretching and sunning itself on the peaks and 
ridges of some of the most beautiful mountain scenery in the world. An 
astonishing 6,000 kilometres long," it continues, "the Great Wall of China 
was more than 2,000 years in the building, and the only way man can look 
upon the sum total of his handiwork is by viewing it from outer space."5 
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Introduction: what is the Great Wall of China? 

Certainly bot h genera l survey s an d specialize d monograph s o n Chines e 
history mak e frequen t referenc e t o thi s Wall . Th e commonl y accepte d 
account tell s ho w th e empero r wh o first  unifie d China , Ch'i n Shih-huan g 
(r. 221-21 0 B.C.) , incorporate d earl y wall s buil t b y th e preceding Warrin g 
States int o a  first  "Grea t Wal l " constructe d a t hi s command . Subsequen t 
dynasties repaire d an d rebuil t hi s original wor k eve r after , s o tha t a  Grea t 
Wall originatin g i n ancien t time s was , a s Willia m McNeil l put s it , 
"maintained throughou t mos t o f subsequen t Chines e history." 6 Thi s 
account o f the histor y o f the Wal l i s presented t o visitors a t it s best-know n 
section, alon g th e Pa-ta-lin g ridg e no t fa r fro m Peking . Ther e a  Chinese -
language sig n describe s th e wal l o f Ch' in Shih-huang , an d add s tha t afte r 
his death "man y dynastie s carrie d ou t rebuilding . Th e presen t Grea t Wal l 
was rebuil t i n Min g time s o n th e ancien t foundations." 7 Guidebook s sa y 
the same, as do journalists. At th e time of Richard Nixon' s visi t to China i n 
1972, fo r instance , th e New York Times explaine d th e Wal l b y notin g tha t 
"Beginning i n 22 1 B.C. , constructio n o f the unifie d stone , earth , an d bric k 
barrier too k 1 5 years an d employe d a  million men." 8 Othe r writer s add th e 
assertion tha t th e Grea t Wal l i s th e onl y man-mad e objec t visibl e fro m 
outer space. 9 Generall y speaking , som e versio n o f thi s ide a o f th e Grea t 
Wall of China toda y forms par t o f the common knowledg e of most ordinar y 
Chinese an d Westerners . 

The ide a o f suc h a  Wal l ha s furthermor e becom e a  majo r orderin g 
concept fo r student s o f Chines e history , an d a  majo r sourc e o f cross -
cultural comparisons . It s constructio n an d renewa l figure  i n theorie s o f 
Chinese societ y an d foreig n relations , whil e it s rout e i s though t o f a s 
defining tha t country' s traditiona l norther n boundary . Kar l Augus t Witt -
fogel (1896-1988) , fo r example , take s th e "periodi c reconstruction " o f th e 
Wall as powerful evidenc e of the "continue d effectiveness " o f the hydrauli c 
economy whic h h e argue s make s China' s societ y a n "orienta l despo -
tism."1 0 Owe n Lattimor e (1900-89 ) ask s i f ther e i s no t "somethin g 
inherent i n th e historica l processe s o f the state i n China" tha t "favore d th e 
evolution o f walled frontiers." 11 A s fo r foreig n policy , Frederi c Wakema n 
is on e o f man y scholar s wh o mak e th e Wal l embod y traditiona l Chines e 
attitudes towar d th e outsid e world . I t was , h e explains : 

[ . . . ]  mor e tha n a  defens e line . T o th e Chines e i t marke d th e borde r betwee n 
civilization an d th e barbaria n horde s o f Huns , Turks , Khitan , Ju-chen , an d 
Mongols tha t successivel y threatene d nativ e dynasties . T o th e nomad s i t wa s a 
barrier tha t challenge d an d beckone d . . . 1 2 

In 1969 , th e U.S.S.R . brough t thi s wal l int o th e territoria l disput e wit h 
China, officiall y suggestin g i n Pravda tha t "Th e Grea t Wal l wa s th e 
northern boundar y o f China." 1 3 Th e Wal l ha s eve n bee n assigne d a  ke y 
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Introduction: what is the Great Wall of China? 

role in world history. The scholar Joseph DeGuignes (i 721-1800) sug­
gested the theory, since widely accepted, that its construction by Ch'in 
Shih-huang forced the people known in Asia as the Hsiung-nu to begin a 
migration across the Eurasian continent that ultimately brought them to 
Europe where, as the Huns, they contributed to the fall of Rome.14 

