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Shih chi, Han shu and the Han Culture

Juri L. Kroll

Of all the peoples of the world, the Chinese are the most famous for their historical-
mindedness. They owe this reputation primarily to their unique traditional
historiography. Its main genre is that of Standard Histories (cheng shih T=52), which
first emerged early in the first century B.C. and which were compiled for more than
two millennia. The genre was first created and developed through the efforts of two
Han historians. Ssu-ma Ch’ien &]fE:& (1457 - 867 B.C.) initiated it by writing the
Shih chi 3332 (“Records of the Historian” [or, to be more exact, “the Astrologer”]),
the first general history of the Chinese cecumene; whereas Pan Ku ¥ (A.D. 32 -
92) modified the genre by writing his Han shu #E (“Han History”), the first history
of a single dynasty. All in all, twenty-five Standard Histories were compiled. For
the most part they are histories of one dynasty, like Han shu, but some of them are
histories of several dynasties. The Shih chi and Han shu became models for later
generations and greatly influenced traditional historians of China as well as of other
countries of the region affected by Chinese culture, such as Korea and Japan. The
cultural significance of the Shik chi is especially great. Suffice it to say that within
its framework, Ssu-ma Ch’ien created the earliest samples of Chinese biographies
that have come down to us. The possibility they are the first biographies written in
China cannot be ruled out.

Whatever changes took place in the development of the genre after Han shu,
the genre was marked by a stability of form. A common structure of all Standard
Histories consists of the combining of two divisions, those of Annals and those
of Traditions appended to the Annals (depending on the context, the latter term
means either biographies of individuals and their groups or accounts of foreign
peoples). However some Standard Histories also include divisions of chronological
Tables, Treatises, and Hereditary Houses (or Records [of Histories of Illegitimate
Dynasties)).

Literary form can be regarded as an embodiment of a mode of thinking of a
writer. In the case when a genre has sprung from a literary work, one is justified
in looking for a mode of thinking corresponding to the genre form or, to put it
differently, for a genre mode of thinking. Therefore it seems reasonable to compare
the thinking embodied by different samples of the genre of Standard Histories in
order to identify similarities. Hence this article attempts to reconstruct and compare
the modes of thinking embodied in the two earliest known Standard Histories.
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It seems reasonable to begin with the Shif chi, the first history representing the
form and embodying the mode of thinking in question. Precautions should be taken
in order to achieve a correct interpretation of the thinking it represents. To that
end it has to be explored not only in itself, but also within the broader intellectual
context of the period when it was composed and its genre came into being. In order
to single out those results of the investigation that are valid not only for the Shih chi
but at least for one more Standard History, Han shu was chosen for examination. By
means of their comparison, I hope both to find a nucleus of common ideas linked
to the mode of thinking I want to reconstruct and to discern individual differences
between the two histories. It goes without saying that in this article I’ll concentrate
on similarities and not on differences.

The intellectual context mentioned above is that of correlative thinking,
characteristic of many Early Han period philosophers, including Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s
Confucian master Tung Chung-shu # g7 (179? - 104? B.C.) as well as the authors
of the Huai-nan-tzu YT (ca. 139 B.C),! and Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s father, a Taoist
eclectic, with whom Ssu-ma Ch’ien shared, at least to some extent, certain Taoist
orientations.? Correlative thinking has been extensively discussed in last several
decades by scholars writing in English such as J. B. Henderson, A. C. Graham,
D. Bodde,? and others, and it is not necessary to treat it in detail here. It is sufficient to
point out two of its components relevant to the present study. These are numerology
and the concept of /ei 3. As to numerology, J. Needham characterized it as “symbolic
use of numbers,” “number mysticism” unacceptable to science;* D.Bodde pointed
out that “to classify the objects, phenomena and concepts of the natural and human
world according to correlative thinking ... means grouping those items regarded as
interrelated into sets of items that are the same in number and thus fall under the same
numerical category.” The concept of /ei however needs further comment.

