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Abstract

The Xianbei were one of the most representative ethnic groups in the history of
ancient northern China. Their gradual rise from a remnant branch of the Donghu to
an independent and powerful political force, and their eventual participation in the
political reorganization of northern China and the construction of regimes in the
Central Plains, means that the study of Xianbei culture is significant not only for
ethnic history but also for the history of cultural exchange in ancient China. Early
Xianbei culture was rooted in the pastoral life of the steppe, yet it continuously
absorbed elements from Xiongnu traditions, Central Plains ritual institutions, and
other northern ethnic cultures through long-term migration, annexation, conquest,
and interaction. As a result, it displayed obvious features of complexity, transition,
and openness. Based on historical texts such as Records of the Three Kingdoms,
Book of the Later Han, Book of Wei, Book of Southern Qi, and Book of Sui, and
combined with archaeological materials including early Xianbei tombs in Liaoning,
the Zhalainuoer cemetery in Inner Mongolia, and Xianbei stone chambers, as well
as modern studies on the Xianbei language, the custom of hair shaving, the funerary
practice of destroying grave goods, the economic pattern of the early Northern Wei,
the branch-leader system, and the migration and development of the Tuoba Xianbei,
this paper systematically examines the material culture, customs, linguistic features,
social organization, and cultural integration of early Xianbei society. The study ar-
gues that early Xianbei culture was centered economically on pastoralism and hunt-
ing, while gradually developing relatively stable handicraft production and systems
of material symbolism; that in the sphere of customs it retained strong tribal char-
acteristics while steadily moving toward ritualization and institutionalization; that
although no complete written remains of the Xianbei language survive, the translit-
erated materials and related historical records still reveal its hybrid and transitional
nature; and that in terms of social structure it was characterized by a hierarchical
system composed of settlements, tribes, and tribal leaders, which in turn promoted
the transformation of the Xianbei from a tribal confederation into a more highly
integrated political entity. Overall, early Xianbei culture was not a closed and iso-
lated steppe culture, but a historical and cultural system formed and continually
restructured through multiple interactions.
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1. Introduction

The Xianbei originally belonged to the Donghu system. After the Donghu were defeated by the Xiongnu, part of their
population retreated northward and eastward into mountainous and grassland regions, where they gradually formed
a relatively independent ethnic community in the course of long-term survival and development. With the decline of
Xiongnu power and the loosening of political order in the late Eastern Han, the Xianbei obtained broader space for
development and gradually grew stronger by absorbing surrounding populations, annexing other groups, and
strengthening military integration (Chen, 1964; Fan, 1965). From a historical perspective, the Xianbei were not
merely a frontier people that appeared briefly in historical texts. They eventually became one of the major forces in
the reconstruction of the political order of northern China during the Wei, Jin, and Northern and Southern Dynasties.
For this reason, research on the Xianbei should not remain limited to political rise and decline. It is also necessary to
examine their cultural structure, way of life, and social institutions.

In terms of research history, Xianbei studies have long attracted the attention of historians, archaeologists, and
ethnologists. Traditional research mainly relied on official historical texts such as Records of the Three Kingdoms
and Book of the Later Han, reconstructing Xianbei origins, migrations, institutions, and customs through the collation
of biographies and treatises. With the advance of archaeological excavation, however, materials such as Xianbei
tombs, artifacts, and stone chambers have continued to emerge, and the study of Xianbei culture has gradually shifted
from a purely text-based approach to a more integrated one combining textual and archaeological evidence. Mi Wen-
ping’s study of Xianbei stone chambers expanded the scope of earlier scholarship by addressing ancestral memory,
ritual space, and narratives of ethnic origin (Mi, 1981). Zhu Xueyuan’s research on the Xianbei language further
suggested that Xianbei culture itself already contained obvious elements of interaction and hybridity (Zhu, 2000).
Zhao Xiaotian’s discussion of the early Northern Wei economic pattern has also helped scholars understand, in re-
verse, the pastoral and hunting-based economic foundation of early Xianbei society (Zhao, 2021). Together, these
studies demonstrate that Xianbei culture did not develop along a single line but was continuously generated through
the interaction of different regions, institutions, and cultural resources.

