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chapter 10

‘Nobody Changed Their Old Customs’—Tang Views 
on the History of the World

Tineke d’haeseleer
Society of Fellows, Princeton University

In textbooks of Chinese and East Asian history the Tang dynasty 唐 (618–906) 
is generally introduced as a ‘cosmopolitan’ era.1 The term may seem warranted. 
Chang’an’s 長安 regime was well integrated into the economic and political 
structure of eastern Eurasia through diplomatic relations and trade.2 The con-
comitant exchange of goods, people, ideas and technologies brought a variety 
of foreign cultures to the urban centers of Chang’an and Luoyang 洛阳. The 
Tang empire itself incorporated many different ethnicities when the frontiers 
expanded, or when polities submitted to the emperor and their population 
was resettled on Tang territory. None of these phenomena were new to the 
Tang, but the empire’s scale of interactions with the rest of Eurasia rose to an 
unprecedented level, which enables us to see how ‘Global History’ informed 
the transnational world of the Tang dynasty.

Territorial extent was pushed to or even beyond the logistical limits, first in 
the second half of the seventh century, and again in the middle of the eighth 
century. In particular, the conquests on the western frontier at these two 
points of time speak to the imagination. Tang soldiers ventured west and north 
through the Tarim and Dzungar basins, competing with the geopolitical inter-
ests of the Tibetan and Turkic empires. Tang pressed even further west into 
Central Asia, where for a brief moment around 660 they proclaimed suzer-
ainty over an area that reached to Lake Aral.3 The Tang armies’ hold on these 
distant lands was never very strong, and was relinquished as soon as trouble 
arose closer to home. Nevertheless, it is tantalizing to distill from such events 
a narrative of East and West coming into direct contact, however briefly. That 
idea is further enhanced by the battle of Talas in 751, when Arab-led Muslim 
forces and a Tang army fought over control of several cities along the east-west 
 trading routes, collectively known as the Silk Road. Because the Abbasid and 

1 See for instance Benn 2002, 40; Twitchett 1979, 34; Lewis 2009; Ebrey and Walthall 2013, 75.
2 Skaff 2012; Adshead 2004.
3 Twitchett 1979, 280. This did not involve occupation of the territory, and the maps in Tan 

Qixiang 1988, 32–33, 63–64 are somewhat misleading.
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Tang empires were badly overstretched, neither was able to press for advantage 
after regrouping. Both were also confronted with domestic rebellions a few 
years later, which forced them to withdraw their troops closer to the political 
center of their empires, and Tang and Arab historians focused more on these 
events than on a battle in a distant frontier area. Only the benefit of hindsight 
allows an interpretation in a world-history dimension. To contemporaries the 
events appeared much less loaded with significance.

It is this perspective of hindsight that also leads to the ‘cosmopolitan’ la-
bel for the Tang. Modern conceptions about the term suggest acknowledge-
ment of differences, and the intrinsic value of those differences, and above 
all the ability to interact with those from other cultures as equals. In descrip-
tions of the Tang empire, however, the term is used very loosely, and rarely 
defined.4 It seems used as a shorthand for a general sense of some curiosity 
about foreign, exotic influences, mainly in material culture. But Tang society 
was complex, and evolved considerably during the dynasty’s span of nearly 
three centuries. Reducing an entire society to the slogan-like ‘cosmopolitan’ 
obfuscates the plurality of viewpoints that existed at the time. Although ma-
terial culture and the emerging genre of fiction suggest at least a superficial 
acceptance of foreign elements, this is only part of the Tang’s story. Ideas of 
Chinese cultural superiority, caution towards and distrust of foreigners, and 
outright xenophobic attitudes are also documented.5 Jonathan Skaff observes 
two narrative constructions for the history of the Sui and Tang period: the in-
tegrationist, or cosmopolitan, school ‘depict[ing] an inclusive society’, and the 
group of institutional and intellectual historians, with a ‘tendency to downplay 
the external impact’.6 The topic of this article is situated at the cross-roads of 
these two narratives. It investigates how a narrow segment of Tang society, the 
scholar-officials, experienced and interpreted the presence and influence of 
foreign cultures, how they pictured their own place in the wider world, and 
how this influenced the way they wrote the history of the world outside China.

Numerically these scholar-officials were a minority, and we cannot extrapo-
late their views to the rest of Tang society. But even when the opinions of other 
groups are mentioned, for instance merchants, craftsmen, servants, peasants 

4 An exception is Lewis 2009, 163, ‘openness to foreigners and their diverse ways of life.’ See 
also van Ling 2014 for a study of the idea of Tang as cosmopolitan.

5 I use ‘Chinese’ to denote the shared complex of cultural characteristics that stretch beyond 
the temporal boundaries of a single dynasty. Tang authors regularly used the words Zhong-
guo 中國, huaxia 華夏, or zhonghua 中華 in this sense. ‘Han’ and ‘non-Han’ indicate ethnic 
identity, when it can be distinguished from culture.

6  Skaff 2012, 9.
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and low ranked soldiers, they are filtered through the lens of the scholar- 
official’s perspective, whose voice dominates the written record. Because these 
were the men that produced most of the written sources for Tang history, their 
influence on the material is disproportionately large, and understanding their 
views on these matters is key to interpreting the historical record.

Not only was this elite group at the heart of the production of historical 
sources, they also controlled the transmission of that record, and continued to 
do so for many centuries after the fall of the Tang. The long period of transmis-
sion from the moment of composition during the Tang to our times means that 
there were many potential opportunities for an editor or compiler to intervene 
in that transmission, by culling or editing those sources that did not conform 
with or embody the principles of the classicist tradition. Unorthodox points 
of view stood a significantly smaller chance of being handed down to us.7 This 
mechanism implies that uniformity and endurance of a particular perspective 
was enhanced as time went by.

