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Step 1: Introduction



Research Questions:

Step 1: Introduction

◆What image of Zigong as a diplomat does the Shi Ji
present?

◆What image does the Zuo Zhuan present?

◆Why are they so different?



Step 2: Zi Gong in Shi Ji

Tian Chang wanted to start a rebellion in Qi. He 

was afraid of other ministers, so he planned to 

attack Lu to distract attention.

Confucius asked his disciples to find a way to save 

Lu. Zigong asked to go.



Step 2: Zi Gong in Shi Ji

Zigong went to Qi and convinced Tian Chang not 

to attack Lu, but to attack Wu instead. He said: 

“When your trouble is inside the state, you should 

attack a strong enemy.”

Tian Chang agreed, but worried that his army was 

already marching toward Lu. Zigong said he would 

ask Wu to save Lu, and then Tian Chang could 

fight Wu.



Step 2: Zi Gong in Shi Ji

Zigong went to Wu and convinced the King of Wu 

to save Lu and attack Qi. This would make Wu the 

leader of all states. The king worried about Yue 

taking revenge.

Zigong said he would go to Yue and ask the King 

of Yue to send his army to follow Wu – in fact, to 

use up Yue’s strength.



Step 2: Zi Gong in Shi Ji

Zigong went to Yue and convinced King Goujian to 

send troops to follow Wu, wait for Wu to lose, and 

then destroy Wu.

The King of Yue agreed. Zigong reported to the 

King of Wu that Yue was afraid and would not 

rebel.

The King of Yue sent his minister with troops and 

gifts. The King of Wu was pleased. Zigong advised 

him not to let the King of Yue join the war in 

person.



Step 2: Zi Gong in Shi Ji

Zigong then went to Jin and told the Duke of Jin to 

prepare for war.

Wu attacked Qi and won a great victory. Then Wu 

turned to attack Jin, but Jin defeated Wu. Yue 

attacked Wu from behind and finally destroyed Wu.

Conclusion: Zigong, with one mission, changed the 

fate of five states.



Points:

Step 2: Zi Gong in Shi Ji

◆故子貢一出，存魯，亂齊，破吳，彊晉而霸越。子貢一使，使勢相
破，十年之中，五國各有變。

◆One person, one mission, five states changed in ten years

◆ Image: a master strategist, a hero who reshaped the 
balance of power



Very different

Step 3: Zi Gong in Zuo Zhuan

Only in a few brief passages in the Zuo Zhuan



The seventh year of Duke Ai’s reign

Step 3: Zi Gong in Zuo Zhuan

「……太宰嚭召季康子，康子使子貢辭。」

King Fuchai of Wu held a summit with Duke Ai of Lu in the territory of Zhen, 

demanding that Lu present one hundred head each of cattle, sheep and pigs (‘a 

hundred Lao’). Zi Fu Jingbo, a minister of Lu, attempted to persuade the Wu 

delegation by invoking the rites, stating, ‘The King of Zhou established the rites, 

stipulating that no more than twelve items of the highest grade should be offered,’ 

but the Wu delegation would not listen. The Grand Steward Boi summoned Ji 

Kangzi, but Ji Kangzi did not attend; instead, he sent Zi Gong in his stead to 

offer “apologies” to the Wu delegation.



The twelfth year of Duke Ai’s reign

Step 3: Zi Gong in Zuo Zhuan

「……子貢對曰盟，所以周信也，故心以制之，玉帛以奉之，言以結之，
明神以要之。寡君以為苟有盟焉，弗可改也巳，若猶可改，日盟何益……」

King Fuchai of Wu sent his Grand Chancellor, Boi, to request a renewal of the 

alliance. Duke Ai of Lu was initially reluctant to agree, but Zi Gong spoke on 

behalf of his sovereign, saying, ‘An alliance is the foundation of trust. Once an 

alliance has been formed, it cannot be altered. If it could be changed at will, what 

would be the point of forming alliances day after day?’ In the end, the people of 

Wu did not press for a renewal of the alliance.



