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Abstract  Since the founding of the P.R.C. over 60 years ago, research on Six 
dynasties history in the Mainland of China has undergone many twists and turns: 
The first 17 years saw major steps forward, laying the foundation for progress to be 
made on Six dynasties historical research. During the period of the “The Great 
Cultural Revolution,” the research on Six dynasties came to a halt, with Reform 
and Opening-up heralding advances in terms of forming research bodies, academic 
activities, publications, the expansion of research fields, the opening-up of new 
ways of thinking among many others. Nevertheless, at the same time there existed 
gaps in the research, methodology, shoddy and rushed work, among other 
shortcomings. 
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With its dominant based on the lower Yangtze River after the Qin and Han 
dynasties and preceding the Sui and Tang, in the general picture of Chinese 
history, the Six dynasties holds a very important position. With nearly 400 
years of history and culture, the deep impact of that period can be seen well 
into the later eras. In the last 60 years since 1949, the research on the Six 
dynasties has seen huge development and change, with both a great many 
achievements and shortcomings. A complete and systematic retrospect and 
prospect of the last 60 years of the Six dynasties historical research will no 
doubt serve to deepen our understanding and advance the cause of study of 
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this period.1 

Sixty Years’ Research on the Six Dynasties: A Survey 

In terms of the Six dynasties historical research one may say that it started as far 
back as the Six dynasties themselves. 2  In a modern sense, the work of 
researching and concluding on the Six dynasties can generally be traced to the 
historiography revolutionary slogan from Liang Qichao which eventually 
flourished in the 1930–40s. The representative was Chen Yinque with his work 
primarily on the ethnic make up and culture of the Six dynasties, especially how 
each of the Six dynasties’ systems of government influenced the Tang.3 Lü 
Simian concentrated on a general history of the period,4 with Tang Yongtong 
mainly producing work on religious studies.5 Wang Yitong and Gu Jiguang 
mainly focused on studies of feudal families of the time, with He Ziquan, Quan 
Hansheng, Wu Xianqing, Ju Qingyuan among others were some of the first to 
carry out studies of the socioeconomics including economics of temples and 
academies during the Six dynasties. Furthermore, Zhou Yiliang, Yan Gengwang 
and others with their foundation of Sinological training and the latest Western 
socioeconomic methods carried out groundbreaking research, much like the great 
kaozheng scholars of the 18th century and produced work that stills retains much 
of its value today.   

Since 1949, research on the Six dynasties history in the Mainland of China has 
                                                   
1 The term “Six dynasties” has both a wide and narrow meaning. The general wider meaning 
refers to the period given in the Zizhi tongjian (General mirror for the aid of government): Wei, 
Jin, Song, Qi, Liang, Chen, in other words the Age of Disunion era. The narrower meaning is 
given in the Jiankang shilu (Veritable records of Jiankang) as the Sun Wu, Eastern Jin, Song, 
Qi, Liang and Chen. In the past decade there has been a wave of work that reflects back on the 
last century of research, among which are: Cao Wenzhu’s Ershi shiji Weijin Nanbeichao shi 
yanjiu, and the recent Chen Changqi’s Weijin Nanbeichao shi yanjiu sanshi nian. Those 
articles all refer to the broader and more general meaning of the Six dynasties, whereas this 
paper is concerned with the narrower definition, that of the Six dynasties based in present day 
Nanjing. 
2 Such as The History of Three Kingdoms written by Chen Shou of the Jin dynasty and 
commentated by Pei Songzhi of the Liu Song dynasty, The Book of the Song Dynasty by Shen 
Yue of the Liang dynasty, the Book of the Southern Qi Dynasty by Xiao Zixian of the Liang 
dynasty, etc. Scholars including Yao Silian, Xu Song, Sima Guang, Liu Shu, Shen Kuo, Hong 
Mai, Li Zhi, Wang Fuzhi, Wang Mingshen, Zhao Yi and Qian Daxin since the Six dynasties all 
have made their research on the history of this specific period. 
3 See SuiTang zhidu yuanyuan lüelun gao (Brief discussions on the origins of Sui and Tang 
systems). 
4 See Liangjin Nanbeichao shi (History of the Eastern and Western Jin and Northern and 
Southern dynasties). 
5 See Han Wei Liangjin Nanbeichao fojiao shi (History of Buddhism from the Han to Age of 
Disunion), and essays of “Xuanxue” (Metaphysics). 
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entered a new phase. The look back over the past 60 years can be roughly 
divided into three sections. 

The first section is 1949–1966, in which historical research was guided by 
Marxist principles exploring new theories and methods which flagged up new 
topics to be worked on and saw an era of opening up new fields of research.  
The key figures of this period were He Ziquan, Tang Changru, Miao Yue, He 
Changqun, Zhou Yiliang, Wang Zhongluo, Wan Shengnan, Han Guopan among 
others. Despite many of them began their careers prior to 1949, it was not until 
1949 that their work reached a new depth and breadth which surpass that of their 
predecessors. Tang Changru, for example, with such writings as San zhi liu shiji 
Jiangnan da tudi suoyouzhi de fazhan (The development of the system of land 
ownership in Jiangnan during the 3rd–6th centuries), Weijin Nanbeichao shi 
luncong (A collection of essays on Six dynasties history) as well as the Xubian 
(Extended edition) raised many influential opinions on Six dynasties politics, 
economics and culture. Miao Yue’s Dushi cungao (Remaining drafts from 
readings history) and other studies made extensive discussion on agriculture, 
prices and ethnic interactions during the Southern dynasties. He Ziquan’s 
research on the natural economics and systems of peasant inter-reliance, Han 
Guopan’s research on the economic history of the Six dynasties and Zhou 
Yiliang’s Weijin Nanbeichao shi lunji (Collected papers on Six dynasties history) 
were all extremely influential. 