Very few, and in most cases no written sources exist from outside Tang 
that might be able to provide a corrective perspective for the history of Tang’s 
neighbors. Many groups that maintained contacts with Tang did not keep writ-
ten records; in other cases such records did not survive or it is unclear how 
much was subsumed in other sources.8 Tang historiographers recorded only 
what they considered noteworthy from their perspective, and that inevitably 
compromised the type and quantity of the information. Yet exactly because 
the Tang sources are often the only written sources for the history of these 
neighboring polities, we cannot but use them.

For these reasons—the scholar-officials’ dominance of the written record, 
the likely excision of alternative points of view, and the lack of a corrective 
outside perspective—it is crucial to understand the worldview of this group, 
in order to refine our assessment of the sources. Premodern Chinese historiog-
raphy has been studied quite extensively, but researchers have rarely touched 
upon the way in which the records on non-Chinese peoples were influenced.9 
The function of history in the Tang intellectual and political milieu, the compi-
lation process, and the editors’ attitudes to foreigners contributed to a specific 

7  McMullen 1973, 319.
8  Koguryŏ kept written records, but it is unsure if these survived the fall of the kingdom in 

668. The Bohai (K. Parhae) 渤海 (698–926) elite were highly literate, and it is very likely that 
historiography was part of the wholesale import of the Tang Chinese model of bureaucracy, 
but no historical records have survived.

9  Exceptions are Honey 1990; Di Cosmo 2002, 255–312 (Part iv) on the Xiongnu in Sima Qian’s 
Records of the Scribe, and Abramson 2008, 18–51 (Chapter 2 ‘The Ambiguity of the non-Han’).
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paradigm in historical accounts on foreigners. An overview of these three as-
pects will help us to investigate two case studies in more detail: the historical 
records extant during the Tang about Koguryŏ 高句麗 (tr. 37. b.c.–a.d. 668) 
and the Mohe 靺鞨.

 Tang Historiography and Historians

History had a didactic function in premodern China, and the Tang dynasty 
was no exception. It was also closely connected to the art of government. 
The historical records of the past held up a mirror to the present, allowing 
the  observant reader to see similarities, and the consequences of various deci-
sions. History guided emperors and their advisors in governing the empire, by 
illustrating with historical precedents the general principles of the rise and 
fall of states. Historians passed moral judgment on an individual’s actions 
or  character, through the method of ‘praise and blame’ (baobian 褒貶). The 
practice  derived its authority from the belief that Kongzi 孔子 applied it while 
 editing the Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu 春秋). The historical record 
also acted as a repository of historical precedents and examples at the dis-
posal of court officials when they wrote memorials, petitions and remonstra-
tions.10 In their arguments they cited the historical precedent, rather than the 
underlying principle to which they appealed.11 History was indispensable in 
the Tang official’s toolkit. In debates about foreign policy, as in any other mat-
ter of government, the scholar-officials made use of a shared and well-known 
 repertoire of historical incidents to outline their views on the best course 
of action.

This function of history was further supported by the development of the 
history of institutions as a new genre. These works made historical material 
more easily accessible by classifying entries in rubrics that reflected many of 
the main concerns of government. Du You’s 杜佑 (735–812) Comprehensive 
Compendium (Tongdian 通典), based on Liu Zhi’s 劉秩 Governmental Institu-
tions (Zhengdian 政典) is arguably the most conspicuous of these works of the 
Tang period. It is a comprehensive overview of institutions throughout China’s 
long history from the Yellow Emperor to the end of the Tianbao 天寶 period 
(742–756), with some additional material bringing certain entries close to the 
date of the work’s presentation to the throne in 801. The Collected Essentials 
of the Tang (Tang Huiyao 唐會要), compiled during the Song 宋 (960–1279), 

10  Twitchett 1992, 84.
11 McMullen 1988, 160.
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was based on the Collected Essentials (Huiyao 會要) of Su Mian 蘇冕 and Su 
Bian 蘇弁, and focused specifically on the institutions of the Tang dynasty. The 
new genre established itself quickly, with later dynasties producing sequels in 
the style of the Collected Essentials of Tang and Comprehensive Compendium to 
bring the information up to date.

Historians did not only catalogue and arrange the affairs of the past to use 
in government, they also compiled ‘the definitive record of the recent past’.12 
Here, too, there were links between politics and historiography. The insti-
tutionalization of the process of the writing of history was one of the most 
significant developments of Tang historiography. Initially the Bureau of Com-
positions (Zhuzuoju 著作局) was given the task of preparing the Standard 
Histories (Zhengshi 正史) of the dynasties preceding the Tang. Extra person-
nel were drafted in from the outside, but these men held a variety of other 
posts,13 and the project was not finished. It was then transferred to the  Palace 
 Department of the Imperial Library (Bishu neisheng 秘書內省).14 With the 
establishment of the History Office (Shiguan 史官) in 629 began the long pro-
cess of streamlining the various steps for collecting and editing historical ma-
terials, which would serve as the basis for a National History (Guoshi 國史) in 
due course. This would in turn be an important foundation for the Standard 
 Histories of Tang, i.e., the Old and New Tang History (Jiu, Xin Tangshu 舊, 新 

唐書). The chief-editors of the large historical projects and many lower-ranked 
editors usually held concurrent posts in the central government. In that capac-
ity, they assisted the emperor in formulating policies and making decisions on 
the very issues they wrote about as historians. The proximity of these states-
men to, and indeed sometimes participation in the events they covered as 
 historians, allowed for the possibility to manipulate the records so that their 
point of view prevailed.

