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The Grand Canal and Its Historical Legacy from the Imperial

and Regional Perspectives
SUN Jing-hao, BI Lu-yao

(Jiangnan regional history research center, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, Zhejiang 310058)

Abstract: To appropriately appraise the historical significance and legacy of the Grand Canal, it is
necessary to examine its divergent roles in imperial and distinctive regional perspectives in different
periods. The Grand Canal since the Sui & Tang dynasties, especially in the Ming & Qing dynasties with
the canal as their lifeline, acted as the core of the continental Chinese empire’ s politico-economic
programming. Via control of the canal that transported the tribute grain, the central government
effectively acquired the major economic resource of the empire, achieving its objective of politico-economic
unification, regardless of the extreme high price pertaining to the canal’s hard operation in the hinterland.
However, in local eyes, the canal remodeled the regional natural and social structures along its course,
causing whether positive or negative economic and cultural fluctuations varied spatially and temporally.
Overall notwithstanding, the Grand Canal intensified individual regional economic, social and cultural
modes of development, thus enriching and improving the “pluralistic integration” of traditional Chinese
civilization. Then, losing the state power’s support the Grand Canal in its different sessions as well as
different canal regions experienced modern dramatic trajectories, from which we can learn the continuation
and changes in historical process.

Key words: the Grand Canal; empire; region; historical legacy
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