The word /ei means “kind,” “sort,” “to be similar to,” “an analogy.” Its uses are
particularly important in the combinations ¢ ‘ung lei [Fl38 and pu lei 73f. According
to a definition given by ancient Chinese logicians, “the same in some respect is
‘of a kind’ [lei t'ung ##[5]] ... the same in no respect is ‘not of a kind’ [pu /lei].”
A. C. Graham has shown that the word /e/ points to the similarity between things
and not the logical class they belong to: “objects are conceived not as members of
a lei but as ‘of the same kind’ [¢ 'ung lei] or ‘not of a kind’ [pu lei].”®

Ancient Chinese tended to locate similarities between things, qualities, and
forces of the universe that, from our point of view, often appear very far removed
from each other; they disregarded whether these things were concrete or abstract,
pertained to human society or to the natural world, to celestial or terrestrial spheres,
ete. E.g., sun, ruler, father, husband, and Central States (or Middle Kingdom %1/,
were thought of as yang [ and as objects “of the same kind,” whereas moon, subject,
son, wife, and barbarians were regarded as yin [& and as objects “of the same kind.”
Hence the possibility to explain a solar eclipse (when the moon “encroaches upon”
the sun) as either the result of political power being usurped by high dignitaries
(=the subjects), as a consequence of misbehavior of a wife towards her husband or
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of a son towards his father, or of a barbarian invasion of China. “Though [these]
affairs are different, they are of one kind,” a Han scholar remarked ca. 29 B.C.”

The word lei is used in formulations expressing the concept which substitutes
for that of causality (including historical causality) in correlative thinking. As
V. N. Toporov has pointed out, early historical descriptions of Polibius, Tacitus,
and Herodotus in Greece were influenced by atomists who put forward the
principle that “nothing arises from nothing,” which led to postulating the law of
causality; the application of the idea of causality to history and its combination
with the idea of movement in time, more than anything else, contributed to turning
history into a scientific discipline. But there was no atomism in China, which is
by no means accidental. According to J. Needham, in traditional Chinese culture,
the place of the concept of mechanical causation is occupied by a rather special
concept of causality. M. Granet and W. Jablonski even argue that it should not
be called “causality” but rather a correspondence of things, of their correlation
or connection between them that is non causal. Its essential point is that objects
“of the same kind” (i.e. mutually similar ones) are attracted to and respond to
each other and also resonate with each other according to their natures; whereas
objects “not of a kind” or “of a different kind” (yi lei #4§) repel one another also
according to their natures. As Tung Chung-shu has it, “all things reject what is
different [to themselves] and follow what is akin.” The concept is different from
that of mechanical causation, according to which “if a particle of matter occupied a
particular point in space-time, it was because another particle has pushed it there;”
ancient Greeks also had the idea that like attracts like, but while their “thought
moved away from these ancient ideas toward concepts of mechanical causation
...Chinese thought developed their organic aspect, visualizing the universe as a
hierarchy of parts and wholes suffused by a harmony of wills.”® The concept of
mutual attraction of the like accounts for the grouping of objects together, which
helps explain why the notion of /ei underlies numerous systems of classification
in traditional China.

Etymologically, lei seems to have originated as a kinship term. According to M.
V. Kryukov, there existed two important kinship groups during the Ch’un ch’iu
Fk period: a “patronimiya” /=a clan/ (chia 2%, tsung 57, tsu Jf%, and tsung-tsu 7IfK)
and a patriarchal kin. At that time, the words Asing # and shih X (later synonyms
designating a surname) still had different meanings. T¥ung-fsu members bore a
hereditary name shih of eponymic origin, which could be changed; whereas those
of a patriarchal kin shared a common kin name Asing, originating from a totem that
could not be changed. Those of the same shik but of different Asing could intermarry
while those of the same Asing could not. Therefore a tsung-fsu consisted of relatives
both by blood and by marriage and embraced related families that included wives
of a different hsing; in contrast, a patriarchal kin consisted of relatives by blood
alone and did not embrace families of any kind . As to similarities between a tsung-
tsu and a patriarchal kin, both were comparatively large groups based on kinship
relations, unilateral, exogamous, and patrilineal.’
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M. V. Kryukov does not identify a Chinese term for patriarchal kin. According
to my hypothesis, the term in question is /ei. There are Chou & texts (the earliest
known to me are those of the Shik ching 4% and the latest is that of the Hsiin-tzu
#jF) in which /ei is used as a designation of a kinship group.'? In these Chou texts,
the expression ¢ ‘ung lei is used in two ways for two meanings: 1) those of the same
kin name Asing, and 2) objects (and people) of the same kind."!