Many historians continued their own private efforts throughout the  dynasty, 
in part because they were disillusioned with the official process.15 The period 
after the rebellion of An Lushan 安祿山 (755–763) was characterized by an in-
crease in these private historiographical projects, though some received  official 
recognition when they were presented to the throne, or became the basis for 
officially sanctioned histories during the Song period. The aforementioned 
Comprehensive Compendium and Collected Essentials are examples of such 

12 McMullen 1988, 161.
13 McMullen 1988, 166.
14 Twitchett 1992, 20–22.
15 Liu Zhiji’s letter of resignation from the History Office outlines the most important prob-

lems with the process of writing history by committee. See Hung 1969 for a translation.
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 private projects. But even those working on private projects saw their main 
duty as assisting in the government of the state. These historians belonged to 
the same group of scholar-officials, and shared the concerns of their colleagues 
in the History Office over the role and significance of the historical record. 
Their disagreements were with the method, not the fundamental  objectives of 
the historiographical project. Meanwhile the official process of collecting ma-
terials and establishing the definitive record for the reigns of earlier Tang em-
perors continued at the History Office, and throughout the dynasty the links 
between historiography and government were pulled tighter.

Few of the historians of the Tang, in official appointments and private un-
dertakings alike, had personal, direct experience of frontier life or dealings 
with non-Chinese, yet their judgements on foreign policy were very outspo-
ken. Their views on issues of frontier defense and expansion were often dia-
metrically opposed to those of the emperor or military officials; they criticized 
the aggressive expansionism of the first half of the Tang dynasty in particular, 
while advocating a return to an idealized policy of isolationism.

Because some high profile statesmen also worked as chief-editors of large 
historical projects, their opinions on these matters are recorded in the docu-
ments surrounding some of the big foreign policy debates. Examples are Fang 
Xuanling 房玄齡 (579–648) and Chu Suiliang 褚遂良 (597–658) who worked 
together on the History of the Jin (Jinshu 晉書). Michael Rogers has demonstrat-
ed how they may have manipulated the biography of Fu Jian 符堅 (337–385) in 
the History of the Jin, to create a warning to Tang Taizong 唐太宗 (r. 626–649), 
who was contemplating the conquest of Koguryŏ.16 This corresponds to the 
sentiments expressed in Fang’s final memorial, written as he lay dying in 648. 
In this text Fang condemned in very sharp language Tang Taizong’s continued 
attempts to conquer Koguryŏ. Chu Suiliang protested against the expansion 
into the Western Regions in the early 640s, as did Wei Zheng 魏徵 (580–643), 
who is listed as the chief editor of the History of Sui (Suishu 隋書).17

In the final paragraphs of the chapters on ‘Frontier Defense’ (bianfang 邊
防), which comprise the last fifteen chapters of his Comprehensive Compen-
dium, Du You recommends three texts from the Tang on the subject. These 
were the memorial of the dying Fang Xuanling against the continued attempts 
of Taizong to conquer Koguryŏ; Xue Deng’s 薛登 (647–719) memorial against 
the presence of non-Chinese, mainly hostages, at court, and Liu Kuang’s 劉眖 

16  Rogers 1968, 46–49. Du You 1988 (hereafter Tongdian), 186, 5017–5018; Liu Xu 1975 (hereaf-
ter Jiu Tangshu), 66, 2464–2466.

17  Sima Guang 1976, 195, 6155–6156; Jiu Tangshu 80, 2736.
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(fl. 8th C.) essay which evaluated the foreign policy of Zhou 周 (tr. 1045–256 
b.c.), Qin 秦 (221–206 b.c.) and Han 漢 (202 b.c.–a.d. 220). All three men 
favored a policy of disengagement. They strongly criticized foreign conquests 
and occupation, the presence of foreigners in China and cross-cultural con-
tacts. Instead they advocated a strict separation between Chinese and non-
Chinese, reducing the contacts to a bare minimum and maintaining a strong 
frontier defense against potential invaders. Du’s high opinion of the views of 
these three men suggests that these were shared by the scholar-officials as a 
group, including those who compiled the historical record, either in official or 
private capacity. This isolationist ideal, and the negative, sometimes outright 
xenophobic view of non-Han were the basic attitude of the compilers of the 
historical record.

Du You’s preface to ‘Frontier Defense’ reveals a second important idea that 
Tang scholar-officials held about the outside world. Du explained that the dif-
ference between huaxia 華夏 (China) and the yidi 夷狄 (non-Chinese) lay in 
the superior geographic location of China. It was the only place where sages 
came into existence, and they initiated civilization in the form of evolving in-
stitutions. The contemporary non-Chinese functioned as a mirror of this ear-
lier state of China:

Man’s constant disposition is to consider the present wrong and the past 
right. The austerity and uneventfulness of remote antiquity truly should 
be commended; but unsophisticated customs and inferior practices may 
have existed there, too. I would venture to maintain that the China of 
ancient times was frequently of a kind with the non-Chinese of the pres-
ent day. 然人之 常情,非今是古,其朴質事少,信固可美;而鄙風弊俗,或亦

有之。緬惟古之中華,多類 今之夷狄.18

Du then enumerated a variety of customs which were once practised in China, 
and in his time still existed among these yidi, and he continued: ‘Their land is 
in a corner, and the qi there is obstructed, sages did not come into existence, 
nobody changed their old customs 其地偏,其氣梗,不生聖哲,莫革舊風.’19 As a 
result he gives China a ‘history’, a past that can be defined as qualitatively dif-
ferent from the present, and simultaneously this implies that he did not accord 
such a concept of history to the yidi.

18  Tongdian 185, 4979, translation based on McMullen 1987, 64.
19  Tongdian 185, 4980.
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This idea of a gradual evolution of institutions, and of ‘a cumulative experi-
ence of government’20 was shared by many medieval scholars,21 but Du is the 
only one who formulates how this relates to the non-Chinese. While China 
and its institutions had evolved under the guidance of the sages, and there 
were debates about the periodization based on evolution and decline in later 
periods,22 the historians did not describe anything similar for the non-Han 
peoples on the frontiers of the empire.

