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On the Narrative Principles of
Qunshu zhiyao’s Selection of Shiji
Poon Ming Kay

Qunshu zhiyao ( The Governing Principles of Ancient China) , compiled by
Wei Zheng and others under the order of Emperor Taizong of the Tang dynasty,
aimed to exhort virtues and punish vice. Qunshu zhiyao was only able to include
those that were helpful to the regime. The texts as admonitions to later
generations included in Qunshu zhiyao were the Confucius classics or written by
ancient sages, covering the period from the Five Emperors to the Jin dynasty.
“Zhiyao” in its title emphasizes the purpose of this book. Among the sixty-five
classics selected into Qunshu zhiyao, Volume Eleven to Thirty are records of
history , including six books of history ; one and a half volumes of Shiji (Record of
the Grand Historian) , half of a volume of Wu-Yue Chungiu (Spring and Autumn
Annals of Wu and Yue), eight volumes of Hanshu ( Book of Han) , four volumes
of Houhanshu (Book of the Later Han) , four volumes of Sanguo zhi ( Records of
the Three Kingdoms) and two volumes of Jinshu (Book of Jin). Two out of the
six surviving volumes of the eight-volume Hanshu were among the lost volumes of
Qunshu zhiyao. Shiji, a record of five hundred and twenty-six thousand five
hundred words, covers three thousand years of history from the Yellow Emperor to
Emperor Wu of the Han dynasty, while the eight-hundred-thousand-word Hanshu
only records the history of two hundred years of the Western Han dynasty. The
conspicuous contrast between the quantities of texts of Shiji and Hanshu selected
into Qunshu zhiyao is the focus of this paper, which discusses Qunshu zhiyao’s
principles and spirit in including and excluding the volumes of Shiji and how they

demonstrate the Qunshu zhiyao’s aims to exhort virtues and punish vice.

Keywords: Qunshu zhiyao ( The Governing Principles of Ancient China) ,
Shiji ( Record of the Grand Historian ), parallel passages, leishu ( category

book) , governmentality
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