During this era, the Marxism historians were in the process of publishing 
several complete histories of China, among which were some quite deep 
investigations into the Six dynasties history. He Ziquan’s Weijin Nanbeichao 
shilüe (Brief history of the Six dynasties, 1958), Wang Zhongqian’s 1961 Weijin 
Nanbeichao Sui chuTang shi (History of the Six dynasties, Sui and early Tang 
dynasties) were two of the most important works. One could argue that it was 
during this time that the Six dynasties studies formed a systematic body of 
academic research. 

The second stage was 1966–1978 and during this period historians suffered 
greatly resulting from “The Great Cultural Revolution.” Historical studies took a 
step back as being a political tool, and the Six dynasties studies, as well all 
academic research came to a halt.  

The third stage is from 1978 to the present. Since Reform and Opening-up, the 
old generation of historians such as Tang Changru, He Ziquan, Zhou Yiliang and 
others continued to produce high caliber work, with He Ziquan editing the 
publication of volume 5 of the Bai Shouyi’s multi-volume Zhongguo tongshi 
(Complete history of China), reflecting the level of the research on the Six 
dynasties during the 1980s. This era also saw a great number of scholars born 
since the founding of the P.R.C., who after many years were finally able to 
unleash years of academic talent in the form of a rack of publications with top 
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quality,6 such as Tian Yuqing, Huang Lie, Zhou Weizhou, Tang Yijie, Zhu Dawei, 
Jian Xiuwei, Xiong Deji, Wan Shengnan, Gao Min, Zheng Peixin, Li Hu, Xu Hui, 
Jiang Fuya et al. Tian Yuqing carried out extensive research on family clan 
politics in the Eastern Jin, Huang Lie and Zhou Weizhou explored the various 
topics on ethnic minorities during that era, Zhu Dawei’s Liuchao shilun (Debates 
on the history of the Six dynasties), Liuchao shilun xuji (Extended collection of 
debates on the history of the Six dynasties), Xiong Deji’s Liuchao shi kaoshi 
(Testing historical facts in Six dynasties history), Zheng Peixin’s Weijin 
Nanbeichao shi tansuo (Investigations into the history of the Six dynasties), Jian 
Xiuwei and others studies on the economics and stratus of Six dynasties society, 
all of which had a profound impact on the way the Six dynasties are studied. At 
the same time, with the restoration of the college entrance exam in 1977, a new 
wave of graduate students and young academics formed a new and energetic 
driving force in academia that would embrace new ways of thinking and produce 
fresh approaches and publications in the Six dynasties studies.  

During this period, the research organizations and institutions devoted to the 
Six and dynasties appeared one after another and began to hold regular academic 
conferences. In November 1984, the Six dynasties Studies Association of China 
held their first conference in Chengdu, Sichuan province focusing on the three 
main topics of socio-economics, social structure and ethnic integration; the 
second conference held in 1986 in Yantai of Shandong province covered the 
topics of the status of the Six dynasties in the overview of Chinese history; the 
third conference was held in Guilin of Guangxi province in 1989, the main topics 
were region economics and intellectual history of the Six dynasties; the fourth 
took place in 1992 in Xi’an, Shaanxi province on culture and ethnic interaction; 
the fifth of 1995 was hosted by Xiangfan, Hubei province and had the 
participation of over 20 scholars from Korea and Japan and a total of nearly 100 
papers, among which were Luo Zongzhen’s “Cong chutu wenxian kan Sanguo 
Dongwu de jingji fazhan” (Viewing the economic development of the Three 
Kingdoms and Eastern Wu era from archeological artifacts), Zhang Xuhua’s 
“Nanchao xunpin zhidu shishi” (A treatise on the system of official gifts in the 
Southern dynasties), He Dezhang’s “Shi ‘Jingzhou ben wei Xiangyangren’” 
(Study on the phrase “Jingzhou originally afraid of the people of Xiangyang”) 
and Meng Ju’s “Weijin Nanchao shiqi de Heshi jiazu” (The He clan during the 
Wei, Jin and South dynasties period) etc., all of which specially debated topics on 
Six dynasties history and culture; conference number six took place in September 

                                                   
6 According to statistics by Chen Changqi, there were over 150 articles a year published on 
Age of Disunion in China between 1978–1988. After the first 20 years of reform, 200 per year 
and in the 3rd decade 300 per year. There were over 100 books published over the 30 years. 
See Chen Changqi, Fan Zhaolin.  
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1998 in Nanjing, Jiangsu on the theme of Six dynasties culture and archeology; 
conference seven in August 2001 in Datong, Shanxi province dealt with Northern 
dynasties’ history, but with some papers on the Six dynasties, such as Xu Hui’s 
“Nanbeichao guanxi shulun” (Debating the relationship between the Northern 
and Southern dynasties), Luo Zongzhen’s “Liuchao shiqi nanbei wenhua de 
jiaowang” (North South cultural interaction during the Six dynasties period) etc.; 
August 2004 saw conference eight return to Chengdu and this conference was 
dedicated to the memory of Six dynasties scholar Miao Yue; Conference nine 
took place in August 2007 in Wuhan, Hubei province under the title of 
“Reflecting back on 100 years of the Six dynasties studies and prospecting the 
future research.”  

The large-scale conferences are held every three years and act as a platform for 
Chinese and foreign scholars (mainly from Korea and Japan) to exchange ideas, 
with a good number dealing with Six dynasties topics. 