When, as a graduate student at Harvard, I began thesis research into the 
military policy of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), I too believed in this 
Great Wall. Like my teachers and fellow students, I had known about it 
since childhood, and never doubted its existence. It formed, furthermore, 
part of the setting for my chief interest, Chinese foreign policy in traditional 
times, and specifically the wars between the Ming Chinese and the 
Mongols. To me the significance of those wars was chiefly the way that, 
over decades, they drained much of the wealth of the Ming state, thus 
causing, indirectly, the collapse of that last Chinese-ruled dynasty. The 
Great Wall, which in nearly every account of these wars is described as 
marking the limits of "China proper," through which nomads are said to 
break, and from which Chinese armies are described as exiting at the start 
of northern campaigns, I took completely for granted. The Wall for me was 
as close to being a part of China's natural geography as any man-made 
feature conceivably could become. As for the Wall's significance, I tended 
to agree with my teacher, the late Joseph F. Fletcher, Jr., that its existence 
over millennia was important above all because of what it seemed to 
demonstrate about the fundamental incompatibility of the agrarian society 
of China with the nomadic world of the steppe. 

But as I pursued my research in Chinese documents of the Ming period, 
I began to feel doubts about much that I had taken for granted, and slowly 
to realize that my assumptions about the continuous existence of a Great 
Wall simply did not fit with what the Chinese texts told me. Much 
attention is devoted in traditional Chinese writings to problems of border 
defense, and fortifications of many different kinds are described. But 
nowhere did I find a clear mention of "The Great Wall" as I understood 
the concept and supplied it almost instinctively to my texts: what was 
more, some passages seemed impossible to reconcile with its existence. My 
reading also raised doubts about the larger question of the compatability of 
nomadic and agrarian ways of life. Chinese sources record in considerable 
detail debates carried out by successive dynasties over policy toward the 
Hsiung-nu, the Turks, the Mongols, and other nomadic groups. These 
discussions disclosed a far wider range of points of view on policy than I 
had expected. Some Chinese, to be sure, wanted exclusion and at various 
times advocated wall-building to accomplish it. But others argued for trade 
and diplomacy, or in effect for peaceful coexistence with the nomads. It 
occurred to me that rather than being a given, almost an aspect of Chinese 
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culture, wall-building was a policy about which people disagreed, and 
ought to be studied as such. Thus the first outlines of the present work 
began to take shape. 

Initially my plan was to limit my scope to policy discussions regarding 
wall-building in the Ming dynasty. For the history of the Wall in earlier 
periods I would rely on secondary literature. But when I attempted to 
resolve my doubts about its pre-Ming history in this way I began to realize 
just how vast the topic I was stumbling into was. It did not take much 
investigation to discover that no standard or definitive work on the Great 
Wall exists in any language. Joseph Needham had earlier found out the 
same thing: In the section called "Walls and the Wall' in Science and 
Civilization in China, he complains that studies of the Wall "based on 
modern historical scholarship" are "few and far between, whether in 
Chinese or Western languages," and adds in a footnote that he had "not 
been fortunate enough to find one."15 The period since Needham made his 
survey had not filled the gap, and I realized that I would have to begin at 
the beginning in my investigation of the Wall, the topic to which I shifted 
my research as soon as my Ph.D thesis was completed. This book is an 
account of what I found out, and its conclusions conflict at nearly every 
point with what I thought I knew when I began. The Great Wall of China, 
it turns out, is a fascinating vision, and one not surprisingly now deeply 
imbedded in learned and popular imaginations, in both China and the 
west. Yet at the root of the commonly accepted idea of the Wall lie some 
fundamental misunderstandings. The reality is quite different from the 
vision, and the whole topic is in need of comprehensive reexamination. 