It should also be noted that one of the main difficulties in studying early Xianbei culture lies in the fragmentary
nature of the available materials. On the one hand, descriptions of Xianbei culture in the historical sources are often
embedded in narratives of warfare, tribute relations, or frontier disturbances, making them scattered and heavily
shaped by Central Plains perspectives. On the other hand, although archaeological discoveries provide material evi-
dence, the correspondence between such evidence and specific ethnic groups, specific tribes, or specific institutions
is not always entirely clear. Therefore, any attempt to reconstruct early Xianbei culture must avoid both the abstract
discussion of “archaeological cultures” detached from historical records and the exclusive reliance on written de-
scriptions that ignore material evidence. On this basis, the present paper offers a systematic discussion of early
Xianbei culture from six dimensions: research background, material culture, customs and social practices, linguistic
features, social organization, and cultural integration.

2. Research Status and Source Basis

Existing research on early Xianbei culture can roughly be divided into four categories. The first is documentary
research based on transmitted historical sources. Such studies take texts such as Records of the Three Kingdoms and
Book of the Later Han as core materials and establish the basic framework of Xianbei history by comparing records
of Xianbei origins, political activities, marriage practices, burial customs, and migration routes (Chen, 1964; Fan,
1965). The second category is archaeological research, which focuses on tombs, settlements, stone chambers, and
artifacts, and discusses the regional distribution, material characteristics, and cultural genealogy of Xianbei culture.
Representative findings include early Xianbei tombs in Liaoning, the Zhalainuoer cemetery, and Xianbei stone cham-
bers (Inner Mongolia Archaeological Team, 1961; Mi, 1981; Sun, 1980). The third category consists of thematic
studies, such as research on language, hairstyle, funerary customs, and economic patterns, which often examine a
single cultural element in depth and provide detailed interpretive power (Zhao, 1997; Zhao, 2021; Zhu, 2000). The
fourth category emphasizes the historical role of the Xianbei in the interaction between northern peoples and the
adoption of Central Plains institutions, paying attention to the way Xianbei culture was restructured during migration
and state-building.

The materials used in this paper fall into three main types. The first is historical textual evidence. These sources
provide direct clues regarding Xianbei marriage customs, social organization, legal ideas, ritual practice, and

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.03.020 359 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Gegengqile Ge, Ts. Batsaikhan

linguistic traces. For example, the Book of Wei quoted in the annotations to Records of the Three Kingdoms and the
Treatise on the Wuhuan and Xianbei in the Book of the Later Han preserve numerous descriptions of the similarity
between Xianbei and Wuhuan customs, making them fundamental for understanding early Xianbei tribal life (Chen,
1964; Fan, 1965). The second type is archaeological material. Artifacts such as horse gear, weapons, and crown
ornaments unearthed from Xianbei tombs in Liaoning, wooden and leather objects discovered in the Zhalainuoer
cemetery, and the ancestral ritual spaces reflected in Xianbei stone chambers are all of great importance for recon-
structing Xianbei cultural forms (Inner Mongolia Archaeological Team, 1961; Mi, 1981; Sun, 1980). The third type
consists of modern academic research. Such studies not only sort and interpret the original materials, but also provide
more explanatory analytical frameworks. For example, research on Xianbei stone chambers clarifies questions of
ancestor worship; studies of the early Northern Wei economic pattern make the transition from pastoral society to a
more complex economy more concrete; and scholarship on the Xianbei language has shed further light on ethnic
formation and cultural interaction (Mi, 1981; Zhao, 2021; Zhu, 2000).

Overall, although considerable progress has already been made in the study of early Xianbei culture, three prob-
lems remain. First, different types of materials have not been fully integrated, and documentary, archaeological, and
thematic research often remain separate from one another. Second, much discussion focuses on the connection be-
tween early Xianbei culture and later Northern Wei institutions, while less attention has been paid to the internal
logic of early Xianbei culture itself. Third, many existing studies emphasize particular issues and lack an integrated
form suitable for a course paper or general synthetic discussion. The purpose of the present paper is precisely to
provide a relatively complete and systematic overview of early Xianbei culture on the basis of existing scholarship.

