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On Sima Qian’s Heaven-human
Thoughts from Shiji’s Chronicles

Jiang, Suh-ching *

( Abstract)

In A Letter Replying Ren An, Sima Qian expressed that the purpose of his
history-writing is “to collect the missed historical records and old legends, to
examine and verify what the former generations did, to investigate.the reasons for
said generations’ successes and failures, rises and falls, and, with one hundred and
thirty chapters finished in total as the result of the study, to explore the relationship
between Heaven’s way and the ways of the human, to link and understand the
changes of historical development from the ancient time up to date, and to
complete an independently-apprehended, systematically self-founded writing.”
Such intention is also manifested in the Self-preface, which explains that his
“independently-apprehended, systematically self-founded writing” differs from
other scholars’ philosophy deliberations, which were done with mere empty
speeches, and reasoning exploration, which used apologues and fables set up by
said scholars. Instead, said writing is to conclude and record his extensive
understanding and sole sentiment, gained through the exploration of “the
relationship between Heaven’s way and the ways of the human” and “the changes
of historical development from the ancient time up to date,” to assist the coming
generations to ponder and acquire examples.

To explore and investigate “the changes of historical development from the
ancient time up to date,” Sima Qian adopted the principles of detailing the
modern-time events and summarizing the ancient-time chronicles, detailing the
changes and summarizing the gradual trends, and cutting historical materials and
giving form to different chapters. The combination of these principles makes the

* Jiang, Suh-ching is a lecturer in the Department of Chinese Literature at National Sun Yat-Sen
University. '
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narrations of history soaring up and down like waves and profoundly meaningful
with simple words. This is not only apparently observed from Shiji’s layout of
volumes and chapters but also regarded as a fact commonly recognized by all
researchers up to date. Regarding the exploration and investigation of “the
relationship between Heaven’s way and the ways of the human,” the results are
collected into eight books according to the Self-preface, but the reality is otherwise.
The Bai Qi and Wang Jian's Biography describes that Bai Qi’s suicide ordered by
his  King might be resulted from the retribution that Bai Qi deceitfully buried the
surrenders during the Changping Battle, and that Wang Li’s being captured in the
Julu Battle might be due to that the three generations of Wang Li’s family, from his
grandfather through him, are all appointed generals (implying that too many
people were killed by said three generations of this family). In Emperor (Han)
Gaozu’s Fundamental Record, Gaozu’s external appearance and various kinds of
miraculous events conducted by him were narrated. In The Monthly Chronicles in
the End of the Qin Dynasty and during the Chu-Han Struggling Period, Sima Qian
praised : “Wasn’t it the edict of Heaven” that the world fell into Han’s dynasty ?

Don’t these records and the like indicate that Sima Qian believes the retribution of
God and Ghosts ? Thus the influence of fatalism or the theory of God’s will ?

Do these contradict his so-called “I don’t dare to mention (those ghostly matters)”
attitude ? On the other hand, Sima Qian was deeply suspicious to the Heaven’s
way in Bo Yi’s Biography, discarded “the earth-artery was dug and broken”
conclusion in Meng Tian’s Biography, and similarly abandoned “the Heaven wants
to destroy me” supposition in Xiang Yu’s Fundamental Record, these views seem
to reveal that what Sima Qian emphasizes is human’s deeds. Such kind of matters
not only were not explained clearly in agreement throughout the whole writing of
Shiji, but also were quoted out of context to garble a statement, hence the study of
Sima Qian’s Heaven-human thoughts cannot avoid diverse conclusions from
different persons.

For this reason, my paper intends to examine and view correlated statements
in Shiji and to clarify the purposes and meanings of these statements so as to master
Sima Qian’s Heaven-human thoughts and the effect of these correlated statements
in Shiji. This paper is divided into three sections : Section One summarizes the
main trend of Heaven-human thoughts in the early Han Dynasty; Section Two
identifies and analyzes chronicles and comments related to Heaven-human
relationships in Shiji; Section Three analyzes and discusses the characteristics of
Sima Qian’s Heaven-human thoughts.

Keywords:Shiji, Heaven-human relationships, Heaven-human thoughts,
Heaven-human interaction, retribution