The first problem that anyone setting out to study the Great Wall of China 
encounters is that of evidence. Most of the information upon which 
descriptions of the Wall are based comes from the Chinese written 
tradition: the Shih chi and the other standard histories, various encyclope­
dias, scattered literary references, some specialized works on border policy, 
and particularly for the late imperial period, local gazetteers. The total 
amount of material (except for the Ming) is not forbiddingly large, but the 
sources turn out to be rather difficult to interpret at key points. Chinese, 
and to a lesser extent Japanese, scholars have taken an interest in these 
sources since the early decades of this century, and a modest literature in 
those languages now deals with them.16 

But the written record has definite limits, and in the Chinese case the 
kinds of cartographic and archaological work that have made it possible for 
students of comparable topics in the west to fill in its omissions and resolve 
its inconsistencies have not yet been carried out. One has only to compare 
the studies of the Chinese walls with those of Roman frontiers to realize this 
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point. The sixty-eight miles of wall built by Hadrian (r. 117-38) in 
northern Britain, for example, have been far more thoroughly studied than 
have the many hundreds of miles of wall that exist in China. We know the 
exact dimensions of that Roman wall and of the moat that lay in front of it, 
as well as the precise location of every tower and gate along its length.17 

The wall-ruins in China, by contrast, have never been surveyed.18 Even 
today, one cannot be sure exactly where wall-ruins are, not to mention 
make enumerations of gates, towers, precise lengths, etc. 

Even the route of the Great Wall shown on most maps today is 
uncertain. It appears to derive not from recent surveys but rather from 
charts first prepared by three Jesuit fathers for the Ch'ing emperor 
K'ang-hsi (r. 1661-1722), presented to him in 1708, and subsequently 
published in Europe. These were almost certainly not based entirely on 
firsthand investigation.19 The detailed maps in the latest historical atlas 
from Peking suffer from the same flaw: the wall routes shown in them are 
based on literary sources and not on fieldwork.20 Even the best maps, those 
prepared by the U.S. government using aerial and satellite photography, 
are not free from errors.21 

In recent years, and particularly since the late 1970s, a limited amount of 
archaeological investigation has been undertaken in China, which is highly 
promising, though still in its initial stages.22 Better maps are also likely to 
appear before long: a systematic survey, using "aerial remote sensing 
techniques (including infrared photography) is now underway."23 But it 
will nevertheless be decades before specialists on the history of Chinese 
frontiers reach a level of sophistication comparable to that of their 
colleagues in Roman studies today. 

Furthermore, the difficulties of interpreting the limited evidence we have 
are compounded by the existence of a large body of misinformation and 
unreliable analysis found in the substantial popular literature about the 
Wall, which continues to confuse scholars and ordinary people alike. One 
example of the problem is the abundance of conflicting yet exact figures 
that can be turned up for the length of the Great Wall. Joseph Needham 
cites an "officially accepted" Chinese estimate from 1962 of 3,720 miles.24 

When Richard Nixon visited China in 1972, the New York Times gave the 
figure as 2,484 miles while Time magazine favored i,684.25 A few years 
later, in 1979, the New China News Agency announced that there were 
31,250 miles of wall, without making clear the exact meaning of the figure, 
while Orville Schell, writing in the New Yorker in the autumn of 1984 gave 
the length as 4,000 miles (though it should be noted that when Schell's 
article appeared in book form the Wall had shrunk to only 1,500 miles).26 

Yet clearly, in the absence of surveys and reliable cartography, it must be 
admitted that the figure cannot be known. A similar problem arises with 
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other statement s abou t th e Wall' s size . It s volume , fo r example , wa s 
calculated almos t tw o centurie s ag o b y Si r John Barro w ( i 764-1848), th e 
celebrated explore r wh o would late r found th e Royal Geographica l Societ y 
of London , an d wh o accompanie d th e first  Britis h missio n t o th e Ch'in g 
court i n 1793-4 . Assumin g th e Wal l t o b e throughou t o f th e sam e 
construction tha t he had observe d nea r Peking , Barrow estimate d th e ston e 
in i t wa s equivalen t t o "al l th e dwellin g house s o f England an d Scotland " 
and woul d suffic e t o construc t tw o smalle r wall s aroun d th e eart h a t th e 
equator.27 Thes e impressive , bu t utterl y unfounded , extrapolation s ar e 
regularly quoted , dow n t o thi s day , b y scholar s an d popularizer s o f th e 
Great Wal l alike , as ar e simila r dubiou s assertion s abou t th e history o f th e 
Wall's construction , it s cost , th e manpowe r involved , it s visibilit y fro m 
outer space , etc. They for m par t o f a popular legen d o f the Grea t Wal l tha t 
has prove d s o endurin g an d influentia l tha t ou r final  chapte r wil l b e 
devoted entirel y t o it s history . 

