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1. Introduction

The Spring and Autumn era (c.770—481 BCE) of the Eastern Zhou Dynasty is a special and
important period in Chinese history. At that time, the Ritual of Zhou was still the mainstream
civilization and education in society. But there were also lots of regicide and patricide that

happened, and it was a period of ritual collapse.

Meanwhile, Jin state was a big state and located in the north of Central Plain. In 666—-656

BCE, because of Liji’s 5% 4 conspiracy, Prince Shensheng H14: committed suicide in Quwo
City Hh¥X. The Spring and Autumn Annals 7r1% said, ‘The fifth year of (Duke Xi of Lu) (655
BCE), in spring, Duke Xian of Jin killed his son, Prince Shensheng.’(T1.5F, #, &EMBIHMT
H142) It is a tragedy. Not only for Jin State, for Duke Xian of Jin, but also for Prince Shensheng

himselfe. So what was the story related to Prince Shensheng? Why should we call it a tragedy?

And what is the figure evaluation on him? The article will explore as follows.

2. Overview of the story about Prince Shensheng

Duke Xian of Jin (676651 BCE) was the nineteenth leader of the State of Jin and the second

Duke of Jin. He reigned the Jin State for 26 years, and during his reign, the state of Jin was one of



the largest and most powerful states among other states in the Spring and Autumn Era. According

to Shi Ji (the Record of the Grand Historian S 5C), Guo Yu (The Spring and Autumn Annals and
the Record of Different States [Bli%) and The Spring and Autumn Annals 7-1%.! In the twenty-
eighth years of Duke Zhuang of Lu (666 BCE), Duke Xian of Jin attacked Lirong 5% (now
Lintong County [ J# 5%, Shanxi Province PR PH4). Then Duke Xian of Jin captured a very
beautiful woman called Liji 5%4%. Because of her beauty, she received special favour from Duke

Xian. Then in spite of the ministers' remonstrance he crowned Li Ji as Furen (the wife of a feudal

Duke % \).

The next year (665 BCE) Li Ji gave birth to a boy, named Xi Qi %7%%. Because of Xi Qi, she

slowly had more ambitions, to make her son a Prince. According to the records of Guo Yu, she

consulted with her private lover—Shi You Jifi &, and decided to start her plans with Prince

Shensheng first. As Shi You said, ‘Because Prince Shensheng is cautious and prudent, noble and
unsullied, old-aged and decorous, and cannot bear to hurt others. For noble and unsullied, he can

easily be humiliated. For not bear to hurt others, he will hurt himself.” (L2 A, /NOKEIE,

MAEHE, XABN. HBEEE, BETR, AZN, BAZBH. BZiEfT. )

Li Ji’s plans had three steps. The first one was ‘to lure tiger out of mountain’ (2 (11). She
bribed Liang Wu %% . and Bi Wu & 1. who were Duke Xian’s favored officials. Then the two
officials suggested that Duke Xian should arrange for Prince Shensheng to govern Quwo city H

Ik, Chong’er B H to govern Pu city Jf, and Yiwu 32 & to govern Qu city Ji£. It can secure the

! Sima Qian &5 #&, Annotation by Zhang shoujie 5E5FE[, Shiji 5220 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014), vol.39,
p.1984-1989. Annotation by Zuo Qiuming /= fr-HH, Annotation by Du Yu £+ 78, Commentary by Kong Yingda f|.78
#£, Collated by Shisanjing zhushu zhengli weiyuanhui- =48 F i 2 & @, Chungiu zuozhuan zhengyi FFK/E
{#1FF (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 2000), vol.10, p.329-23, vol.11, p.348, 358-362. Annotation by Wei
Zhao EH, Guo Yu [BliE (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1978), vol.7-8, p.252-292.
2 Annotation by Wei Zhao &, Guo Yu [375 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1978), vol.7, p.268.
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borders of the state, establish its authority among the people, and make other states afraid to invade.
Duke Xian was satisfied with this advice and agreed. However, he was also gradually estranged
from his sons. So Shi Ji said, ‘Duke Xian of Jin had eight sons, and Prince Shensheng, Chong’er

and Yiwu all were virtuous. But after Duke Xian married Liji, he was estranged from the three

sons.” (BRA T /NN, TORTHA, HH. RESHET. KRS, k=7, )’

Li Ji’s second plan was ‘to do harm to someone through the hands of another’(f& 7J# \). She
took full advantage of ‘favour’ (Chong %) and ‘slanderous talk’ (chan &%). Because Duke Xian
favoured Li Ji and Xi Qi, he even had the idea of replacing the Prince. According to Shi Ji, Duke
Xian told Li Ji in private, ‘I want to dethrone prince Shensheng, replacing with Xi Qi (& Ak K
¥, PAEAZ. )* Also, Li Ji played an innocent role. She always praised Prince Shensheng

in public and private, but secretly let people speak ill of Prince Shensheng.

