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Reading on “The Biography of Wu Zixu”
Chu, Sherman "

[Abstract]

Excepting one single entry, every account in “The Biography of Wu Zixu” can be gleaned from
other parts of Shiji. More than intriguing, Sima Qian still wrote a biography for Wu Zixu without
incorporating any new material. The present essay takes this intricacy as the point of departure to
demonstrate that every entry— including the biographee’s personal experiences; the account of the
federal states, the subjugate states, the anonymous commoners, the biographee’s political enemies; and
even the historical references cited by the biographee— is associated with revenge. Obiously, revenge
is the topic which Sima Qian wanted to outspeak in this biography. Thus, the current paper firstly
attempts to understand Sima Qian’s concept on revenge. Secondly, it explores how Sima Qian looked at
the role that revenge, epitomizing the negative in humanity, had played in the development of human
history, and compares his notion to the rational constructivism emerging in the seventeen century in
Europe to see the insight of it. Thirdly, we would delve into the possible meaning of the seemingly
most irrelevant sentence in the entire account— “Kongzi served as the minister of the state of Lu”™—
and, finally, explain the message Sima Qian wished to deliver by the only newly added entry in the

biography.

Keywords: revenge, development of human history, guilt

* Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, National Tsing Hua University.
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