3. Early Xianbei Material Culture: The Unity of a Pastoral Foundation and Technical Develop-
ment

The early Xianbei were mainly active in the regions around the Xilamulun River, the Laoha River, and the southern
and northern parts of the Greater Khingan Range. This area combined forest, grassland, and mountainous environ-
ments, which made it unsuitable for exclusive dependence on agriculture and more favorable for the development of
pastoralism and hunting. The description in the Book of Wei, quoted in the annotations to Records of the Three
Kingdoms, that the Wuhuan were “skilled in riding and archery, followed water and grass in grazing, and had no
permanent settlements,” together with historical records that “the language and customs of the Xianbei were the same
as those of the Wuhuan,” suggests that the Xianbei likewise lived a mobile life based on following water and pasture,
excelling in riding and archery, and emphasizing movement (Chen, 1964). This mode of subsistence shaped a material
culture adapted to the steppe environment, centered on riding equipment, hunting weapons, leather products, and
portable daily utensils.

From the archaeological perspective, large numbers of arrowheads, horse bits, bridles, belt fittings, and saddle
ornaments have been unearthed from Xianbei tombs. These objects were not merely military equipment, but im-
portant components of daily production, migration, and the display of social identity (Sun, 1980). Skill in riding and
archery was not only a means of survival, but also a form of social competitiveness. In steppe society, those who
excelled in such abilities could more easily establish prestige within the group, so objects related to riding and archery
possessed not only practical value but also symbolic meaning. Zhao Xiaotian argues, in his discussion of the early
Northern Wei economic pattern, that the early Tuoba Xianbei economy remained centered on animal husbandry and
hunting for a long period, while agriculture was only a later factor (Zhao, 2021). This observation is especially im-
portant for understanding early Xianbei material culture, because it suggests that many Xianbei techniques, artifacts,
and ritual expressions were originally rooted in the demands of a pastoral economy.

In terms of clothing and food resources, the Xianbei were heavily dependent on livestock products and wild animal
resources. Historical records note that Xianbei regions produced wild horses, argali, cattle, sable, and other animals,
while high-quality furs from these regions became prized materials for “famous coats” in the Central Plains (Chen,
1964). This indicates that the Xianbei were not entirely closed within a self-sufficient economy. Their fur and related
products likely entered the Central Plains market through frontier exchange, tribute, or trade. In other words, the
development of Xianbei material culture was not completely inward-looking, but was already connected with external
economic exchange at an early stage.

In addition to pastoralism and hunting, early Xianbei handicrafts also reached a certain level of development. The
gold floral crown ornaments unearthed in the Beipiao area of Liaoning are often regarded as representative examples
of early Xianbei metal craftsmanship. Their exquisite structure, with gold rings and leaves combined into flowing
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decorative forms, gave them a clear symbolic association with power and status (Sun, 1980). This suggests that a
certain degree of social stratification had already emerged within Xianbei society, and that nobles or tribal leaders
used ornaments to strengthen their authority. At the same time, birch-bark containers and birch-wood bows excavated
from the Zhalainuoer cemetery demonstrate that the Xianbei were highly skilled at using forest resources in cold-
temperate environments and developing wood and leather processing techniques suited to pastoral life (Inner Mon-
golia Archaeological Team, 1961). From the selection of materials to methods of manufacture, these objects illustrate
the high degree to which the Xianbei adapted to their natural environment.

It is especially important to note that Xianbei material culture possessed a clear dual character of function and
symbolism. In a pastoral society, objects first needed to satisfy the demands of migration, herding, hunting, and
warfare. However, as tribal organizations developed and the authority of leaders increased, objects also began to bear
ritual, decorative, and identity-marking functions. The existence of crown ornaments, animal-pattern plaques, and
finely crafted horse equipment indicates that within Xianbei society, there had already emerged a tendency to express
hierarchy and authority through material forms. This tendency developed further in the Northern Wei period and
eventually merged with Central Plains ritual culture. Thus, early Xianbei material culture should not be reduced to a
rough pastoral mode of production, but should instead be understood as a historical process through which a tool
system for survival gradually evolved into a system of social symbolism.

4. Early Xianbei Customs: The Interweaving of Tribal Traditions and Institutional Evolution

Early Xianbei customs displayed pronounced features of tribal society, especially in marriage practices, hairstyle
customs, legal ideas, burial customs, and sacrificial rites. These customs reflected both the everyday logic of early
Xianbei society and the basis of its later institutional evolution.