One night, she cried to Duke Xian and said, ‘Prince Shensheng is virtuous and kind to the people,
and people follow him. Now all people think that you are captivated and confused by me. You

should kill me, and not let the country be in chaos just because of me.”(E i H A= H- 44~ 1M 58,
HEREMETR, BATL. SERT, BalB, m5BEmiTmTa. i
A, MUL—3ZEL A . ) She deliberately said irony, and Duke Xian certainly would not agree

to kill her. However, she implied that Prince Shensheng would rebel and may kill his father—Duke
Xian in the future. So what she said made Duke Xian suspect Prince Shensheng, and even felt that
Prince Shensheng would threaten his life. So Duke Xian said, ‘Don’t Worry! 1 will solve the

problem.” (M Z1E:, EMslE . )

* Sima Qian H|fE#E, Annotation by Zhang shoujie 5E~FE(1, Shiji 5250 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014), vol.39,

p.1984.

* Sima Qian T 538, Annotation by Zhang shoujie 5E~FE[], Shiji 250 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014), vol.39,

p.1988.

5 Annotation by Wei Zhao # B, Guo Yu [H7E (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1978), vol.7-8, p.274-275.
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Then Duke Xian arranged for Prince Shensheng to attack Gaoluoshi %7 [X in Dong Mountain
Bl in the winter of the second year of Duke Min of Lu (& []/A —4F, 660 BCE). He granted
Prince Shensheng two things. The first one is pianyi {4, one clothes with two different colours

on both sides of the back seam. It is strange and totally different from the normal clothes in Central

Plains (JE#T #). The other one is jinjue 43K, a penannular jade ring made of bronze. Bronze
means mercilessness and jue & means split (4 FEEEH). So both means that Duke Xian would

like to replace Prince Shensheng. Although nearly all ministers advised Shensheng to escape.
Shensheng still hesitated, and finally he decided to attack. In the end, he won the battle. But after
returning to his country, there were more slanderous words, saying that Prince Shensheng had

more power, and he would rebel against Duke Xian soon.

Li Ji’s third plan was ‘to replace the beams with rotten timbers’ (i 2454+). She first contacted
Li Ke B 57 privately who is the right-hand minister in Jin State, so that he would not interfere with

her plans. Then in the twenty-first year of Duke Xian of Jin (656 BCE), she lied to Prince
Shensheng that she dreamed of his mother and asked him to hold a memorial ceremony for his
mother. After the memorial ceremony, Prince Shensheng offered a sacrificial meat to Duke Xian
who went out hunting at that time. Then Li Ji put poison in the sacrificial meat, to frame up Prince
Shensheng. When Duke Xian came back and found the poisonous sacrificial meat, he was very
furious. Then Prince Shensheng fled to Quwo City, where he later committed suicide. This is the

whole story of Prince Shensheng.

3. Analysis of the Tragedy of Prince Shensheng

Before we start our analysis of Prince Shensheng. We should have a basic definition of

‘tragedy’. ‘Tragedy’ is a traditional dramatic genre based on the suffering of hero and sorrowful
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event, dealing with issues like life and death, fate and free, sacrifice and revenge. Aristotle was
the first to define the distinction between tragedy and history. The history of tragedy can be
traced from ancient Greek and Roman tragedy, and English Renaissance tragedy (such as
Shakespearean play) to the present day.® Tragedy plays a unique and vital role in Western
civilization. Well, for Eastern civilization of ancient China, maybe there are no words like
‘Tragedy’ in Chinese Classics, but there exist many touching stories and sufferings of hero. The

story of Prince Shensheng is also one of the tragedies in ancient Chian.

3.1 Analysis of the Tragedy of Figures

Why do we think the story of Prince Shensheng is a tragedy? From my point of view, Prince
Shensheng was a very kind and virtuous person, who was cautious and prudent, noble and
unsullied, old-aged and decorous, and could not bear to hurt others. So what does his sufferings
make us feel pity and sad? I will elucidate that in three aspects.