Clearly, th e problem of evidence is fundamental t o any study of the Wall , 
and thi s book differs fro m it s predecessors chiefl y i n the way i t deals with it . 
A numbe r o f Wester n author s hav e studie d th e Wall. 2 8 Eve n th e bes t o f 
them, however , thos e who recognize and acknowledg e th e severe evidentia l 
problems (Josep h Needha m i s a  goo d example) , nevertheles s presen t 
accounts in which somethin g like the notion mentione d abov e of an ancien t 
and continuousl y existin g Grea t Wal l form s th e framework , despit e th e 
lack of evidence for it . The validit y o f that large r concep t i s never subjecte d 
to questioning . 

My approac h ha s bee n rathe r different . I  hav e trie d t o examin e th e 
evidence, in th e first  instance , withou t an y fixed  prio r ide a o f what i t ough t 
to ad d u p to . Whe n on e doe s that , certai n fundamental , an d I  thin k 
insurmountable, problem s wit h th e ordering concep t o f "The Grea t Wal l " 
itself become clearl y evident . Then , rathe r tha n attemptin g someho w t o fit 
recalcitrant evidenc e int o it , I  hav e chose n instea d t o discard th e concept . 
The basi c convictio n tha t ha s thu s emerge d fro m m y researc h i s tha t th e 
idea o f a  Grea t Wal l o f China , familia r t o m e sinc e childhood , an d wit h 
which I  bega n m y work , i s a  historica l myth . 

It i s importan t t o understan d wha t i s mean t b y this . Th e phras e 
"historical myth " i s not intende d t o suggest tha t th e Chinese di d no t buil d 
walls, o r tha t account s o f thei r norther n frontie r fortification s ar e fancifu l 
or invented . Chines e hav e bee n constructin g borde r wall s o f various kind s 
since th e sevent h centur y B.C . Th e enterpris e ha s bee n recorde d i n th e 
histories, an d travelers , an d mor e recentl y archaeologist s a s well , hav e 
described som e o f the remain s o f these walls . Th e proble m i s no t wit h th e 
existence o f wall s i n Chines e history , bu t rathe r wit h th e wa y tha t w e 
understand an d interpre t them . 
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In th e past, th e numerous question s pose d b y the evidence abou t how 
and wh y wall s wer e built , wha t the y looke d like , an d ho w lon g the y 
survived, a s wel l as , most basicall y o f all, abou t wha t significanc e the y 
should b e given in any genera l understandin g o f Chinese civilization , wer e 
resolved b y reference t o a single Grea t Wal l though t o f as having a  unifie d 
history an d a single purpose . I t is that concept , an d the many idea s base d 
on o r derived fro m it , that I  am convinced i s myth. Removin g i t from our 
historiography wil l requir e u s t o reconside r muc h tha t w e though t w e 
already knew . Bu t just a s importantly , i t wil l revea l th e existenc e o f 
important questions , hitherto concealed by belief in the myth, tha t mus t be 
considered. 

This boo k canno t hop e t o treat definitivel y al l the issues raise d b y these 
two processes . It s thre e part s wil l carr y th e processe s o f rethinkin g 
evidence, subtractin g myth , an d reassigning significanc e throug h severa l 
stages wit h varyin g degree s o f detail. Firs t i t wil l presen t wha t w e know 
about wall-buildin g i n Chines e history , an d the n sugges t a  genera l 
framework fo r understanding it : a framework tha t i s partly ne w and partly 
a rediscover y o f a longstanding Chines e traditio n o f interpretation tha t has 
been largel y los t sigh t o f during the last century . Second , i t will attemp t to 
present th e wall-building of the Min g period , whe n mos t o f what toda y we 
call "Th e Grea t Wal l o f China " wa s i n fac t built , i n term s o f tha t 
framework. An d finally,  i t will try to explain, onc e agai n i n general terms , 
both what , i f anything, th e heritage o f wall-building reall y tell s u s abou t 
Chinese societ y an d politics, an d how the mythic misunderstandin g o f it 
originated an d spread. Tha t las t tas k wil l involv e consideratio n o f som e 
basic question s abou t th e nature o f Chinese civilization , an d abou t th e 
relationship o f Asia an d Europe. 