First, in terms of marriage, the Xianbei preserved many primitive features of earlier social organization. The Book
of Wei, quoted in the annotations to Records of the Three Kingdoms, states that the Xianbei held great gatherings in
late spring, made music on the water, married daughters and took wives, shaved their heads, and feasted with drinking,
while the Book of the Later Han records similar practices (Chen, 1964; Fan, 1965). This suggests that marriage was
not simply a private family matter, but was closely connected with tribal assemblies, public rituals, seasonal gather-
ings, and collective celebration. The fact that weddings were held near water and accompanied by music and drinking
indicates a high degree of public and ritual significance. More importantly, such wedding ceremonies were not only
occasions for the formation of personal relationships, but also important means of reaffirming ties within and between
tribal groups. At the same time, levirate marriage, as a custom shared by the Xianbei and Wuhuan, also reflected the
practical needs of steppe society in maintaining population, property continuity, and household stability (Chen, 1964;
Fan, 1965).

Second, the Xianbei custom of shaving the hair carried strong cultural symbolism. Zhao Bin argues that Xianbei
hair shaving was not merely an aesthetic practice, but was closely related to marriage, identity, and tribal tradition
(Zhao, 1997). On the level of ritual, hairstyle often served as an external marker of some kind of status transformation.
It may have been connected with coming of age, marriage, mourning, or membership in the tribal community. In
other words, hairstyle in Xianbei society was not simply a bodily decoration, but a normative cultural symbol. For
this reason, later historians from the Central Plains often treated the Xianbei hairstyle as one of the visible signs
distinguishing Chinese from non-Chinese populations.

In the sphere of legal ideas, early Xianbei society mainly relied on customary law to maintain order. The Treatise
on Punishments in the Book of Wei records that the early Xianbei sat in the royal court to judge disputes, restrained
people through spoken words, and carved agreements to record affairs, showing that their judicial practice was mark-
edly oral, temporary, and tribal in character (Wei, 1974). The absence of a systematic written law code, prisons, or
specialized judicial institutions did not mean that Xianbei society was without rules. On the contrary, tribal leaders
and public custom together constituted important sources of order. As the political integration of the Tuoba Xianbei
advanced, the earlier order based primarily on customary rules gradually moved toward codification and institution-
alization, laying the groundwork for the later legal system of the Northern Wei state.

In burial and religion, the Xianbei formed a distinctive set of ritual practices. Sun Wei argues that the Xianbei
funerary custom of destroying grave goods should not be understood merely in terms of the burning of objects, but
rather as a ritual act that reconnected the deceased, their worldly possessions, and the spiritual world (Sun, 2009).
From this perspective, Xianbei burial customs possessed a clear function of expressing beliefs about the world beyond
death, rather than merely indicating frugality in burial or a crude funerary form. Correspondingly, historical texts
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repeatedly state that northern peoples burned everything after completing the sacrifice, suggesting that burning itself
was a key act in the religious practices of the Xianbei and related groups (Fan, 1965). When this is considered together
with burning traces and animal remains found in Xianbei tombs, it becomes clear that Xianbei ideas about burial and
sacrifice were closely interrelated.

The tradition of Xianbei stone chambers and associated rituals further reveals the importance of ancestor worship
in Xianbei culture. Mi Wenping’s research shows that Xianbei stone chambers were not only geographical remains,
but also carriers of Xianbei memories concerning ancestral origin, sacred space, and political legitimacy (Mi, 1981).
Even after their southward migration, Northern Wei rulers continued to value their ancestral homeland and the rituals
associated with stone chambers. This indicates that ancestor worship fulfilled a dual function in Xianbei society: on
the one hand, it maintained the spiritual cohesion of the tribal community; on the other hand, it could later be inte-
grated by the regime as a symbolic resource of political legitimacy. In this sense, early Xianbei customs were not a
static collection of tribal survivals, but one of the cultural foundations from which later state ritual systems could
develop.

5. Linguistic Features of the Xianbei: Information on Ethnic Interaction in Fragmentary Rec-
ords

Compared with material culture and customs, the study of the Xianbei language faces greater historical limitations.
No complete writing system of the Xianbei has survived, and the available materials are mainly scattered among
transliterated personal names, official titles, and a small number of specialized terms preserved in historical sources.
Even so, these surviving traces remain highly significant because language is not only a means of communication
but also often carries information about ethnic formation, cultural contact, and political integration.