The Historical Research Institute of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 
Wuhan University, Beijing Normal University, Sichuan University, Zhengzhou 
University and other such institutions have all established their own independent 
Six dynasties Research Center.  

For the Six dynasties era, the lower Yangtze region played the most important 
role and the site of the capital, Jiankang, is where the modern city of Nanjing 
now stands. Since the Reform and Opening-up, scholars from that region, and 
especially Jiangsu province academics of Chinese history have been deliberately 
focusing on Six dynasties research and in November 1985, under the guidance of 
teachers such as Bian Xiaoxuan, Jiang Zanchu and Luo Zongzhen, the Jiangsu 
Provincial Association of Six dynasties Research was established. Since then in 
December 2000 Nanjing Normal University established the Six dynasties 
Historical and Cultural Research Center; 2001 saw the founding of the Nanjing 
Six dynasties Cultural Research Institute; Nanjing University also established a 
Six dynasties Research Center in the History Department.  

The Jiangsu Provincial Association of Six dynasties Research has the tenet to 
further research into the history and culture of Six dynasties, to organize and 
coordinate the research and exchange of local and outside scholars and hold one 
large scale academic activity every year and has therefore already become 
recognized as one of the most influential forces in pushing forward the 
boundaries in scholarship and publishing in all fields of Six dynasties research. 
Over the last 20 years the major academic activities organized by the Association 
are as follows:  

(1) In the field of economic history, the main achievements have been made in 
Yangtze region socio-economic historical research. Starting from the Reform and 
Opening-up of 1978, research on the economic development of the Yangtze 
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region has been a major focus for scholars and it was on this topic that in August 
1986 the Jiangsu Provincial Association of Six dynasties Research held the 
“Debates on the Economic Development of the Middle Yangtze of the 3rd–9th 
Centuries” in Wuhan University, and in November 1987 along with the Chinese 
Academic Association of Age of Disunion Studies held the conference 
“Socio-Economics of the Lower Yangtze in the 3rd–9th Centuries” in Changzhou, 
followed in 1991 by the two associations being hosted by Nanjing Normal 
University to debate “The Socio-Economic Development of the Yangtze 
Region.” It was this 1991 conference that was the first time the entire Yangtze 
region as a whole had been addressed and undergone vigorous academic scrutiny 
in its entirety. In addition, November 1986 saw the city of Danyang host the “Six 
dynasties Agricultural and Hydro-Management” conference; in November 2005, 
Nanjing held a conference dedicated to the economy of the Six dynasties; in 
April 2006, Yangzhou held the conference “Six dynasties Urban and Transport” 
and in May 2008 Yancheng held a seminar named “Six dynasties and Yancheng 
Culture.” 

(2) As for Six dynasties military matters and interaction with the North, in 
September 1990 the Jiangsu Provincial Association of Six dynasties Research 
together with Jiangxi University and other organizations met in the Bailu Cave 
Academy on Mt. Lu to hold a conference on “Military Matters of the Six 
dynasties,” with the main focus being on military structure, military thinking, 
military technology and personalities of the Six dynasties. In 1996 Xuzhou held a 
seminar on “Northern and Southern Interaction in the Six dynasties.”  

(3) On the topic of the Six dynasties cultural history, Jiangsu Provincial 
Association of Six dynasties Research organized a series of academic activities 
and published a set of important academic works. In September 1998, in 
cooperation with other Age of Disunion associations they held an international 
Six dynasties cultural conference. The conference was held in Nanjing on a large 
scale and involved a wide range of experts and the focus was on how should the 
transmitted and excavated documents be read together, as well as how the 
historical and archeological fields can combine. On the periphery of this larger 
conference were small and medium sized ones dealing with other aspects of the 
Six dynasties culture. In 1992 Lianyungang hosted the “Six dynasties Literature 
and Culture” seminar; December 2000 Nanjing held the “Six dynasties History 
and Culture” seminar and May 2007 was the Wuxi “Six dynasties and Wu 
Cultural Change” seminar.  

(4) In the area of general Six dynasties history, Nantong hosted the 1999 “Six 
dynasties and Nantong History” seminar; November 2001 in Nanjing was on 
“The Tourist Industry and Culture of the Six dynasties Region”; November 2002 
witnessed the Changshu “Six dynasties and Jiangnan Culture” conference; 
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October 2004 was the Huaiyang “Jianghuai Area and Six dynasties History” 
seminar; June 2008 was the Nanjing “Jiankang City in the Six dynasties” seminar 
and in September 2009 Nanjing went on to hold the “Review of Six dynasties 
Research in the Mainland of China since the Founding of the P.R.C.” seminar. 

Following on from the 1980s’ publication of the Liuchao shi jiangzuo 
(Lectures in Six dynasties history) in the Nanjing jiaoyu xueyuan xuebao zhuanji 
(Special edition of the Journal of the Education Institute of Nanjing), Gudai 
Changjiang xiayou de jingji kaifa (Development of the ancient economy of the 
Lower Yangtze) in Sanqin Publishing House among others, over the past 20 years 
Jiangsu Provincial Association of Six dynasties Research has also organized the 
publication of the following works: 

(1) Zhang Chengzong et al. Liuchao shi (History of the Six dynasties, Jiangsu 
guji chubanshe, 1991). The book focuses on the study of the southern Six 
dynasties with special attention given to cultural thought, science and technology 
and daily life. Those three topics take up 35% of the book and reflect the 
importance of those fields in scholarship at the time, that is to say, cultural, social, 
and economic history.  

(2) Xu Hui and Jiang Fuya eds. Liuchao jingji shi (An economic history of the 
Six dynasties, Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1993). This is one of the seminal works on 
the Six dynasties economic history of recent times. The book lays the 
groundwork on the theory of the Six dynasties economic development with 
chapters on land use, ownership, household registration, tax, agriculture, 
manufacturing, business, and transport.  