Exogamy of the tsung-tsu, as M. V. Kryukov describes it, has a certain peculiarity:
the group seems to be exogamous not in itself but because it has borrowed the
property from the patriarchal kin. According to an explanation of the rule of exogamy
from the seventh century B.C. referred to in the Kuo yi BIZE, it was connected with
the kin name Asing and not with shih: “If they have different kin names (Asing),
they have different spiritual powers (fe {2); if they have different spiritual powers,
they are of different /ei; even if those of different /ei are close [relatives], men and
women intermarry and thus give birth to others. If they have the same kin name,
they have the same spiritual power; if they have the same spiritual power, they have
the same heart (hsin .(,); if they have the same heart, they have the same will (chih
E); even if those of the same will are distant [relatives], men and women do not
intermarry being afraid of defiling reverence [toward their kin].”'"?

This clearly states that not only those of the same Asing should not marry each
other but also that those of different Asing possess different mentalities and thus
“are of different /ei.” It is implied that those of the same Asing possess the same
mentality and are of the same /ei, i.e. that /ei property (whatever it might be) was
connected with a kin name Asing and thus with a patriarchal kin. If this is so, then
M. V. Kryukov’s list of similarities between a tsung-tsu and a patriarchal kin can be
continued at the expense of the features he believed to be characteristic of tsung-
tsu alone. Thus he emphasized that fsung-fsu members were conscious of their
origin from a common ancestor, a historical personality whose spirit only they were
entitled to sacrifice to, and that these members were united by common interests
that took precedence over personal ones, were obliged to avenge an offence or a
murder of their relative, and were responsible for a relative’s crimes, and were in
fact often exterminated for them.'3 But according to the ideas of the Ch'un ch’iu
period, spirits (or deities in general) do not partake of sacrifices offered those not of
their like, i.¢. by those not of their “kind” (/ei)."* The importance of /ei for offering
and accepting sacrifices is corroborated by quotations from the Tso chuan {4,
which M. V. Kryukov used as evidence for his assumptions concerning tsung-
tsu: “...Spirits [of the dead] do not enjoy the sacrifices of those who are not of
their kindred (/ei); people do not sacrifice to those who are not of their clan (tsu);”
“Spirits do not accept the sacrifices of those who are not of their clan and /ei (tsu
lei JE%E).”5 Common mentality believed by M. V. Kryukov to be characteristic
of tsung-tsu was, according to the Kuo yii explanation, a property of those of the
same lei, i.e. members of a patriarchal kin. The T5o chuan quotation adduced by the
scholar runs, “If he be not of our clan and /ei, he is sure to have a different mind
(lit. heart - J. K.).”¢
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Thus according to the Ch'un ch’iu concept, the exclusive ability to sacrifice to
the spirits of ancestors and possession of identical “hearts” were inherent to those
“of the same /ei,” bearers of a common kin name (hsing). If both characteristics
were also shared by members of a clan, it can be explained by the fact that the
majority of these members (with the exception of wives) had a common kin name;
one is tempted to surmise that in the expression #su /ei, appearing in the texts quoted
above, the word #su (“clan”) was complemented by the word /ei to indicate that
only part of the fsu was meant, consisting of those of the same /ei (i.e. clansmen
bound by ties of blood)."”