The Biography of the Northern Wei Barbarians in the Book of Southern Qi preserves a number of transliterated
official titles from the Northern Wei period, such as Zhizhen, Wuaizhen, and Bidezhen (Xiao, 1972). The most direct
significance of these terms is that they show the Xianbei language was not confined to everyday speech, but once
played an actual role in administration and political organization. In other words, for a considerable period before
and after the Northern Wei, the Xianbei language still retained vitality in bureaucratic operation and official distinc-
tions. At the same time, the Bibliographical Treatise in the Book of Sui records that works concerning the national
language circulated during the Northern Wei, indicating that Xianbei may at one point have entered a stage of written
compilation (Wei et al., 1973). Although such works were later lost and can no longer provide us with a full grammar
or vocabulary, this fact itself demonstrates that the Xianbei language should not be seen simply as an unwritten oral
system, but as a language that once had a connection with political governance.

The linguistic affiliation of the Xianbei has long been debated. Zhu Xueyuan argues that the ancient Xianbei grad-
ually formed in the course of continuous blending of bloodline and language among northern peoples, and that their
language accordingly possessed a clear hybrid and transitional nature (Zhu, 2000). This argument is highly suggestive.
It reminds us that the Xianbei language should not be understood in isolation as a closed member of a single language
family, but should instead be examined in the context of ongoing interaction among northern ethnic groups. For
precisely this reason, the question of whether Xianbei was closer to Mongolic or to other northern language systems
remains unresolved. The persistence of this debate reflects, on the one hand, the scarcity of material, and, on the other
hand, the fact that the Xianbei themselves were a historical community in constant interaction.

From the perspective of cultural history, the study of the Xianbei language is significant in at least three ways.
First, it helps explain that the Xianbei ethnic formation was not the result of a single line of descent, but rather of
multi-ethnic interaction. Second, it contributes to understanding how Xianbei regimes handled the relationship be-
tween their native language and Chinese before and after entering the Central Plains. Third, it suggests that the open-
ness of Xianbei culture did not emerge only in the later period, but was already present at the linguistic level. There-
fore, although the materials on the Xianbei language are limited, it is by no means a marginal issue. On the contrary,
it is one of the key entry points for understanding the complexity of Xianbei culture.

6. Xianbei Social Organization: The Historical Path from Tribal Hierarchy to Political Integra-
tion

The social organization of the early Xianbei may generally be summarized as a hierarchical system of settlements,
tribes, and daren. The settlement was the basic unit of everyday life and production, equivalent to a relatively small
pastoral community or encampment; several settlements together formed a tribe, and the leader of the tribe was called

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.03.020 362 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Gegengile Ge, Ts. Batsaikhan

daren (Chen, 1964). This structure both suited the mobility of pastoral society and enabled relatively efficient organ-
ization and mobilization in the contexts of external warfare, internal migration, and resource allocation.

Within this system, the daren was not merely a military leader, but a comprehensive authority who performed
administrative, judicial, ritual, and productive functions. Relevant records preserved in the Book of Wei show that
such leaders could transmit commands through particular methods that followers were obliged to obey; at the same
time, they were responsible for resolving conflicts among tribes, presiding over important sacrificial rites, and organ-
izing external warfare when necessary (Wei, 1974). This indicates that although early Xianbei society did not possess
a mature bureaucratic apparatus, it had already developed a relatively clear mechanism of concentrated authority.
The authority of the leader was based not only on kinship but also on personal ability and collective recognition.

Song Yanmei’s study of the branch-leader system in the Northern Wei demonstrates that the institution of the daren
did not disappear in the Northern Wei period, but was instead transformed, absorbed, and institutionalized in the
process of state formation (Song, 2005). This means that early Xianbei tribal politics should not be regarded as simply
opposed to later state institutions, but rather as one of their sources. Han Shengcun’s study of the migration and
development of the Tuoba Xianbei further supports this point: from Gaxian Cave to Shengle, Pingcheng, and Luo-
yang, each spatial reorganization of the Tuoba Xianbei was accompanied by changes in forms of social organization
and improvements in governing capacity (Han, 2021). Therefore, research on Xianbei social organization should not
remain at the static level of describing a tribal confederation, but must recognize that within this structure, there
already existed the potential for political integration.

From the perspective of functional structure, early Xianbei social organization displayed at least the following
features. First, its organizational basis retained kinship elements, but also possessed a strong character of political
mobilization. Second, the source of authority depended both on personal bravery and prestige and increasingly on
family and institutional concentration. Third, tribal organization did not disappear immediately once state formation
began, but was instead incorporated into the governing network in new forms. It was precisely these characteristics
that enabled the Xianbei to complete, in a relatively short time, the crucial transition from a steppe tribal people to a
regional regime and then to a ruling force in the Central Plains.