The tw o chapters in Part I  seek to define th e issue . Chapter i  will surve y 
the evidenc e bearin g o n the border fortification s buil t b y Chinese ruler s 
since th e first  millenniu m B. C The narratio n shoul d mak e clea r ho w 
important i t is to replace th e notion o f a singl e Grea t Wal l existin g ove r 
time with an understanding tha t while a number o f Chinese dynasties buil t 
border fortifications , thes e did no t form a  single structure. Among th e mor e 
important norther n fortification s wer e thos e buil t b y the Ch'in (221-20 7 
B.C.) , th e Ha n (20 2 B.C . - A.D . 220), th e Norther n Ch' i (A.D . 550-74), th e 
Sui (A.D . 589-618) , and the Ming (A.D . 1369-1644) . But rather tha n bein g 
aggregated unde r on e rubric , and considered a s parts o f a single phenom -
enon, thes e wall s mus t eac h b e examine d an d understoo d i n thei r own 
historical contexts . Recognitio n o f this fact , however , lead s t o a new and 
basic interpretativ e question : namely , wh y did some dynastie s buil d wall s 
while other s di d not? 

Chapter 2  will sugges t som e way s o f thinking abou t tha t question , b y 
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proposing tha t we understand wall-buildin g a s one possible response t o th e 
problems presente d b y th e interactio n o f a  largel y agraria n Chines e stat e 
with th e nomadi c people s o f th e steppe . Usin g th e anthropologica l 
understanding o f this relationship a s our basi s fo r analysis , we wil l sugges t 
that successiv e Chines e court s ha d n o singl e foreig n policy , bu t rathe r 
could choos e fro m a  variet y o f possible approache s t o th e steppe , rangin g 
from peacefu l coexistenc e base d o n trad e an d diplomacy , t o outrigh t 
conquest, t o attempte d isolation . Understandin g thi s rang e o f possibl e 
policies, however, i s only th e beginning o f real understanding o f the origin s 
of walls . Fo r choic e amon g policie s wa s no t a  straightforwar d process . I t 
involved no t simpl y strategi c analysis , but als o political , bureaucratic , an d 
cultural factors . T o understan d a  dynasty's wall-buildin g the n wil l requir e 
considering a  large r picture : essentially , th e strategi c an d politica l origin s 
of what toda y w e migh t cal l it s "nationa l securit y policy. " 

Of course suc h a  stud y coul d b e mad e fo r ever y dynasty . Bu t t o do s o a t 
more tha n a n impressionisti c leve l even fo r thos e tha t buil t wall s i s beyon d 
the capacity o f a single researcher an d th e scope of a single book. Therefor e 
Part I I wil l attemp t t o begi n th e tas k fo r onl y one : th e Ming , whos e 
wall-building wa s th e mos t extensiv e i n Chinese history . Min g politic s ar e 
fairly wel l documented , an d us e o f contemporar y sources , notabl y th e 
Veritable records, the somewhat-edite d dail y chronicl e o f palac e activitie s 
and decisions , make s i t possibl e t o reconstruc t th e argument s abou t tha t 
dynasty's nationa l security , an d fo r an d agains t walls , with a  high degree o f 
confidence. 

The si x chapter s o f Par t I I wil l attemp t t o tel l th e stor y o f Min g 
wall-building a s i t wa s understoo d a t th e time , a s a  questio n o f polic y 
choice i n a  highl y charge d politica l atmosphere . Beginnin g wit h a n 
analysis o f the specifi c issue s o f strategic geograph y o n whic h Min g polic y 
discussions focused , the y wil l narrat e th e strategi c debates , an d i n par -
ticular a  celebrate d serie s o f cour t argument s ove r " th e recover y o f th e 
Ordos ," th e territor y o f the grea t ben d o f the Yello w river , int o whic h th e 
Mongols move d i n th e mi d fifteenth  century , an d whic h for m th e back -
ground fo r Min g decision s t o buil d th e vas t syste m o f border fortification s 
which i n retrospec t hav e bee n name d "Th e Grea t Wall . " 