Firstly, the figure's conflict and contradiction lies in that he was so prudent, that he still could
not escape from disaster. He was cautious about what he did and what he said, but there were
many slanderous talks of him. He did not have the mind to harm Duke Xian or Li Ji, but his
father did not believe him. Even when he was framed by Li Ji and fled to Quwo City, he still did
not choose to explain or escape to the last. Because he said, ‘My father is old, confused. If
explain the truth to him, Li Ji must be killed. Without Li Ji, my father would not be happy, even
could not sleep well and have an appetite for food. If my father was unhappy, I would also feel

sad for it. So I prefer to take my own life.”’

¢ Bushnell, Rebecca W., Tragedy a Short Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008).
7 Guliang zhuan 313 said that ‘Li Ke B 77 asked Shensheng, Shi Ji S 5T said that ‘someone’ asked Shensheng,
while Li Ji #47C said that ‘Chong’er 5 H-* asked Shensheng. Edit and Annotation by Fan Ning 755, Commentary
by Yang Shixun #;1H8lj, Collated by Shisanjing zhushu zhengli weiyuanhui- =483 i #3H % B €, Chungiu
guliang zhuan zhushu FEIKERZEEF (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 2000), vol.8, p.148. Sima Qian =] & ¥,
Annotation by Zhang shoujie 58578, Shiji 525 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014), vol.39, p.1988. Annotation by
Zheng xuan ¥ %, Commentary by Kong Yingda fL#i#, Collated by shisanjing zhushu zhengli weiyuanhui | =
5



Secondly, he was filial and obedient to his father, but he was suspected. His father asked him
to govern Quwo city, and then he went. His father asked him to attack Gaoluoshi, though many
ministers objected, he still obeyed Duke Xian’s command—°Kill all enemies and come

back’ (F#IIM1R) Did not he know his father’s mind? He knew. Before the attack, Duke Xian
just told Li Ke H. 7% ‘I have many sons, I still have no idea who to crown.” (B ANfH ¥, AKEnH
IKFH#ESL. ) And Prince Shensheng also asked Li Ke, ‘Will I be dethroned?” (£ H:5$°F-? )

From Prince Shensheng’s words, we can find that he knew Duke Xian’s indifference and
heartlessness to him, but he still did his duty as a son. Unfortunately, even with such respect and
filiality, he still did not gain the trust of his father. In other words, his father did not know his
son.

Thirdly, he was a virtuous person, and he had loyalty and responsibility to the people of his

country. According to Guo Yu, Before his suicide, he asked others to tell Hu Tu JN%E, ‘I was

guilty of not listening to your advice until death. I do not dare to cherish my life, but my father is
old, the country still has much distress, [and the people are suffering]. If you do not come out to

join the government, how could the country become? If you can join the government and assist

my father, even if I died I would feel no regret.” (FHAEFGE, AHHIK, LR TIE. HANE
THW, #R, BEEZR, BEXZH, MRAE, SEEM? ARG EmEEE, B2
WLLET4E, #ELMIE! )

Because Prince Shensheng was a good person, a filial son, and a virtuous Prince, the people in

Jin State felt pity for his suffering and death, always remembering him in mind.

3.2 Analysis of the Tragedy of Plot

In the tragedy of the story of Prince Shensheng, there are three key time points which

BB IEZ B G, Liji Zhengyi 1850 1FE % (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshu, 2000), vol.6, p.212.
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influence Prince Shensheng’s fate. In these three time points, Prince Shensheng gained many
wise advice from ministers, and he had many choices to change.

The first turning point was when he was arranged to Quwo City and was kept away from Duke
Xian. It is a very early time point. If he found it vigilantly, he could escape from disaster. As Shi

Wei - % said, ‘The Prince cannot be crowned...It is better to escape, not letting the framed
things come. It is also good if he can follow the example of Taibo &K1H (to give way to the good

men in government administration), and he could gain the good reputation.’ (K7 AFILR . 77
ZHR, ML LA, JeRy bk, NS Ak, MAESEE. ARKE, AR,
WA 24)

As Shi Wei said, at a very early time, Prince Shensheng can prevent trouble before it happens.
On one hand, he can escape to other States to stay away from disaster, and he can also protect his
own life. On the other hand, if he had been aware of his father’s mind, he could also learn from
Tai Bo, and he could escape and give way to Xi Qi. Therefore, I think to some extent, he did not
choose to escape, which means he did not have enough foresight. Also, he did not choose to give
away the position, which means he did not have enough courage. He chose the worst one, just
waiting for the disaster without prevention.