 The Compilation Process

The compilation process of histories influenced more directly the nature of 
the information we find in the historical records on non-Chinese peoples. His-
torical records were centered on the activities of the emperor and the central 
government. This was the consequence of the political function of history, 
 exemplified as early as Mencius’ characterization of the Spring and Autumn 
Annals as ‘the affairs of the Son of Heaven’.23 Only those events and people 
whose actions influenced in some way the center were mentioned. This ex-
plains why we know so little about many aspects of economic and social 
life of the numerous non-Han groups which lived near China’s frontiers: the 
sketches of their societies and history in the Chinese sources do not provide 
a  comprehensive account of these polities, and potentially covers them at a 
unique moment, when some crisis brought them within the Chinese sphere of 
interaction and their society was organized in perhaps an atypical manner.24

Materials for the writing of official history under the Tang were gathered 
from a variety of sources. These have been listed and examined in detail by 
Denis Twitchett.25 His study of the compilation process of the Old Tang History 
shows that this work was the result of a very long accumulation of material 
which was collected and edited, kneaded and molded, at frequent intervals, 

20  McMullen 1987, 61.
21 McMullen 1987, 65. A famous example comes from Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元 (773–819), 

a contemporary of Du You, who expressed a similar view of gradual evolution of state 
 formation in his Fengjian lun 封建論 (On enfeoffment), Liu Zongyuan 1979, 70.

22 Brook 1998, 149–150.
23 Mencius, Tengwengong 滕文公 (B,14).
24 The frequent mention of the ‘belligerent’ nature of these peoples hints at this possibility. 

The large tribal and supra-tribal confederacies on the steppe were generally a reorgani-
zation of society into a defensive or offensive mode, as the result of an internal crisis or 
external threat. See also Di Cosmo 1999.

25 Twitchett, 1992, 35–187.
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 almost since the founding of the Tang, a process which was not concluded un-
til after the fall of the dynasty. Some materials were produced specifically for 
the Standard Histories, such as the Court and Inner Palace diaries (Qijuzhu 起
居注 and Nei Qijuzhu 內起居注), but there were also reports from various ad-
ministrative offices. Among these reports were those from the Court for Diplo-
matic Reception (Honglusi 鴻臚寺) about foreign tribute bearing delegations:

Appearance at court of tribute bearing missions from foreign countries: 
Whenever such a foreign mission arrives the Court for Diplomatic Re-
ception should examine them on the natural conditions and customs of 
their country, on their dress, and the products brought as tribute, and on 
the distance and route by which they have come. These facts are to be 
reported together with the names of their leaders. 蕃國朝貢: 每使至,鴻
臚勘問土地風俗,衣服貢獻,道里遠近,并其主名字報.26

This information was shared with the Department of Military Organization 
(Zhifangbu 職方部), and it was in content and function similar to present-day 
military intelligence.27 Foreign missions were crucial for coming by this sort of 
information, though when necessary it could be obtained through other chan-
nels. In 641 Chen Dade 陳大德, the Secretary of the Department of Military 
Organization (Zhifang Langzhong 職方郎中) was sent to Koguryŏ to gather 
intelligence secretly, in preparation for an offensive against this state. This was 
a necessary step because Koguryŏ had not sent an embassy to the Tang court 
after a diplomatic dispute in 631, and no up-to-date strategic and military intel-
ligence was available in 641.28

This information ultimately found its way into the accounts of foreign peo-
ples in the Old and New Tang Histories (Jiu, Xin Tangshu 舊、新唐書).  However, 
these accounts are not ‘histories’ in the strict sense of the word. Rather, they 
present a blend of anthropological and cultural descriptions, mixed with 
geographical accounts, myths or legends, and historical events. They clearly 
are not a comprehensive treatment of the country in question, but contain 
information that provides a quick ‘brief ’ about the country and its relations 
with China relevant for statesmen, which was after all their main purpose of 
 existence in the initial phase.

These accounts were included in the ‘Arrayed Traditions’ (liezhuan 列傳), 
a section of the Standard Histories often translated as ‘biographies’ because 

26  Wang Pu 1991 (Tang huiyao) 63, 1089–1090. Translation from Twitchett 1992, 27.
27  Li Linfu 1992 (Tang liu dian) 5, 161–162.
28  Jiu Tangshu 199a, 5321.
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the majority did indeed concern the lives of individuals. Yet the foreign coun-
tries’ descriptions fitted well with the traditional concept of this category. Liu 
Zhiji 劉知幾 (661–721) explained in his Generalities on History (Shitong 史通) 
that the relation of the ‘Arrayed Traditions’ to the ‘Basic Annals’ (benji 本紀) 
was analogous with that of the ‘Commentaries’ (zhuan 傳) to the canon of the 
Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu 春秋). Where the canon took the affairs 
of the sovereign as its topic, the commentaries focused on the affairs of the 
ministers (renchen 人臣).29

The ‘Arrayed Traditions’—in the sense of biographies of eminent people—
were included as part of the Veritable Records (Shilu 實錄), but accounts 
on foreign peoples were only included at the stage of the National History, 
 suggests Denis Twitchett.30 It is probable that much of the information about 
foreign countries was classified and not included in full in the National His-
tories, out of concerns over national security. No National History of the Tang 
survives to this date, but we know that the last one was compiled by Liu Fang 
柳芳 in 759–760. It was in its entirety subsumed into the Old Tang History, and 
it is no longer possible to find out which accounts on foreign peoples were 
originally included in Liu Fang’s National History, or which sections predat-
ing the 759–760 cut-off point were supplemented at a later stage. However, 
here Du You’s Comprehensive Compendium may help to speculate, based on the 
idea of national security and classified information about foreign countries. 
The Compendium’s final section ‘Frontier Defense’ contains a full description 
of the state of Koguryŏ, which suggests that the account for Koguryŏ was easily 
available in the early ninth century. With the demise of the kingdom in 668, 
national security could not be compromised by a full disclosure of the Tang’s 
relations with Koguryŏ.