Part I I I return s t o more genera l questions . Chapte r 9  attempts t o relat e 
wall-building t o basi c question s o f Chinese histor y an d foreig n policy . I t 
argues specificall y tha t th e Min g ha d economi c an d diplomati c option s fo r 
dealing wit h thei r nomadi c adversarie s tha t migh t hav e obviate d th e nee d 
for walls , bu t whic h wer e scorne d fo r politica l reasons . I t furthermor e 
suggests tha t suc h damagin g unwillingnes s t o compromise , o f whic h th e 
Ming cas e i s a  clea r example , i s part o f a large r patter n i n Chinese foreig n 
policy. Chapter 10 , the conclusion, turn s away from th e real Wall and look s 

8 



Introduction: what is the Great Wall of China? 

at the evolution of the myth of the Great Wall, specifically at the process by 
which the Great Wall became one of modern China's national symbols. 
The chapter will show how Chinese and Western elements were combined 
to produce the mythical account of the Wall. And it will argue that on some 
level territorial definition through wall-building, and national definition 
through the creation of cultural symbols, are both aspects of a single, 
ongoing process. 

That process is of course the definition of China itself, which removal of the 
Great Wall myth reveals to be even more complicated than we have 
previously understood. Basic to the process is the definition of the civilized, 
Chinese hua and its negative counterpart, the ¿, or barbarian. Although the 
actual size of Chinese states has varied greatly from one dynasty to 
another, the question of what was "Chinese" territory, and what consti­
tuted "China proper" is still often thought of as having been answered long 
ago by the Great Wall, or in modified form, the "line of the Great Wall." 
But without any such line to rely on, the full magnitude of the problem of 
defining China becomes clear. 

In the Ming, for instance, the question facing the first rulers after the 
Mongol Yuan had been overthrown was not, as is sometimes thought, how 
once again to hold the Great Wall, because there was no Great Wall then. 
Rather, the problem was where the Ming dynasty's own territory should 
end. Should it stretch to the north, and try to encompass at least some of 
the territory that its predecessor, the Mongol Yuan, had held? Or should it 
adopt a line closer to the ecological boundary of Chinese-style agriculture? 
Debate over this issue simmered for most of the dynasty's nearly three 
hundred years, without definitive resolution, as Part II will relate. But 
because historians have assumed that a pre-existing, ancient Great Wall 
marked the dynasty's northern boundary at the start, most have missed 
both the existence and significance of this debate. 

And the Ming case is but one example of the problem. Dynasty after 
dynasty has faced the question of where China should end, because for 
most of her history China's northern frontier has not been walled, but 
rather quite open. Since no Great Wall has ever supplied a ready-made 
boundary for them, each dynasty has had to define for itself where its 
political sway would end. Far from agreeing on a single line, they have 
made a great variety of choices. 

Some dynasties have chosen broad, inclusive definitions, and attempted 
to place their frontier far in the north. To encompass the diverse peoples 
who live there, they have had to adopt rather cosmopolitan definitions of 
Chinese culture and Chineseness. Other dynasties have been more narrow 
and exclusive, and have either drawn, or been forced to draw, the line in 
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the south. Sometime s thes e boundary line s have been marked b y walls o r 
fortified frontier s tha t can still be traced. But as the great variety of the lines 
suggests, the route of China's northern frontier ha s always been a question 
(and indeed i t remains so today). 

So considered , th e ful l intellectua l significanc e o f th e ide a o f a  singl e 
Great Wall begins to become clear, as do the possible effects o f revising it . 
Obviously, th e first  idea fits into a  way of thinking abou t Chin a tha t see s 
that state not only as clearly bounded, bu t also as culturally cohesive , and 
historically continuous . Give n th e ver y rea l continuitie s i n th e Chines e 
past, such an idea clearly contains more than a  kernel of truth. But studies 
of Chinese culture and society have reached a stage of sophistication which 
finds scholar s increasingl y disassemblin g thei r subject s int o componen t 
parts, whethe r regiona l populations , philosophica l schools , o r marketin g 
networks, befor e onc e agai n combinin g the m int o som e sor t o f Chines e 
unity. Disassembling "Th e Great Wall" in much the same way, over both 
time an d space , wil l sho w u s mor e completel y tha n befor e th e rang e o f 
implications tha t th e issu e o f boundar y demarcatio n ha s had , an d con -
tinues t o have, in the Chinese world . 
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