The twelfth year of Duke Ai’s reign

Step 3: Zi Gong in Zuo Zhuan

「……吳人藩衛侯之舍。子服景伯謂子貢曰，……子盍見大宰？……子貢
曰：「衛君之來，必謀於其眾……墮黨崇讎，而懼諸侯，或者難以霸
乎……」
The people of Wu had taken the Marquis of Wei captive. Zi Fu Jingbo asked Zi 

Gong, ‘Why do you not go and see the Grand Chancellor of Wu?’ Zi Gong took 

some brocade with him. He said to the Grand Chancellor Pi, ‘The reason the 

Marquis of Wei is late is that his men are divided in their opinions—some wish 

to come, and some do not. Those who wish to come are your allies; those who do 

not are your enemies. If you capture the Prince of Wei, you will be striking at 

your allies and aiding your enemies. How can you hope to be a hegemonic ruler 

in such a way?” The Grand Chancellor Pi was persuaded and released the Prince 

of Wei.



The fifteenth year of Duke Ai’s reign

Step 3: Zi Gong in Zuo Zhuan

「……冬，及齊平。子服景伯如齊，子贛為介……」

介：传宾主之言的人。古时主有傧相迎宾，宾有随从通传叫介。

A person who conveys messages between host and guest. In ancient times, the 

host had attendants to welcome the guest, which called Bin. Whilst the guest also 

had attendants called Jie.



Core Differences

Step 4: Comparisons, Developments and Causes

Shi Ji Zuo Zhuan

Role Protagonist Supporter

Scope Five states Three states

Impact Changed history Participated in events

Narrative Dramatic, legendary Plain, matter-of-fact



What This Study Does (Yang Yunquan, A Study of Zi Gong)

Step 4: Comparisons, Developments and Causes

1. Corrects previous scholars’ mistakes

Liang Yusheng counted from the wrong war (8th year instead of 
11th year of Ai Gong) → timeline mismatch.

Su Zhe criticized the wrong event (8th year war, not the 11th 
year war).

The author clarifies which war the Shiji actually describes.



What This Study Does (Yang Yunquan, A Study of Zi Gong)

Step 4: Comparisons, Developments and Causes

2. Points out Sima Qian’s factual errors

Zuo Zhuan: “100 lao” incident → Zifu Jingbo acted, not Zi 
Gong.

Shi Ji mistakenly gives credit to Zi Gong.

Sima Qian misread his sources.



What This Study Does (Yang Yunquan, A Study of Zi Gong)

Step 4: Comparisons, Developments and Causes

3. Traces the evolution of the Zigong story
Early shorter versions (before Shiji):

Hanfeizi: Zigong fails; Lu loses territory.

Mozi (Anti-Confucian chapter): Zigong is sent to cause chaos.

ShuoYuan: Zigong only unites Wu against Qi; no five-state 
drama.

→ These were later expanded into the Shiji legend.



What This Study Does (Yang Yunquan, A Study of Zi Gong)

Step 4: Comparisons, Developments and Causes

4. Recovers the real Zi Gong from the Zuo Zhuan
Never acted as an envoy.

Only mentioned role: assistant (“wei jie”為介) to Zifu Jingbo.

No evidence of manipulating five states.



What This Study Does (Yang Yunquan, A Study of Zi Gong)
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Step 5: My Supplement: A Long Tradition of Questioning

Tang dynasty: Sima Zhen, Shiji Suoyin —— acknowledged the 
complexity

Song dynasty: Su Zhe, Gushi —— first to publicly question

Song dynasty: Zhang Ruyu, Qunshu Kaosuo —— criticized Sima 
Qian for believing fabricated stories

Qing dynasty: Liang Yusheng, Shiji Zhiyi —— the most thorough 
critique

Japanese sinology: Takigawa Kametarō, Shiki Kaishu Kōshō
(1934) —— collected these critiques



Step 5: My Supplement: A Long Tradition of Questioning

自哀八年齊伐魯，至二十二年越滅吳，首尾十五歲，何雲十年？
傾人之邦 以存宗國，何以為孔子？縱橫捭闔，不顧義理，何以為
子貢？即其所言了無一實，而津津言之。

——Liang Yusheng(梁玉繩),Shiji Zhiyi《史記志疑》



Step 5: My Supplement: A Long Tradition of Questioning



Conclusion
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Thank you for listening！