However, no mention is made of Koguryŏ’s (geographical) successor Bohai 
anywhere in the Compendium. It merely contains a short description of the 
Mohe tribes, with no indication that the Sumo Mohe 粟末靺鞨 were now the 
ruling clan of Bohai.31 Throughout the entire eighth century Bohai maintained 
regular diplomatic relations with the Tang court, as far as the circumstances 
allowed, and the central government agencies were able to collect information 
on this state. But Bohai had very quickly become a major player in Northeast 

29  Liu Zhiji 1978 (hereafter Shitong) 2,46 (‘Liezhuan’ 列傳).
30  Twitchett 1992, 34, 183. Veritable Records were generally compiled after the death of an 

emperor; National Histories as the result of a crisis in the state. The Standard History was 
compiled by a succeeding dynasty.

31 Tongdian 186, 5022–5023. The heading is ‘Wuji, also named Mohe’ (勿吉又曰靺鞨). More 
about the relation between these two designations in the section on the Mohe below.
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Asia, and a potential threat to the Tang’s volatile northeastern region in the 
second half of the dynasty. It is plausible that an account on Bohai was deemed 
too sensitive for inclusion in the National History of 759–60. After 760, rebel-
lious military governors of Youzhou 幽州 (mod. Beijing 北京) blocked direct 
overland communications between the Tang court and Bohai, and these gov-
ernors maintained their own contacts with this kingdom, which further im-
peded a free flow of information. As a consequence, Du probably did not have 
a basic account on Bohai to work into his history.

A quick perusal of the Comprehensive Compendium’s section on foreign peo-
ples confirms that the reports on foreign states did not cover the entire time 
span of Liu Fang’s National History, which ran from the founding of Tang to the 
Qianyuan 乾元 (758–760) era of Suzong. The Compendium’s coverage of Silla, 
Tang’s ally in the war against Koguryŏ and Paekche, halts in 648, even though 
Silla outlived the Tang by a few years; for Japan (Wei/Wa 倭) the information 
stops in 631. The accounts for Tibet (Tubo 吐蕃) and the Khitan mention the 
marriage alliances of the eighth century, and the death of the ruler of Tibet in 
755, but these are very terse, short additions and may well have been added by 
Du, not by Liu Fang. The Turkic people (Tujue 突厥) are covered in great detail, 
with the Eastern Turkic people’s story taken up to 725, by which time they had 
lost much of their power. In the account of the Uyghur (huihe 迴紇), it merely 
states that ‘from the fall of the Turkic people, their [Huihe] country gradually 
grew stronger’ 自突厥衰滅,其國漸盛.32

No other mention is made of the importance of these people in Tang court’s 
efforts against the An Lushan rebellion, and their subsequent domination of 
Tang foreign politics. An Uyghur envoy to the Tang court in 727 is the last dated 
entry mentioned. The very sporadic coverage of events for foreign polities still 
active in the middle of the eight century suggests the sensitive or classified na-
ture of this information, and explains why it was not included in the National 
History of Liu Fang. Why Du You did not bring the accounts up to date, or at 
least uniformly up to the end of the reign of Xuanzong 玄宗 (712–756) we may 
never know. He may not have considered it necessary, but equally likely is that 
he did not have access to this material at that time.

Armed with this information about the function of history, and the political 
and worldviews of the historians as well as the compilation process, we turn 
now to extant historical records on Koguryŏ and Mohe. The historiography on 
these two polities illustrates how the worldview of the historians and the role 
of history for political guidance influenced the portrayal of non-Chinese in 
Tang sources.

32 Tongdian 200, 5492.
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 Koguryŏ

The kingdom of Koguryŏ occupied the southern part of Manchuria and the 
northern part of the Korean peninsula. The written sources for Koguryŏ his-
tory are almost without exception Chinese records.33 The information in these 
sources often reflects as much of the Chinese opinion on Koguryŏ as it con-
tains valuable information on the history and customs of this state. Descrip-
tions about Koguryŏ indicate that Tang scholars inherited and contributed to a 
textual tradition which enshrined the Liaodong 遼東 region as part of Chinese 
territory. Frequent reference is made to the early Zhou dynasty figure of Jizi 
(‘viscount of Ji’, K. Kija 箕子).

Jizi was known from pre-Qin historical narratives. He was imprisoned by his 
nephew, king Zhou 紂, the last ruler of the Shang 商 dynasty, for criticising his 
behaviour. Jizi became the epitome of a loyal minister when he refused to serve 
the new king Wu of Zhou 周武王 (trad. 1087 B.C.–1043 b.c.), for he considered 
that to be betrayal of his allegiance to the Shang rulers, despite his unfortu-
nate treatment at the hands of the last king of that dynasty. Later tradition 
maintains that Jizi voluntarily went into exile to Chaoxian (K. Chosŏn 朝鮮), 
among the Eastern Yi 東夷, and brought them in the sphere of civilization with 
the introduction of the Eight Prohibitions (ba tiao 八條).34 The king of Zhou 
subsequently enfeoffed him with the territory of Chaoxian so that Jizi was 
still bound by loyalty to the new king. The ‘Great Plan’ (Hongfan 洪範) of the 
Venerated Documents (Shangshu 尚書) is attributed to Jizi after he was lured 
back into the service of the king of Zhou. The episode of Jizi’s exile in Chaox-
ian is found nowhere in the Documents itself, and the earliest assertion of this 
kind is found in the Great Commentary of the Venerated Documents (Shangshu 
dazhuan 尚書大傳), attributed to the Documents specialist Fu Sheng 伏生 (late 
Qin-early Han).35 Jizi’s exile to Chaoxian quickly became part of the Chinese 
representation of the polities on the Korean peninsula, and over time he also 
became accepted on the peninsula as one of the legendary founding figures of 
Korean civilization.36 Early in the Tang, Pei Ju 裴矩 (547?-627) and Wen Yanbo 

33 The Historical Records of the Three Kingdoms (Samguk sagi 三國史記) by Kim Pusik 金富

軾 (1075–1151) includes some portents and omens from other sources, presumably records 
kept by Koguryŏ or one of the other Korean kingdoms, but the narrative is almost exclu-
sively based on Chinese sources.