(3) Bian Xiaoxuan ed. Liuchao shi lunji (Collected papers on the Six dynasties 
history, Huangshan shushe, 1993). The book consists of essays collected and 
edited by the Jiangsu Provincial Association of Six dynasties Research and 
covers topics such as military matters, economic development, academic culture, 
social lifestyle, and cultural artifacts and the in-depth and wide ranging scope of 
research reflected in the various essays demonstrates the work done by Jiangsu 
scholars during that period.  

(4) Xu Hui, Qiu Min and Hu Axiang eds. Liuchao wenhua (Six dynasties 
culture, Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 2001) is another collaboration completed by 
over a dozen scholars from the Jiangsu Provincial Association of Six dynasties 
Research and combines both historical and archeological studies. Made up of 10 
research articles and 7 specialized topic articles the main sources used are 
artifacts, gazetteers, jottings and other writings on astronomy, geography, 
architecture and art, thus creating a reasonably complete and comprehensive 
overview of the Six dynasties.  

(5) Bian Xiaoxuan ed. Liuchao congshu (Collectanea of the Six dynasties) 
showcases such works as Liuchao sixiang shi (History of Six dynasties thought), 
Liuchao rensheng zhexue (Human philosophy in the Six dynasties), Liuchao 



             Tianshi Li 506

yuanlin (Six dynasties gardens), Liuchao shi jingyu (Famous exerts from Six 
dynasties history), Nanshi zhaji (Extracts from the Southern histories) etc. These 
books were published by Nanjing chubanshe in 1992. The collectanea takes a 
multi-leveled and multi-faceted approach to the Six dynasties historical research.  

(6) Bian Xiaoxuan ed. Liuchao wenxue congshu (Anthology of the Six 
dynasties literature) published by Heilongjiang Education Press. This book takes 
literature of the Six dynasties period as its focus, such as Fan Ziye: Shishuoxinyu 
yanjiu (Research on the New Tales of the World), Zhao Yiwu: Yin Keng yu jinti 
shi (Yin Keng and New Style Poetry), Ding Fulin: Dongjin Nanchao de Xieshi 
wenxue jituan (The Xie Clan and their literary circle in the Eastern Jin and 
Southern dynasties period), Wang Lin: Liu chao cifu shi (A history of rhapsody 
and prose in the Six dynasties), Wang Yunlu: Liuchao shige yuyan yanjiu 
(Research on the language of poetry of the Six dynasties), Luo Guowei: 
Dunhuang ben Zhaoming Wenxuan yanjiu (Research on the Dunhuang edition of 
Zhaoming Wenxuan), Cheng Zhangcan: Shizu yu Liuchao wenxue (Family clans 
and Six dynasties literature), Liu Yuejin and Fan Ziye: Liuchao zuojia nianpu 
jiyao (Selected chronologies of Six dynasties writers). 

Apart from the several group research projects above, the Jiangsu Provincial 
Association of Six dynasties Research also published many individual works. 
Jiang Zanchu, during the process of hosting the project of archeology of the Six 
dynasties period in the Yangtze area published Changjiang zhongxiayou lishi 
kaogu wenji (Collected essays on the history of archeology along the middle to 
lower Yangtze River, Kexue chubanshe, 2000); Luo Zongzhen ed. Jiangsu 
wenwu zhi (Gazetteer of Jiangsu artifacts, Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1998), Weijin 
Nanbei chao kaogu (The Six dynasties archeology, Wenwu chubanshe, 2001); Li 
Weiran: Nanjing Liuchao muzang de faxian yu yanjiu (Discovery and research 
carried out on the Six dynasties burials at Nanjing, Sichuan daxue chubanshe, 
1998); Zhang Chengzong: Jiangnan wenhua yu jingji shenghuo yanjiu (Research 
on the socio-economics and culture of the Jiangnan region, Jiangsu guji 
chubanshe, 2000). In 2009 their collected essays on the Six dynasties historical 
research was published. He Yun’ao: Liuchao wadang yu liuchao ducheng (Tile 
ends and cities in the Six dynasties, Wenwu chubanshe, 2005) was concerned 
with the in-depth study of the great many tile ends found in the Nanjing region, 
and by combining this with the documentary, historical and other archeological 
evidence used it to make an overall survey of Jiankang. 

In recent years, Jiangsu has seen quite a few gifted young scholars appear in 
the field of the Six dynasties studies: Hu Axiang’s Liuchao jiangyu yu zhengqu 
yanjiu (Research on the geographical and political dimensions of the Six 
dynasties, Xi’an ditu chubanshe, 2001), this was then followed by Weijin bentu 
wenxue dili yanjiu (Research on the geography of local literati in the Wei-Jin 
period, Nanjing daxue boshi wencong, 2001), Hu continued his work on 
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historical geography with Songshu zhoujun zhi huishi (An explanation of the 
counties and prefectures listed in the history of the Song, Anhui jiaoyu 
chubanshe, 2006), then, in 2008, Hu published his Dongjin Nanchao Qiao 
zhoujunxian yu qiaoliu renkou yanjiu (A study of the “Qiao zhoujunxian” and 
migrating populations in the Eastern Jin and Southern dynasties, Jiangsu jiaoyu 
chubanshe), the culmination of many years of study and dedication to the topic of 
migrating populations. With the above mentioned works, Hu Axiang made great 
steps in filling the blanks of scholarly knowledge in the area of historical 
geography.  

