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Abstract

China’s historical tradition is extremely rich, with one of the key elements in this tradition
being Shiji. Sima Qian continued what is father began, dedicating his life to compiling a 2,500
year history that encompassed the major historical figures and happenings between the Yellow
Emperor and Emperor Wu of Han. Its vast scope is representative of Qian’s monumental
effort—the first of its kind. It is now known as the first comprehensive history in China, as well

as a critical reference to research on Han and pre-Qin periods.

After Shiji was made public, Sima Qian was lauded as “a true historian” and the Shiji as
“faithful recording.” Nevertheless, from the Six Dynasties to the present, scholarly interest in the
Shiji has oft included textual research on the historical elements recorded therein. During the
Han dynasty, after the ban on books was lifted, many ancient books began being circulated once
more. This sparked intelligentsia’s interest in and inquiry of ancient history, which in turn
brought about a new trend in research—“seeking truth from the facts.” In light of this, it seems
appropriate that before examining the historicity of the Shiji, there should be a study of Sima
Qian’s sense of historicity and of his research methods. This study attempts to do just that by
examining Sima Qian’s purpose and methods in compiling the Shiji, as well as changes in

understanding and the contribution of the Shiji. A brief outline by chapter is given below:

Chapter 1 outlines the motivations for and methodologies of this research, as well as

examines the historical source of the term “seeking truth from the facts.”

Chapter 2 explores the question of Sima Qian’s source materials for the Shiji. Over the last
century, many scholars have discussed this topic, but a consensus has proven elusive. To that end,
previous booklists are compiled and analyzed, with dubious entries being weeded out. Other
works that the author has identified whilst reading the Shiji are also added to the list, raising the

total number of identified works from 80-100 in past research to 162.

Chapter 3 looks at how Sima Qian’s travels filled in gaps in the textus receptus. In thirteen

chapters, Sima Qian’s summary remarks mention some aspect of his travels. These are divided
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into four categories and analyzed in the hope of gaining a deeper understanding regarding the

influence his travels had on his work.

Chapter 4 focuses on Sima Qian’s scholarly activities, discussing how his conversation and
interactions with scholarly circles is reflected in the Shiji. The foundation of his scholarly
activities was laid by his father, having Qian master pre-Qin characters by age ten. This would
prove significant, as works written in the ancient characters became the main criterion by which
Sima Qian would judge scholarly theories and historical interpretations. Because Sima Qian
wanted to give a comprehensive portrayal of the Six Classics and the ideas of the Philosophers,
his work contains many criticisms and corrections of current scholarly thought. It also contains
recordings of things learned from his visiting with scholars and other contemporaries. In addition,
Sima Qian employed a technique he called “transmitting doubts” for those parts of history where
two or more versions existed but for which information was insufficient to adjudicate on

accuracy. All of these are important aspects of his scholarly activities.

Chapter 5 lists several examples of faithful recording in the Shiji to demonstrate reasons for
later scholars’ praise of his historicity. The examples fall under one of two categories: “not
overstating virtues nor glossing over faults” and “not overstating faults nor glossing over virtues.”
Examples show that Sima Qian, in addition to praising them, would also include critiques of
historical figures he admired. By the same token, he would also praise tyrants and conniving
ministers as circumstances warranted—the result of which is a very even-handedness in his

writings.

Chapter 6 looks at six unearthed documents that have been discovered in the last one
hundred years, comparing them with relevant content in the Shiji. The comparisons highlight
new aspects of how the Shijii was compiled, how materials were selected, and how accurate
Sima Qian’s writings are. The six documents are 1) the Bamboo Annals and other related
chronologies, 2) the Zhanguo zonghengjai shu, 3) the Sun Bin’s Art of War, 4) writings found in
the Tsing Hua University’s Bamboo Strips, 5) the Book of the Yellow Emperor, and 6) the “Law

of the Scribes” from the Laws and Decrees of the Second Year.

Finally, Chapter 7 first addresses non-factual arrangements and writings in the Shiji, as seen

in Qian’s motivation for writing it, as well as the work’s structure and content. This underscores
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the fact that historical accuracy is but the foundation of the Shiji, but not its main purpose. In
addition to “gathering lost history throughout the kingdom, examining past events, and
investigating the reasons for the success and failures, the rise and fall of nations,”” Sima Qian
emulates the narrative techniques of The Spring and Autumn Annals, “desiring to form a school
of thought by delineating the line between Heaven and man, and by understanding changes from
ancient to present.” However, after completing the Shiji, Sima Qian’s original intent gradually

was lost as scholar’s understanding of the work underwent a complete change.

Keywords: Sima Qian, Shiji, historicity, faithful recording, school of thought
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! [ 25 Burton Watson (#£2%4E ) |, trans. Records of the Grand Historian: Han Dynasty ( 5830 © (RS ) |
vol. 1. (New York: Renditions-Columbia University Press, 1993) p. xvi. 32 % : T Sima Qian in his account of
pre-Qin history was forced to rely heavily on two or three well-known sources, such as the Zuo zhuan, or the
Intrigues of the Warring States, and in places had to piece out his narrative with legend and popular romance.
With the treatment of Qin and Han times, however, Sima Qian’s narrative takes on depth and verisimilitude; his
characters cease to be moral stereotypes and become fully rounded personalities. These chapters dealing with
events close to or contemporary with his own lifetime, form the heart of his history and display the most
original and important aspects of his genius. Accordingly it is these later sections which | have chosen to
translate here.
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