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Three Meanings of “Legitimacy” in Zhu Xi’s
Historiography: A Study Focusing on
The Outline of Zizhi Tongjian

Wang Xinyu

(Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, Nanjing Normal University )

Abstract

A major topic in Chinese historiography tradition, the discourse on
“legitimacy” also constitutes of core of Zhu Xi’s historiography. As expressed in
his monumental work, The Outline of Zizhi Tongjian, Zhu Xi’s idea of legitimacy
has three meanings — “ great unity,” “reverence for the emperor and father,”
and “bring about the kingly way.” First, “great unity” is the continuation of the
legacy of the Spring and Autumn Annals; it is also an emendation of the discourse
on legitimacy in Northern Song historiography as represented by Ouyang Xiu and
Sima Guang. Second, “reverence for the emperor and father” is a loyal defense of
the principles of Spring and Autumn Annals and enhances the meaning of “great
unity.” This aspect represents the element of Confucian classic studies in Zhu Xi’s
historiography. “Bring about the kingly way” is the final goal of the theory of
legitimacy in Zhu Xi’s historiography. It is expressly represented in his granting
legitimacy to Shuhan in The Outline of Zizhi Tongjian. It reinforces Zhu Xi’s
emphasis as a Neo-Confucian on the philosophical tenets of Confucianism and
represents his pursuit of the Confucian political ideal. Generally speaking, Zhu
Xi’s theory of political legitimacy was not only his contribution to Confucian

Classics and historiography, but it also had significant influence and stood as a
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notable example for future generations’ view of history.

Keywords: Zhu Xi, Zhu Xi’s Historiography, Orthodox Theory, The Outline of

Zizhi Tongjian, kingly way