Wang Yongping: Liuchao jiazu (Family clans in the Six dynasties, Nanjing 
chubanshe, 2008) and Liuchao Jiangdong shizu zhi jiafeng jiaxue yanjiu (The 
study of family traditions and lineage historiography among the clans of Six 
dynasties Lower Yangtze region, Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 2003), Sunwu zhengzhi 
yu wenhua shilun (Debates on the history of the politics and culture of Three 
Kingdoms Wu, Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2005), Zhonggu shiren qianyi yu wenhua 
jiaoliu (The migration of literati and spread of culture in Medieval China, Shehui 
kexue wenxian chubanshe, 2005), etc. All of which made systematic and in-depth 
research on Six dynasties history, especially on the family clans of that period. 

Li Tianshi: Zhongguo zhonggu liangjian shenfen zhidu yanjiu (Research on 
class systems in Medieval China, Nanjing shifan daxue chubanshe, 2004) makes 
a systematic discussion on the creation and evolution of the systems of social 
ranking and class in the Six dynasties era. In addition to this was Li Wencai: 
Nanbeichao shiqi Yiliang zhengqu yanjiu (Research on the Yiliang region during 
the Northern and Southern dynasties, Shangwu yinshuguan, 2002), Zhao Yi: 
Liuchao nanfang shenxian daojiao yu wenxue (Six dynasties southern spiritual 
Daoism and literature, Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2006). A lesser-known 
contribution is Wang Bo: Wang Xizhi nianpu jianzheng (Annotation of The 
Chronology of Wang Xizhi, Aoya zhoukan chuban youxian gongsi), and Shao Lei: 
Yeshan cungao (Remaining drafts of Yeshan, Fenghuang chubanshe, 2005), all of 
which touched on a wide range of aspects concerning Six dynasties history. 

After the founding of the Nanjing Association for Six dynasties Cultural 
Research the association immediately hosted several academic activities and 
published various works: for example in 2001 Nanjing hosted a seminar on Liu 
Xie: Wenxin diaolong (The literary heart and carved dragon), the proceedings of 
which were published in Chen Anji ed. Keai de Nanjing (Lovely Nanjing). From 
2004 onwards the association started to organize the editing of the Liuchao 
wenhua congshu (Collectanea of Six dynasties culture), which includes Li 
Tianshi, Xu Hui eds. Liuchao wenhua gailun (Overall discussion of Six dynasties 
culture), Zhang Chengzong ed. Liuchao minsu (Folk customs of the Six 
dynasties), Lu Haiming: Liuchao ducheng (Six dynasty cities), Qiu Min: Liuchao 
shixue (Historiography in the Six dynasties), Luo Zongzhen, Wang Zhigao: 
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Liuchao wenwu (Artifacts of the Six dynasties), Fu Jiang (trans.): Liuchao diling 
(Mausoleums of the Six dynasties) as well as Liuchao wenxue (Six dynasties 
literature), Liuchao jingxue yu xuanxue (Six dynasties classical and Neo-Daoism 
study), Liuchao zongjiao (Religion in the Six dynasties), Liuchao keji 
(Technology in the Six dynasties), Liuchao yishu (Six dynasties art). In 2008 the 
second edition was put in motion and is set to include Wang Yongping: Liuchao 
jiazu (Family clans in the Six dynasties), Hu Axiang: Liuchao zhengqu (The 
political extent of the Six dynasties), these two have already published, and 
Liuchao junshi (Military matters of the Six dynasties), Liuchao jingji (Economy 
of the Six dynasties), Liuchao zhengzhi (Six dynasties politics), Liuchao zhidu 
(Six dynasties system), Liuchao jiaoyu (Six dynasties education), Liuchao minzu 
(Six dynasties ethnicities), Liuchao jiaoliu (Exchanges of ideas in the Six 
dynasties), Liuchao lunzhu (Publications on the Six dynasties). 

In 2005 Nanjing Press published Shichao gudu wenhua congshu (Collectanea 
of ten dynasties’ capital culture) which included Wang Yongping: Sunwu wenhua 
(The culture of Three Kingdoms Wu), Fu Jiang, Zhang Xuefeng: Dongjin 
wenhua (Eastern Jin culture), Cheng Zhangcan: Nanchao wenhua (Southern 
dynasties culture, Vol. 1), Lai Linling, Li Tianshi: Nanchao wenhua (Southern 
dynasties culture, Vol. 2). In 2007 Nanjing Press published Nanjing xijian 
wenxian congkan (Collected rare texts found in Nanjing) which included the 
Liuchao shiji bianlei (Edited notes on Six dynasties matters), Liuchao tongjian 
boyi (Deep questions on the Six dynasties history) among others, all important 
works on the history of the era. In 2009 the collectanea was published as part of 
Hu Axiang, Li Tianshi, Lu Haiming: Nanjing Tongshi: Liuchao juan (Complete 
history of Nanjing: Six dynasties volume).  

In addition, from 2004 to present Hu Axiang has been the chief editor of the 
“Liuchao yanjiu” (Six dynasties research) column of the Nanjing Xiaozhuang 
xueyuan xuebao (Journal of Nanjing Xiaozhuang University) and has become 
known as one of the main arenas for publishing work on the Six dynasties, 
building an international reputation. Indeed, in 2009 Fenghuang Press published 
a selection of papers from the column under the title Huiwang rumeng de 
Liuchao: Liuchao wenshi lunji (Recalling the dream like Six dynasties: A 
collection of papers on the Six dynasties history and literature).  

Sixty Years’ Research on the Six Dynasties: An Evaluation 

How are the past 60 years of the research on the Six dynasties in the Mainland of 
China to be judged? Everyone will have his or her own opinion. In this paper I 
do not try to cover every angle of the field, but only from my personal views I 
will take the chance to point out some of the highlights that have and will 
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continue to have a deep and long lasting influence on scholarly work to come. 
From the point of view of academic history, the history of the Six dynasties 

studies in the Mainland of China has had its ups and downs and then gone onto 
flourish.  