The second turning point was when he was granted pianyi f#4< and jinjue 4 ¥&. Many
ministers like Hu Tu JA%, Liangyu Ziyang %2627 %, Han Yi £ %, Xian Danmu ¢ F1 K,
including servant Zan % A& all found the strange of the things granted, and advised Prince
Shensheng to escape. As Liangyu Ziyang %2831 % said, ‘For a military leader, he should accept

the command in Royal Ancestral Temple, and accept the sacrificial meat in She. He will be
granted the normal military uniform. But Prince Shensheng did not get the normal one, but
motley clothes. From that we can understand Duke Xian’s mind. So Prince Shensheng would

rather escape than die which is not real filiality (for historical records will record that his father
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killed him.) (AT, SZarfhmi, AR, ARRR. SRR, s, sLmAs
#, Ak . ) Zhutian Guanghong 1T¥ 6 also annotated that, ‘The mind of Duke Xian
of Jin is obvious, so the only way to Prince Shensheng is to die. However, it will bring a bad
reputation to Duke Xian.’ (B &1 A1, HIF—ILH, REKLZEHM. )®

Prince Shensheng understood the meaning behind pianyi and jinjue, and he had the choice to
escape. It is also the best time point for him to escape, for he had the army, and he had an
sufficient reason. And in that battle, Prince Shensheng was very difficult, for he was hesitant and

puzzled. The ministers provided him with two good choices. The best one (shang, ) was to
escape with the army, avoiding disaster early. The medium one (Zhong, ') was not to start the

war and go back to Jin State, in which he also complied with Duke Xian’s command and did not

kill people’s lives (] % [X;). But he did not choose both. He chose the worst one (xia, V) and

attacked Gaoluoshi. However, no matter wins or loses, he would suffer disaster. If he was
defeated, he would suffer the risk of life threat. If he was defeated, he will gain more contribution
and support from the people, which would deepen his father's suspicion (B{RIf& &, A IhRHE
B).

The third turning point was when he had been framed by Li Ji. This was the last key time
point. Also, this time point was not as good as before, for he had missed the best time to prevent.
Now it had been the remediation afterwards. But at this time, he still had the chance to save
himself. Prince Shensheng had three choices. As mentioned before, the best one was to explain
to Duke Xian, because he had evidences to prove the possibility of Li Ji’s conspiracy. But he
gave up. The medium one was to escape to other states, he could also save his life (just like what

Chong’er # H would do years later). But he did not want to escape to other states with ill fame

8 Annotated by Zhutian Guanghong, Zuoshi huijian /7. K& % (Chengdu, bashu shushe, 2008), P.375.
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of killing his father. Finally, he chose the last but worst choice, to suicide and end his life.
To conclude, we can find that Prince Shensheng had many chances to change and save
himself, but he did not choose. There were so many turning points for him to different endings,

but he still went to the worst one. This is the reason why we feel pity.

4. The Analysis of the Character of Prince Shensheng

We feel sympathy and sorrow for Prince Shensheng's tragedy, but we will also find that to
some extent Shensheng’s death was not accidental, but inevitable. Because it was caused by his
character. One’s character determines his fate. His character determines that he is destined to this

end from the very beginning.

You Shi had predicted the fate of Prince Shensheng, ‘An unsullied person must be stupid.
Because the unsullied person can easily be humiliated, and the stupid person has no awareness to

escape from disaster. Even if he wants to not change, how could he make it?” (FoR5 4 & . K&
S, EORGNEEEE . BEAKIEIE, HAH2ZF? )° Han Xichou i % also said, ‘Probably the
unsullied person cherishes his fame. So once he was humiliated, he would be angry, and then

what leaves for him only the way of death. You Shi indeed predicts that.’(ZEFEIRZ N, B4

i, —dEmE), EAAN, WA —me, DErEE, B R L Aged. )0

Prince Shensheng was an unsullied and cautious person, so he could not bear to be humiliated.
For example, a sharpened knife can also easily break off. Prince Shensheng owned the same idea
from the beginning to the end—to death. When he attacked Gaoluoshi, he was humiliated by

pianyi and jinjue granted by Duke Xian, which means Duke Xian’s distrust and ruthlessness.