According to the Kuo yii explanation, similar “spiritual power” (te) and “will”
(chih ) were also distinctive of members of a patriarchal kin. But spiritual power
was considered, at least from the beginning of Chou,™ to be a dynastic, i.e. royal
clan property. This traditional concept was also shared by Ssu-ma Ch’ien.' It was
believed under the Han that the supply of spiritual power created by a dynasty
founder becomes a heritage transmitted to his successors, who also continue to
fulfill his will — one of the reasons for them being called “Filial” (Asiao 2£).*° Here
again a transfer of notions originally connected to the concept of a patriarchal kin to
that of a clan seems to have taken place, producing a combination of notions related
to both kinship groups.

Therefore, M. V. Kryukov’s list of similarities between a fsung-tsu and a
patriarchal kin can be supplemented with one more item: the concept of spiritual
unity common to both kinship groups that reveals itself both on the religious and
magico-ethical levels, the notions of “spiritual power” and “will” being richly
colored with magic.

Thus according to my hypothesis, the word /ei originally denoted a patriarchal
kin consisting of relatives by blood who were thought of as being both physically
and psychologically similar for genetic reasons. They possessed a common kin name
hsing (that was interpreted as a surname later, at least in Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s day) and
they were believed to possess a spiritual unity manifesting itself both in their cult of
ancestors and in the identity of their “hearts,” “spiritual powers,” and “wills.” These
beliefs were integrated into clan concepts, since descendants of a common ancestor
related by blood constituted the body of the clan. In the seventh through third centuries
B.C the word /ei was both used to denote “patriarchal kin” and “sort,” the expression
t'ung lei meaning “relatives by blood” as well as “people and objects of the same
kind.” I surmise that as the word /ei gradually acquired the meaning of “a sort,” the
concept of similarity due to common descent or blood relations originally connected
with it evolved into that of “similarity in general,” while the concept of unity and
solidarity of kinsmen was transformed into that of mutual attraction of objects,
qualities, and forces of the same kind.?' The /ei notion seems to be so important for
correlative thinking that I feel justified in calling it, in certain cases, /ei-thinking, as
was suggested to me by Professor Roland Felber years ago.

One may ask how numerology and the concept of /ei combine. In Chinese
numerology there are numerical categories, i.e. parallel sets (or sequences) with
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the same number of items — those of two, three, four, and five items, and so on, for
instance, there are “five elements,” “five planets,” “five directions,” “five colors,”
“five emperors (or theocrats),” “five notes,” “five tastes,” etc. It was pointed out by
Professor Bodde that among the items belonging to a common numerical category,
a particular affinity exists between those having the same relative position within
their respective sequences; e.g. fire, summer, south, bitter taste, burning smell,
heat, the planet Mars, feathered creatures, beans, the hearth sacrifice, the lungs,
the tongue, joy, and many more, have the common property that each of them is
number two within its particular sequence of five. Prof. Bodde emphasized that
such affinities were believed to function along the lines of spontaneous response or
mutual attraction.?” In other words, the items in question were thought of as objects
“of the same kind.”

I

Now let us turn to Ssu-ma Ch’ien, whose views on the universe and history seem
to be permeated with numerical categories. Since it is hardly possible to deal with
all of them in this study, I am going to dwell only on those that seem to be of
special importance to the Shif chi. Sets of two are in the first place represented by
yin and yang. It remains an issue whether one of Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s concepts of the
microcosm embodied the yin-yang opposition: his statements concerning human
nature seem to be contradictory enough. According to one of them, a man embraces
Five Constant [Virtues] (wu ch’ang H#H) and “likes and dislikes,” while according
to another he embraces “breaths (ch’i &) of likes and dislikes, joy and anger” that
act in compliance with “the principle of emotions and ethical instincts (ch 'ing hsing
154).”% Tung Chung-shu linked the Five Constant [Virtues] (or “ethical instincts”)
and “emotions” to yang and yin respectively,* but Ssu-ma Ch’ien did not.