During the first half of the 20th century, the modern Chinese notion of the Six 
dynasties history was in its infancy, but mainly under the influence of Chen 
Yinque a high-level standard was set. This is all demonstrated by the main 
themes, theories, and methods of today’s scholars working on the Six dynasties 
studies. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, despite the Six dynasties research being still in its 
early stages of development, the scholars who did take part, as referred to above, 
can be said to have undoubtedly made innovative and groundbreaking progress. 
People such as Chen Yinque who got his own personal achievements in Six 
dynasties culture, ethnicity and Six dynasties influence on Sui and Tang, which is 
a very influential body of work, his students carried on where he left off in top 
ranking universities around the world, who are the testament to the foundation of 
Six dynasties research. In addition was the work carried out by He Ziquan in the 
1930s and 1940s on the economy of landownership and temples in the Six 
dynasties, which in academic circles came to be celebrated as a classic. Similarly, 
it is doubtful whether or not anyone will ever reach the level of expertise on the 
Six dynasties religion as obtained by Tang Yongtong. 

Analysis of the works of these scholars show that their research was primarily 
based on a solid foundation of Sinological study, having an eye on the 
international scholarly field and pretty much unrestricted view on teaching, 
methodology and areas of research. Scholars such as Chen Yinque were raised a 
good scholarly tradition from a young age and studied abroad in Europe, 
America and Japan. Chen was thus able to use his family educational grounding 
in historical sources and his keen sense of historical research that would not have 
been out of place among the kaozheng (empirical research) era of the 18th century, 
coupled with his training in modern Western methods, including the theory of 
Marx.7  Lü Simian’s “wide reading and importance placed on pluralism” 
emphasized historical social change and progress, and strongly believed that 
historical research should “recognize the cause and effect of change and 
progress,”8 and very early on in his career he wrote a general history around the 
time of the war with Japan titled Liangjin Nanbeichao shi (The history of the Jin 
and Northern and Southern dynasties) in which society was analyzed from the 
point of view of culture, politics and economics, with a focus on studying the 

                                                   
7 According to talks with Chen Yinque, while studying in Germany he read the original 
German text of Das Capital. 
8 Yang Kuan. 
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inner workings of historical development as well as social structure, class and 
patterns in population, thereby gaining an overall knowledge of Six dynasties 
society. He Ziquan’s research on the Six dynasties followed a similar pattern. In 
his early days, he was influenced by the works of Hu Shi, Fu Sinian, Qian Mu, 
Tao Xisheng among others, gaining an international education (of those it was 
only Qian Mu who lacked in Western historical theoretical training) and on top of 
absorbing knowledge from those great teachers. He Ziquan was also known to 
have read Marx and that this influenced his approach to the study of Six 
dynasties society which formed the base for a lifetime of research.9 Nowadays 
finds little that can even come close to recreating it. 

The vast majority of the scholars who contributed articles on the Six dynasties 
history to Tao Xisheng’s journal Shihuo (Food and goods) showed signs of 
receiving foreign influence and Marxist theory in their work. Most of the articles 
focus on the relationships between the upper and lower classes in society, on 
problems concerning the “masses” and other classic socialist issues. 

After the founding of the P.R.C., historians started to study Marx in a 
systematic fashion, guided primarily by the principles of Materialism and counter 
Materialism. That is to say, for the first 17 years a great many advances in 
research were made. The gains made in those 17 years, especially that relevant to 
Six dynasties studies, are in terms of class relationships, class struggle, levels of 
production, land ownership, systems of taxation, levels of business development 
and ethnic division and relations.  

An example is Marxist historian Fan Wenlan who in the early 1950s wrote 
Zhongguo tongshi jianbian (A shortened general history of China), basing his 
writing on the principles of Materialism and in which he discussed the southern 
migration of population, agriculture, industries, business, technology and culture 
of the Six dynasties, as well as the Southern dynasties’ 300 years of clan rule and 
what that meant for the development of southern China: “Before the Six 
dynasties, Chinese history and culture was centered solely around the Yellow 
River, yet by the end of Southern dynasties, the Yangtze River had become 
established as an important center—it was on this base that the Sui and Tang both 
flourished.”10  

He Ziquan continued his research into the Six dynasties well after the founding 
of the P.R.C. and in the 1950s completed his Zhongguo gudai shehui de jige 
wenti (Several problems concerning ancient Chinese society) among other 
articles and a book Weijin Nanbeichao shilüe (A brief outline of the history of the 

                                                   
9 Early in 1927, He Ziquan read Lenin’s A Letter from Afar and while at Peking University in 
the 1930s he read Engels, Marx and Kautsky, which gave him a heavy Materialist influence in 
his coming work. See He Ziquan. 
10 Fan Wenlan. 
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Wei Jin, Northern and Southern dynasties). In 1982 He Ziquan published his 
Dushi ji (Collected readings on history), in 1991 Zhongguo gudai shehui 
(Ancient Chinese society), Zhongguo tongshi (General history of China) “Age of 
Disunion” volume. All of those works employed Marxist theory to explore 
questions in ancient Chinese society.  