7. The Integrative Character and Historical Significance of Early Xianbei Culture

The most outstanding characteristic of early Xianbei culture was not merely its pastorality or tribal character, but its
sustained capacity for absorption and cultural reorganization. The Xianbei did not grow in isolation within a closed
environment. Rather, they formed their cultural profile through constant contact with Xiongnu remnants, Wuhuan
groups, other northern peoples, and Central Plains dynasties. In other words, Xianbei culture possessed openness
from the very beginning.

This openness first manifested itself in the sphere of economy and way of life. The Xianbei were based on pasto-
ralism and hunting, but after coming into contact with the Central Plains, they gradually accepted agricultural pro-
duction, settled life, and a more complex handicraft structure (Zhao, 2021). Although these changes became more
obvious in the early Northern Wei period, their origins lay earlier, in tribal integration and frontier exchange. Second,
this openness was expressed at the level of ritual and institutions. The Xianbei retained steppe traditions such as hair
shaving, the destruction of grave goods, and ancestral rituals associated with stone chambers, while in the course of
later political integration, they gradually absorbed Central Plains ritual forms, concepts of written law, and methods
of administrative organization (Mi, 1981; Sun, 2009; Zhao, 1997). Third, this openness was reflected in ethnic iden-
tity. As the Xianbei expanded, they continuously absorbed surrounding populations, so the boundaries of the group
were not absolutely closed but possessed a certain degree of flexibility. This also helps explain why their language
and culture took on hybrid features (Zhu, 2000).

Seen over the longer span of Chinese history, the significance of the Xianbei lies not only in the regimes they
established, but also in the fact that they became an important cultural intermediary linking the northern steppe and
the Central Plains heartland. While preserving their own steppe characteristics, Xianbei culture constantly absorbed
and transformed external elements, ultimately promoting deeper exchange and integration between northern peoples
and Central Plains civilization. For this reason, the study of early Xianbei culture is not simply a matter of local ethnic
history or period history. It is an important case in the formation of the plural yet integrated structure of Chinese
civilization. Through the Xianbei example, one can more clearly see that the relationships among different peoples
in ancient China were not simply oppositional but were instead shaped through competition, cooperation, absorption,
and reorganization.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.03.020 363 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Gegengqile Ge, Ts. Batsaikhan

8. Conclusion

In sum, early Xianbei culture was a complex system formed by the interaction of material production, customary
traditions, linguistic factors, social organization, and cultural exchange. First, at the level of material culture, the
Xianbei took pastoralism and hunting as their economic foundation, while at the same time developing relatively
mature systems of horse gear, weapons, wooden and leather products, and elite ornaments. Their material culture
gradually shifted from purely subsistence-oriented tools toward objects that also expressed status and ritual symbol-
ism. Second, at the level of customs, marriage, hair shaving, ancestor worship, the veneration of natural forces, and
the funerary practice of destroying grave goods fully embodied the tribal character and spiritual world of early
Xianbei society, while the evolution of customary law toward codified institutions demonstrated the direction of
institutional development. Third, at the linguistic level, although no complete written remains of the Xianbei survive,
the transliterated materials scattered in historical texts and records of works on the national language show that
Xianbei once occupied an actual place in political life, while its hybrid features reflect the complexity of Xianbei
ethnic formation. Fourth, at the level of social organization, the hierarchical structure of settlements, tribes, and daren
both met the needs of a mobile pastoral society and provided the organizational template for later political integration
and state formation.

More importantly, early Xianbei culture was not a closed, self-sufficient, and static system. From the beginning of
its formation, it existed in continuous interaction and constantly adjusted itself through the absorption of Xiongnu
traditions, the cultures of various northern peoples, and the institutional civilization of the Central Plains. It was
precisely this openness, transitionality, and capacity for reorganization that enabled the Xianbei to grow from a steppe
people into an important force in the political and cultural landscape of ancient northern China. The study of early
Xianbei culture, therefore, not only deepens our understanding of Xianbei history itself but also contributes to a
broader understanding of the mechanisms of ethnic interaction and integration in ancient China and of the historical
logic through which the plural yet unified structure of Chinese civilization was formed.
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