In contrast to that he plainly connected different regions of the macrocosm with
yin and yang. According to him

Since Ch’in Z annexed and absorbed the three [states that originated from] Chin
& and [those of] Yen #& and Tai 1, [the region] south of the Ho 7 [River]} and
[Hua %] Mountain {1 is that of the Central States. The Central States occupy
the east and the south of the [country] within the Four Seas and are yang. [Of
heavenly bodies] sun, Jupiter (Sui-hsing 5% & ), Mars (Ying-ho #££K), and Saturn
(Chen-hsing 18 %) [planets] are yang; [therefore one has] to tell fortunes [of
the Central States by observing the stars] south of the [asterism called the
Heavenly] Street ([¢ien] chieh [ K] %), [the mansion] Pi & presiding over them
(i.e. over the Central States — J. K.). [The region occupying] the west and the
north of it (=the [country] within the Four Seas — J. K.) [is inhabited by] such
[barbarian] peoples wearing felt robes and drawing their bows as Hu #l, Mo %%,
and Yiieh-chih H X, that are yin. [Of heavenly bodies] moon, Venus (T ai-po K
{#) and Mercury (Ch’en-hsing J& &) [planets] are yin, [therefore one has] to tell
fortunes [of barbarian states observing the stars] north of the [asterism called
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the Heavenly] Street, [the mansion] Mao 5 presiding over them. Therefore the
[chains of] mountains and the [courses of] rivers of the Central States follow
the direction of the northeast, the beginning of their system is in [the mountain
regions] of Lung B and Shu &j, [while its] end submerges into [the sea of]
Pol-hai % (=) [#] in the region of mount] Chie[-shih] & [5]. Therefore [the
inhabitants of] Ch’in and Chin are fond of using weapons, and in addition tell
fortunes by Venus, [the planet] Venus [also] presiding over the Central States;
whereas the Hu and Mo barbarians repeatedly invade and rob [them], and tell
fortunes by Mercury alone, [the planet] Mercury swiftly appearing and quickly
disappearing, regularly presiding over barbarians from the [eastern] Yi 2 to the
[northern] Ti k. {It] is their general constant [principle, according to which]
these [two planets] act as a guest and a host by turns.

Two early commentators of the second and third centuries A.D. explain that “[The
inhabitants of] Ch’in and Chin [living] north of [the beginning of ] the system [of
mountains and rivers of the Central States in the] south-west are yin, and are similar
to such peoples as Hu and Mo barbarians who draw their bows, therefore they are
fond of using weapons.”?

The underlying concept seems to be the one expressed earlier in the Huai-nan-
tzu; according to it, local “breaths” or “ethers” (ch i &) forming natural and climatic
conditions affect physical, psychological, and moral characteristics, health, and the
duration of life of inhabitants in a given locality; therefore Ssu-ma Ch’ien also
seems to believe that each locality produces people according to its “kind,”* which
results in both locality and natives being “of the same kind.” According to him, local
“breaths” emanate from the earth and rise above it forming clouds with outlines of
living beings and other objects characteristic of each locality — herds of cattle and
cabins made of withe and covered with felt in the case of northern barbarians, boats
and sails(?) and/or flags in the case of southern ones. “Each cloud (lit. cloud and
breaths [it consists of]) imitates [breaths and respective peculiarities] accumulated
by local mountains and rivers [as well as] by the people.”? Since in the yin region
yin “breaths™ prevail, they exercise decisive influence on the local population
accounting for both the severe climate that makes barbarians wear felt robes and for
barbarian psychology itself, particularly the spirit of hunters and warriors that makes
them “draw their bows,” and probably also accounting for their greediness. Chinese
territories of Ch’in and Chin north and west of Huang-ho were also believed by Ssu-
ma Ch’ien to pertain to the yin region, while their martial customs reminded him of
their barbarian neighbors: people here are fond of using weapons, too.®

I presume that the importance of local “breaths” as a factor forming human
character was one of the main reasons why Ssu-ma Ch’ien introduced into his
biographies exact information on places of origin of portrayed persons as places
were signs to readers indicating what kind of a person he or she was presented
with.?? Authors of later Chinese biographies also adopted this device.

For Ssu-ma Ch’ien, the greatest cosmic yin-yang pair was that of Heaven and
Earth, the dual division of Earth having a close parallel on the celestial level. He