Tang Changru’s research on the Six dynasties focused on textual research 
before 1949, by the second half of the twentieth century Tang had completed a 
body of work that ranged from San zhi liu shiji Jiangnan da tudi suoyouzhi de 
fazhan (Development of the system of ownership of large scale land in the 3rd to 
6th centuries Jiangnan) to Weijin Nanbeichao SuiTang shi san lun (Three points 
concerning the history of the Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern, Sui and Tang 
dynasties). Tang’s detailed and painstaking research and his ability to mix a 
fundamentally firm grasp of historical sources with Marxist theory to explore 
multiple aspects of Six dynasties social history on both a micro and macro level 
is truly amazing.  

A further example can be found in the shape of Li Jiannong and his editing of 
Weijin Nanbeichao Sui Tang jingji shigao (Historical draft of the economics of 
the Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern, Sui and Tang dynasties) and scholarship by 
Han Guopan in the form of Nanchao jingji shitan (Exploration of the Southern 
dynasties economies) along with Zhou Yiliang’s Weijin Nanbeichao shi lunji 
(Collected essays on the Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern dynasties), Wang 
Zhongluo’s Weijin Nanbeichao Sui chuTang shi (A history of the Wei, Jin, 
Northern and Southern, Sui and early Tang dynasties). These major works are the 
main ones to encompass the Six dynasties history during the period when 
Materialism was influential, covering topics such as social quality, land use and 
tax systems and although there might have been differences in opinions, vast 
progress was made in our understanding of the economics and society of the 
time. 

On the subject of culture, there were also Materialism era works such as Hou 
Wailu: Zhongguo sixiang tongshi (Complete history of Chinese thought) Vol. 3, 
and Tang Yongtong: Han Wei liangjin Nanbeichao fojiao shi (History of 
Buddhism in the Han, Wei, Jin, Northern and Southern dynasties).            

In the first 17 years of the P.R.C. the foundation for modern research on the 
Six dynasties was laid. A lot of this took place around about the time of the “Five 
Golden Flowers,” a time that was rife with the problem of lots of meaningless, 
ill-researched and theoretically corrupt work being produced. Nevertheless, 
without the work that was carried out over those 17 years, who knows what the 
Six dynasties studies would look like today.  

After the Reform and Opening-up in 1978, progress in Six dynasties research 
started to pick up. From a sweeping view of the last 30 years of Six dynasties 
research, I am of the opinion that the following areas have been well researched.  



             Tianshi Li 512

The first is the general assessment of the Six dynasties that was made. The Six 
dynasties was a chaotic time in Chinese history and has thus often been ignored 
by most historians. In the 1930s Chen Yinque’s SuiTang zhidu yuanyuan lüelun 
gao highlighted the effect the Six dynasties had on the Tang, however for years 
after the founding the P.R.C. scholars had still not worked out the historical place 
the Six dynasties holds. “Chaotic periods of history often suffer from being 
ignored. It is from being in a constant state of flux that little can be called real 
achievement politically or culturally, with the political powers being too 
complicated to discern. The Six dynasties will always inhabit this dark little 
corner of academia.”11 However, since the 1986 Yantai conference a large 
number of scholars came to the conclusion that the Six dynasties is in actual fact 
a very important period in Chinese history.  

The related topic is how much the Six dynasties really influenced later 
dynasties, especially the Tang dynasty. Chen Yinque’s thesis on the Southern 
dynasties influence on the Tang financial system was taken further by Tang 
Changru, who came to the conclusion that the Tang systems were indeed 
undergone a period of being deeply influenced by the Southern dynasties.12 
However, other scholars in the same field were not so convinced, such as Tian 
Yuqing who is of the opinion that “From a macro point of view, the main driving 
force of the Six dynasties was in the north, not the south.”13 

On this point, in Mou Fasong’s investigations on how the Nine Levels system 
in the Northern and Southern dynasties shaped relations between the two sides 
and how this in turn caused the Southern dynasties influence on the Tang, Mou 
points out that: “What we mean by the Southern dynasties influence on the Tang 
is that despite the early days of the Tang inheriting the Northern patterns of 
development and discarding the Southern direction, when it came to the middle 
of the Tang era the Southern way was picked up in favor of the Northern—which 
soon fell out of fashion.14 It is this way of viewing the Tang as a period of 
different periods of varying fashions and trends that most fits with historical fact.  

The second is the continuation of research on the Six dynasties 
socio-economic issues. Over the last 30 years scholars have made great progress 
on the base of previous studies on subjects such as landownership, agriculture, 
industry, commerce, class structure, status and systems of taxation in the Six 
dynasties. The example of the economic development of the south under the Six 
dynasties has been one of the key dominating topics of research on that period of 
history that in previous years received the most scholarly attention. This is 

                                                   
11 Tian Yuqing, 1993. 
12 Tang Changru, 1993. 
13 Tian Yuqing, 1989. Yan Buke also holds similar viewpoints. 
14 See Mou Fasong, 1996, (2); 2009.  
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especially true for the middle and lower Yangtze areas, the economic 
development of which had already been the subject of three national level 
conferences in which scholars came to the conclusion that it was this period that 
saw the Jiangnan region start its fast track to economic growth, of which Luo 
Zongzhen, Jian Xiuwei, Xu Hui and Jiang Fuya, among others, made important 
contributions. According to Xu Mingde, it was during the Three Kingdoms that 
the Jiangnan region began to emerge as the new center of the Chinese economy. 
Luo Zongzhen approached the topic from an even longer time scale.15 On the 
subject of large scale landownership in the Eastern Jin and Southern dynasties 
era, after analysis Jiang Fuya stated that the large land estates of the day did not 
come about as the result of buying land, but were formed out of the joining of 
large private family plots of land resulting from the consolidations of local 
warlords. Tang Qiling made a detailed investigation into the operations of large 
estates in the Southern dynasties period and described a complex system of 
control in which different factions would gain and loose influence over the 
course of time. Zhang Yihe is of the opinion that the estates were either 
conjoined, separate or a mix of both and that despite this flux they produced high 
yields that would lay the foundation for how land was employed and rented out 
in later periods of Chinese history.16 

He Dezhang analyzed thoroughly the Six dynasties’ development in the south 
from the angles of agricultural technology, the environment and population. Li 
Hengjin and Guo Zhiyong analyzed the causes of development in the trade 
economy.17 In addition to these, intensive studies were also carried out on the 
industry, cities, taxation systems, population registration and land ownership of 
the Six dynasties.  