34 Short for fanjin ba tiao 犯禁八條.
35 Loewe 2000, 107.
36  This legend highlights the problem of Korean historical identity. While it was accepted 

during the Koryŏ period (918–1392), and early Chosŏn (1392–1910), and represented the 
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溫彥博 (575–637) relied on this connection to urge Gaozu 高祖 (r. 618–626) to 
take a stronger stand against Koguryŏ:

Liaodong’s territory was during the Zhou the country of Jizi, and was dur-
ing the Han dynasty the commandery of Xuantu and that is all. Up until 
the Wei and Jin dynasties, it was inside the frontiers; one cannot allow it 
not to be a vassal. 遼東之 地,周為 箕子之國, 漢家玄菟郡耳! 魏、晉已前, 
近在提封之內, 不可許以不臣.37

Such references to the Commanderies of the Western Han also strengthened 
the link between Koguryŏ’s territory and China during the Tang dynasty. Four 
commanderies had been established in the aftermath of Han Wudi’s (漢武帝, 
r. 140 b.c.–87 b.c.) invasion in 109 b.c. In the History of the Han (Hanshu 漢書, 
a.d. 92), Koguryŏ is not given a separate entry, but it can be found as one of 
the counties of the commandery of Xuantu 玄兔.38 This is also the case in the 
History of the Jin, where it is found in the ‘Geographical Treatise’ (Dilizhi 地理

志). This is somewhat surprising because the four commanderies were overrun 
by Koguryŏ in 313, and four years later, the capital of the Jin was moved south 
from Luoyang 洛陽 to Jiankang 建康 when control of the North China Plain 
passed into the hands of northern peoples. The Tang period editors worked 
with pre-existing drafts of the History of the Jin, and the authors of these drafts 
might have wished to maintain the fiction of Jin control over Liaodong and 
the northern part of the Korean peninsula throughout the dynasty. While the 
Tang editorial team may have been able to insert and change certain elements 
of one specific account, as they did in the case of Fu Jian mentioned earlier, 
it would have been much more difficult to change the actual structure of the 
existing draft history. They were forced to accept the registration of Koguryŏ 
as one of the counties under Chinese administration, rather than creating a 
separate account on Koguryŏ to emphasise its independence from China, even 
if this ran the risk of providing Taizong with a justification for an invasion of 
Koguryŏ.

The courts of the Southern Song 宋 (420–479) and Qi 齊 (479–502) followed 
the same practice as the Jin rulers, and bestowed titles on the kings of Koguryŏ 

close historical ties between Chinese culture and the Korean peninsula, Koreans were 
on the other hand also keen to stress the independent origins of their civilization, for 
instance in the myth of Tan’gun 檀君 and for Koguryŏ the Chumong/Chumo 朱蒙/鄒牟 
myth.

37  Jiu Tangshu 199a, 5321.
38  Ban Gu 1962 (hereafter Hanshu), 28b, 1625–1628.
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such as Duke of Lelang (Lelang gong 樂浪公, one of the four commanderies), 
or appointed them as military officials of Youzhou. These territories were not 
under the control of the southern courts, and the titles were not theirs to be-
stow on foreign vassals. In fact, Koguryŏ had invaded Lelang and driven out the 
last Chinese governor in 313. Their actions, however, maintained the fiction of 
the Southern dynasties’ control over these areas, much as the History of the Jin’s 
inclusion of the county (xian 縣) of Koguryŏ in the geographical section does.

The Chinese official representation of Koguryŏ by the dynasties preceding 
the Tang was as much influenced by politics as by accurate information about 
the kingdom. Against this historical and textual background Tang and Koguryŏ 
relations developed. Koguryŏ, it was argued, was an intrinsic part of any Chi-
nese empire’s territory, through the double connection with Jizi and the four 
Han commanderies. Jizi’s exile to Chaoxian also brought the region east of the 
Liao within the Chinese cultural sphere of influence. Hence it was possible for 
Du You to comment in the preface to the section on Eastern peoples: ‘As for the 
rites of China which have been lost, look for them among the four barbarians 
所謂中國失禮,求之四夷者也.’39

 Mohe

A second group in the northeast with a long presence in the Chinese historical 
records are the Mohe. They were located northeast of Tang China, in present 
day southern Manchuria. There were several different tribes (bu 部), but no 
centralized leadership. The ethnonym Mohe suggests some form of collective 
identity, though it is not entirely clear if that was an ethnic, cultural or political 
identity. Some tribes were independent, others had submitted to Koguryŏ or 
Sui and later Tang China. During the great Khitan rebellion of 696, a group of 
Mohe fled from Tang territory in Yingzhou 營州 (mod. Chaoyang, Liaoning 朝
陽, 遼寧) to a location further east, and founded the kingdom of Bohai.40

These Mohe were, in the minds of Tang historiographers, not a new people. 
In fact, Du You stated explicitly that ‘upon close examination of the transmit-
ted records, the Yilou, Wuji and Mohe are all descendants of the Sushen 詳考

傳記,挹婁、勿吉、靺鞨俱肅慎之後裔.’41 Who were these Sushen? Discourses of 

39  Tongdian 185, 4984.
40  Initially called Zhenguo 振國/震國, Bohai was used from 713, after the title the Tang em-

peror granted to their ruler, Prince of the Bohai Commandery (Bohaijun wang 渤海郡王).
41 Tongdian 186, 5023. This attitude was shared by many later historians, for instance Tang 

Yan (1857–1920) in Bohaiguo zhi 渤海國志 1,1b, ‘Later there were the different  designations 
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the States (Guoyu 國語) and Records of the Scribe (Shiji 史記) mention an an-
ecdote of Confucius identifying an arrow of hu-wood (hu shi 楛矢) as belong-
ing to the Sushen.42 The Sushen had, according to Confucius, presented such 
arrows of hu-wood to king Wu of Zhou upon his conquest of the Shang. The 
Sushen were important in the legitimation of the rule of king Wu, as proof of 
his charismatic virtue’s (de 德) reach, able to attract even the most distant, and 
therefore most uncultured, people to court.