% Annotation by Wei Zhao 7, Guo Yu [EzE (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1978), vol.7, p.268.
10 Edit and Annotation by Han Xichou §&fF5 &, Zuozhuan fenguo jizhu 77{8 453 B 85 (Nanjing: Jiangsu renmin
chubanshe, 1963), vol.5, p.250-251.
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This humiliation is obvious, and nearly all ministers know. Under such humiliation, the unsullied
man, Prince Shensheng, absolutely could not bear and wanted to prove his innocence. So this is
the reason why he chose the worst choice and he preferred to die in war, for he wanted to prove
himself. Besides, when he was framed by the poisoned sacrificial meat, he was humiliated by Li
Ji. Because he did not have the mind to kill his father, but he was framed to do it. So under this

humiliation, he also preferred to end his life instead of facing the tarnished reputation.

Therefore, it is because of his character, that death is the only way to end his suffering. So he
did not choose to escape from tdisaster with a soft and rational mind. However, can it really end
his suffering? Was he really a filial son? Can Hu Tu really stop the chaos in the State and the
confusion of his father? If he does nothing, how could he ask others to make vigorous efforts to

turn the situation (/J#1E#)?

In fact, as Zhutian guanghong says, ‘Prince Shensheng heard what Yangshe said, which was in
accord with his idea. Then he resolutely had the idea to die in battle. However, Hu Tu was only
concerned for Prince’s life, hoping that he could escape unscathed. So he advised.” (K1 [ £ 5
ZE, BHEES, REERAEZ M. JURFOMER KT, SMEOLIER 4SS, ProlR
. ).!! After his death, His father was recorded as ‘Duke Xian of Jin killed his son, the Prince
shensheng.’ (& A H AL HA2) in The Spring and Autumn Annals. According to Guo Yu,
Prince Shensheng’s Posthumous title is ‘dutiful’ (3£ #). As Kong Yingda fL#1% annotated, ‘If

someone’s father is not wise, and his father does bad things. A real filial son should not make his
father do the bad thing. However, Prince Shensheng cannot solve it well. Then he makes his
father to kill him. Therefore, even though he has the mind of filiality, it is wrong in reason, so his

posthumous title is not “filial” but “dutiful”. For he is only obedient to what his father’s

""" Annotated by Zhutian Guanghong, Zuoshi huijian 7t [G €% (Chengdu, bashu shushe, 2008), P.376.
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command.”(XAFEH, ZFAEBENAZE, MAEANGEEHE, BELCARTE. HOF
Z, MR, MAEZE, HEAA, DHIERAZEHEM . )" Prince shensheng did not

want his father to be unhappy, but in the end, he still did not achieve his wishes even at the

expense of his life.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the story of Prince Shensheng in the Spring and Autumn Era is also a tragedy in
ancient China. It is not only because of the contradiction in the figure, Prince Shensheng, but also
the ups and downs of the plots. For example, he was a conscious person but still could not escape
from the disaster. He was filial to his father and did not have the mind to harm his father and Li
Ji, but he still was suspicious. He was a virtuous person and had a sense of duty to the people, but

he still did not have a good ending.

Prince Shensheng had at least three turning points in the whole event. He could escape at the
very beginning, and he could explain after being framed. Although he had many choices, he
always chose the worst one. At the very beginning, he could prevent and stay away from disaster,
even gain a good reputation like Tai Bo. But it needs a profound foresight. After events
happened, he could escape to other States to save his life, which at least could keep a second

chance for him. But it needs enough courage, especially at the key point.

We will find that though Prince Shensheng had many choices, his character determines his
fate. If he can change his mind and character, sincerely accepting the wise advice, which is the

start of change for his fate. I also think it is not wise to clearly know that it is a way to die but

' Annotation by Zheng xuan ¥ %, Commentary by Kong Yingda fL#Hi%, Collated by shisanjing zhushu zhengli
weiyuanhui + =& E B2 B &, Liji Zhengyi #5850 1E# (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshu, 2000), vol.6,

p.212.
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still choose to die. But overall, Prince Shensheng is a good person, a filial son, and a virtuous

Prince, and we feel pity for his suffering and his death.
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