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A Look at Sima Qian’ s Thoughts on Rites
—Centered on “Treatise on Rites (Li Shu)” in the Records of the Grand Historian (Shi Ji)
YANG Zhaogui' , CAI Chao®
(Faculty of Education, University of Macau, Macao 999078, China)

Abstract ; Sima Qian’ s ritual thoughts are mainly reflected in the “Treatise on Rites (Li Shu)” of the Records of the Grand
Historian (Shi Ji) and other chapters in the book. Whether the “Li Shu” was written by Sima Qian has always been a subject of
controversy. Given the cross-citation of documents that happened in the pre-Qin and Han dynasties and the ideological content of
this article, Sima Qian should be ascertained as the author. Sima Qian’ s ritual thoughts include several aspects: 1) the Origin of
Li (Rites), which suggests that Li originated from cultivating humans’ desires and is formulated according to worldly affairs; 2)
the Principles of Li, which suggests that rites must fundamentally value moderation, appropriateness, sentiments and etiquettes,
advance with the times, and respect hierarchical orders; and 3) the Functions of Li, which includes standardizing human ethics
and building social order. Li plays an important role in ruling and strengthening the country, consolidating the regime, and unif-
ying the world. Sima Qian made a condensed comment on the characteristics of the ritual system while under the ruling of Emperor
Yao, the First Qin Emperor ( Qin Shi Huang) , Emperor Gaozu of Han, and Emperor Wu of Han. Sima Qian’s ritual thoughts
formed a system of its own while inheriting the thoughts of Confucius and Xunzi, as well as the Confucian ideas depicted in the
Book of Rites (Li Ji). Sima Qian’ s ritual thoughts have similarities to as well as differences from what was depicted in the Book
of Rites (Li Ji) and he deserves a position in the history of Li in the pre-Qin and Han dynasties.

Key words:Sima Qian; Records of the Grand Historian (Shi Ji) ; Treatise on Rites (Li Shu) ; ritual thoughts
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