The Sushen then seemed to disappear, but they were still remembered dur-
ing the Han period: references to the stories of their tribute during the early 
Zhou period were included in the Records of the Scribe and History of the Han, 
but they never brought tribute during the Qin or Han.43 The Records of the 
Three Kingdoms (Sanguozhi 三國志, 297) records two tribute missions from the 
Sushen to the Wei 魏 state (220–265). It also contains a description of the Yilou 
and states that it is ‘the land of the Sushen of antiquity 古之肅慎之國,’44 but 
no tribute from these Yilou is mentioned. The exact connection between Yilou 
and Sushen in the Sanguozhi is not entirely clear; apparently the hu  arrows 
with a stone arrowhead and a vague similarity in geographical location were 
sufficient to connect these two peoples.45 The Sushen further surface briefly in 
the History of the Southern Song (Songshu 宋書, 493), when their tribute was 
brought to the capital of the southern court by means of an embassy from 
Koguryŏ in 479, but here no mention is made of the Yilou.46

Closer to our investigation of the Tang historians’ perspective is the History 
of the Jin, which was not finalised until 646, with Fang Xuanling as the chief-
editor. As mentioned earlier, the account of Fu Jian was possibly doctored to 
hold up a mirror to Tang Taizong. It is unlikely that this was the only part of 
the history that was influenced by ideological concerns of the Tang editors. 
Although it is tempting to suggest that the History of Jin’s ‘Account on Eastern 
Peoples’ (Dongyizhuan 東夷傳) is another location where this happened, the 
original draft may already have presented the Sushen and Yilou in a manner 

Yilou, Wuji, Mohe; in fact they were no more than the names of a single tribe’ 後有挹婁、

勿吉、靺鞨之異稱,實則不過一部之名.
42 Guoyu 5,19 (pp. 214–215). Sima Qian 1959 (hereafter Shiji), 47, 1922.
43 See for instance Shiji 47, 1922; Hanshu 27b, 1463; Fan Ye 1965 (hereafter Hou Hanshu), 70, 

2272.
44 Chen Shou 1959 (hereafter Sanguozhi), 30, 848.
45 Sanguozhi 3, 107 (236), 4,149 (263). The Hou Hanshu (presented to the throne in 445) con-

tains the same account as the Sanguozhi, merely arranging the information in a more 
streamlined fashion.

46  Shen Yue 1974 (hereafter Songshu), 6,125 (479), for the same event see also Songshu 29, 873, 
97, 2393.
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favourable to the Jin court. The History of the Jin contains a paragraph about 
the Sushen, where Yilou is given as an alternative name.47 It is not clear why 
the older name Sushen is used. Perhaps it lent an aura of antiquity to the Jin 
dynasty by linking these Northeast Asian visitors with the legendary Sushen 
who brought tribute to the early Zhou kings; perhaps both names were used 
interchangeably in the Jin period. After all, the Records of the Three Kingdoms 
also used this name to record their tribute in its ‘Basic Annals,’ while its ‘Ac-
count on Eastern Peoples’ used the more recent term Yilou.

The next step in the process was the integration of Wuji and Mohe into the 
ethno-genealogy of the Sushen. This happened with the development of a new 
strand in the historiography of the northeastern peoples in the History of the 
Northern Wei (Weishu 魏書, 554). Wuji repeatedly brought tribute to the North-
ern Wei court 北魏 (386–534), and were given a separate entry in the ‘Account 
on Eastern Peoples’ of the History of the Wei.48 This account was subsequently 
integrated into the History of the Sui’s (Suishu 隋書, 636) section on the Mohe, 
the first dedicated account to use this ethnonym.49 History of the Wei and His-
tory of the Sui link the Wuji, respectively Mohe, explicitly to the Sushen of 
antiquity, and in the Northern Histories (Beishi 北史, 659) Wuji and Mohe are 
clearly identified as the same people. No doubt Li Yanshou 李延壽 (fl. 618–676), 
the editor of the Northern Histories, spotted the similarities between the Wuji 
and Mohe accounts in the History of the Wei and History of the Sui, concluded 
that these were one and the same people, and consequently merged the two 
descriptions into one. ‘Mohe’ and ‘Wuji’ can indeed be explained as different 
transcriptions for the same Early Middle Chinese pronunciation, but the link 
with the Sushen is much more tenuous.50

The connection between Wuji/Mohe and Sushen was now established and 
transmitted from the Tang period onwards. It is found in the Comprehensive 
Gazetteer (Kuodi zhi 括地志, 642), and in the epitaph of the general Li Jinxing 

47  Jinshu 97, 2534. ‘The Sushen, one [other] name is Yilou 肅慎氏一名挹婁.’
48  Wei Shou 1974 (Weishu), 88, 2219–2221.
49  Wei Zheng 1973 (hereafter Suishu), 81, 1821. Li Delin 李德林 (530–590) and Li Baiyao 李

百藥 (565–648) 1972 (Beiqishu) also uses ‘Mohe’ 靺鞨, but does not contain a separate 
 section on foreign peoples.

