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Grand Unity in “Biographic Sketches of Five Emperors”
Excerpted from Records of the Grand Historian of China:
A Perspective of the Spatial Narrative
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Abstract

Traditional Chinese narratives have distinct spatial characteristics. The famous historical book,
Records of the Grand Historian of China, mentioned above, demonstrated the long-standing and everlasting
concept of “grand unification” from the spatial dimension of many biographies. “The Basic Annals of
the Five Emperors”, as the opening chapter of official history, contains a strong idea of grand unification
that originated from the Five Emperors period from the three aspects of geographical space, social space,
and political space. The grand unification of geographical territory was reflected in the fact that during
the Five Emperors period, the displacement route was generally “south-north-west-east”, and four
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corresponding different activity centres were formed successively, radiating to the four realms, and finally
established as the internal and external space concept of “nine states-four seas”. The grand unification
of social space was reflected in the emergence of tribes at all levels of “Ju” (cluster), “Yi” (town) and
“Du” (city), which was either the objective need for the centralized operation of political power or the
active demand for moralization and social production practice. The great unification of political space is
reflected in the dynamic construction of the ethnic identities of the early tribal “Yi” (the barbarians) and
“Xia” (the civilized). The “Xia” is in the centre and has superior virtue, while the “Yi, Man, Rong, Di”
(barbarians of four quarters) are spatially far away from the main tribes, but functionally serve the main
tribes to resist evil spirits. The “Xia” also adopted spatial means such as “five mournings and three
acceptances” and “five degrees and three residences” to educate the barbarians in the world, thereby
achieving a harmonious unity of space and politics based on common planning, and ultimately realizing
the grand unification of the “Yi” and “Xia” ethnic groups.
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