50  Pulleyblank 1991. Wuji 勿吉 = mut kjit in Early Middle Chinese. The Lexicon does not 
provide the characters for Mohe, but 末 (mò), 沫 (mò), 秣 (mò) and 抹 (mò) are all re-
constructed as mat; 曷 (hé), 褐 (hè) and 蝎 (hé) are reconstructed as γat. Together 
these  suggest ‘matγat’ as Early Middle Chinese pronunciation. In modern Korean, Wuji 
and Mohe are Mulgil and Malgal respectively, again fairly close in sound, although not 
identical.
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李謹行 (d. 682) of Mohe descent.51 Both the Old and New Tang History(s) link 
the Mohe with the Sushen and Wuji, and New Tang History also gives Yilou as 
an alternative name.52

Whether or how Sushen, Yilou, and the various Wuji or Mohe tribes were ac-
tually connected is an issue of contention amongst modern historians, but for 
this article it is sufficient to understand that in the mind of the Tang historian, 
they were unmistakably linked. The writings about these northeastern peoples 
available to the rulers and scholars of the Tang dynasty reveal two conflicting 
attitudes toward them. On the one hand, through the Sushen they were associ-
ated with the exemplary government of the early Zhou kings, and their tribute 
of hu-arrows was considered a good omen, and an indication of the power of 
the Son of Heaven’s charismatic virtue (de 德). This may explain the desire of 
successive generations of Chinese historiographers to connect various ethn-
onyms of northeastern peoples with the Sushen of the early Zhou period. At 
the same time these historiographers did not hesitate to point out on various 
occasions that of all eastern peoples, the Mohe were also the dirtiest and most 
uncivilised.53

Tang China’s engagement with the Mohe and early Bohai did not take place 
in a mental vacuum, but was conditioned by centuries of historiography on a 
northeastern people, whose tribute of hu-arrows with stone arrow heads was 
a good omen for Chinese rulers. This region of strange but fascinating peoples 
occupied the periphery of a world centered on the Chinese court, and although 
the names and actors involved in this model changed throughout history, the 
essential basics did not. Thus, linking the Mohe of the Tang period, and by 
 extension the ruling clan of the new kingdom of Bohai, with the ancient Sush-
en of the Zhou dynasty and their descendant groups diminished the instability 

51 Li Tai 1980, 251, ‘The land of the Mohe was formerly the Sushen.’ 靺鞨國,古肅慎也; Li 
Jinxing’s epitaph, Zhou and Zhao 2001, 282.

52 Jiu Tangshu 199b, 5358; Ouyang Xiu et al, Xin Tangshu 219, 6177. The connection was devel-
oped further with the rise of the Jurchen, as descendants of the Heishui Mohe 黑水靺鞨, 
and later the Manchu. See Crossley 1987.

53 The Yilou/Sushen described in the Sanguozhi–Hou Hanshu–Jinshu cluster of texts did 
not use vessels, even though all other eastern peoples did. The Wuji and Mohe washed 
with urine, and their war-like dances which they displayed at the Sui court did not en-
dear them to the elite audience, other than through a fascination with the strange, cruel 
and barbarian (Suishu 81, 1822). Such a dual attitude is also found in the historiography 
of Koguryŏ, where the link with Jizi’s civilizing influence on the eastern barbarians was 
considered to have continued into Koguryŏ, yet there remained a fascination with the bel-
licose and cruel aspects of Koguryŏ society. See for instance the description in Jiu Tangshu 
199a, 5319–5320.
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caused by the sudden appearance of a new polity on Tang’s frontiers. Such an 
approach emphasised the unchanging nature of the world outside the Chinese 
cultural sphere.

 In Conclusion

Tang historians worked within a paradigm that placed their polity at the center 
of the world. This was not unusual for a premodern society; Koguryŏ and Bohai 
kings presented themselves in a similar manner. In Tang China this worldview 
had two important consequences. First, the technique commonly applied to 
the historiography of the Tang’s neighbors was the creation and reiteration of 
direct connections with the Chinese past. In this way new peoples were linked 
to groups known in the past, often dating back to high antiquity. Such an em-
phasis on connections with antiquity suggested that there were known, work-
able solutions for dealing with contemporary problems: a polity’s actions and 
its interactions with China could be understood by looking at the past and in-
ferring the principles for the best course of action from the historical records.

The function of history in the service of government meant that these re-
cords had real consequences in policy formulation. This worldview created 
these texts in the first instance, but the texts then went on to create the guide-
lines for future interactions and in turn structured the worldview. For Koguryŏ 
it is clear that the Tang’s continued attempts at conquest were in part inspired 
and legitimized by imperial (the four commanderies of Han) and pre-imperial 
(Jizi) connections, which had become an intrinsic part of the history of this 
kingdom. Such a link between policy and historiography is less clearly formu-
lated for the Mohe. Perhaps their descent from the Sushen made for a more fa-
vourable reception in the historical records and at court, despite their uncouth 
and uncultured appearance, and possibly it laid the foundation for the appre-
ciation of Bohai’s cultural achievements in the ninth century, which became 
known as ‘the flourishing state of the East’ (haidong shengguo 海東盛國).

A second consequence is less obvious, but no less important. This view of 
Tang’s neighbors took away their agency and their history. Any change or pe-
riodization was impossible without reference to China. If the Sushen were the 
epitome of the distant barbarians attracted by the superior virtue of the Son of 
Heaven, then any tribute mission from their descendants could be, and proba-
bly was, interpreted in the same way. The kingdom of Koguryŏ displayed some 
of the old civilised—that is, Chinese—practices, thanks to Jizi’s continued 
influence in the Liaodong region, but there was no suggestion that Koguryŏ 
had subsequently developed any further. The increased presence of  foreigners 



For use by the Author only | © 2017 Koninklijke Brill NV

D’HAESELEER164

<UN>

and exposure to other worldviews, for instance through Buddhism, did not 
have any influence on the way the Tang scholar-officials wrote about the world 
around them. For this select group of Tang society, cosmopolitanism was not 
the underlying concept in historiography. The Tang historians saw a two-speed 
world, consisting of China, with a history that showed the evolution of a soci-
ety through its institutions, and the rest of the world, where things seemingly 
always remained the same.
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