During this era, research on the Six dynasties area economics really took off. A 
great amount of work was done on the economic development during the Six 
dynasties of the Lingnan (Guangzhou) area, such as advances in overseas trade, 
agriculture including advances discovered from archeology.18 

Wang Zhibang wrote that it was the systems of feudal landownership of that 
period that instigated the agricultural and economic development of Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang. In Zhang Chengzong et al. eds. Liuchao shi (The history of the Six 
dynasties), the development of agriculture, industry, commerce and shipping in 
the lower Yangtze region is discussed at length. Xu Hui also writes about the 

                                                   
15 See Luo Zongzhen; Jian Xiuwei’s Liuchao shigao and other essays which mostly relate to 
the development of the Six dynasties; Xu Hui, Jiang Fuya; Xu Mingde. 
16 See Jiang Fuya; Tang Qiling; Zhang Yihe. 
17 He Dezhang, 2005, 3; 2005, 2; Li Hengquan, Guo Zhiyong. 
18 See Fu Zhaojun; Liu Panxiu, Liu Xiwei; Chen Changqi; Zhao Qingwei; Huang Jinzhu, 
1999, (2); 1999, (3); Duan Tali. 
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development of the Pearl River delta’s economic growth during that time and 
Huang Jinzhu made exploratory investigations into the outline of development of 
the Six dynasties Guangxi. Finally there is Zhang Canhui’s research on the Six 
dynasties area studies,19 as well as Hu Axiang’s efforts as part of his general 
history.20 

Essays by Gao Min on topics such as Weijin Nanbeichao jingji shi (Economic 
history of the Six dynasties), Weijin Nanbeichao jingji shi tantao (Investigations 
into the economic history of the Six dynasties), Qin, Han, Weijin Nanbeichao 
tudi zhidu yanjiu (Research on the system of land control in Qin, Han and the Six 
dynasties), Weijin Nanbeichao shi fawei (Glimmers of the Six dynasties history), 
Weijin Nanbeichao bingzhi yanjiu (Research on the Six dynasties military 
systems) all built on the foundation of socio-economic research of the Six 
dynasties left by his teacher, Tang Changru, by employing Marxist ideology to 
explore all aspects of Six dynasties society.   

On the topic of the economics of temples, He Ziquan worked as the 
editor-in-chief of Wushi nian lai Han Tang fojiao siyuan jingji yanjiu (Last 50 
years of research on temple economies during the Han to Tang era), following on 
from that there was Jian Xiuwei: Nanbeichao shiqi de siyuan dizhu jingji chutan 
(Preliminary investigations into the landownership economy of temples in the 
Northern and Southern dynasties period), Zhang Gong: Nanbeichao SuiTang 
siguan hu jieceng shulüe (Brief description of the levels of ownership among 
temples from the Northern and Southern dynasties to the Tang), both of which 
did much to further the field.  

Zhu Shaohou: Weijin Nanbeichao tudi zhidu yu jieji guanxi (The relationship 
between class and the system of landownership in the Six dynasties), Yu Pengfei: 
Sanguo jingji shi (Economic history of the Three Kingdoms) among others are 
good examples of works that explore the Six dynasties economic history from 
new and unusual angles.  

The third is the topic of the Six dynasties warlord politics and new studies on 
family clans. In the 1930s works such as Wang Yitong: Wu chao mendi (Family 
status in the Five dynasties), Gu Jiguang: Liuchao menfa (Six dynasties warlords) 
were published on the Mainland. Not long after the founding of the P.R.C. the 
role played by family clans in Chinese history was often denied and more or less 
left undeveloped. 

Tang Changru wrote in the 1950s that family clan power came about 
through a compromise in power sharing between the emperor and local elites 
and in terms of economics was the result of a compromise between newly 
formed ideas of state ownership of land and that of ownership by aristocratic 

                                                   
19 Zhang Canhui. 
20 Hu Axiang et al. eds. 
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elites.21 Tang went further to explain how the foundations for this lay in the great 
family clans of the Eastern Han. 

Since 1978, scholarly thought on the Mainland has become more open to 
new ideas and this had led to a new understanding of the Six dynasties family 
clans and the development and patterns in the rise and fall of warlord families. 
For example, Tian Yuqing: Dongjin menfa zhengzhi (Warlord politics in the 
Eastern Jin) in which Tian’s analysis of the unique nature by which the Wang, 
Yu, Huan and Xie families all held power and came to the conclusion that 
warlord power was unique to the Eastern Jin era in that it only came about 
given the special set of circumstances which allowed those families to equal or 
exceed imperial power.     

Zhu Zongbin in the Zhongguo tongshi (Complete history of China) volume 5 
wrote the chapter titled Menfa zhidu (Warlord system) in which Zhu argues that 
the warlord system mainly replies on the system of family status and 
relationships with government officials, and during that era, the system 
underwent four major changes: The end of the Eastern Han saw the beginnings, 
with the Three Kingdoms and Western Jin acting as the formative period, the 
system then flourishing from the Eastern Jin to the Northern and Southern 
dynasties, and the end of that era seeing the decline of the warlord system. It was 
large scale landownership, feudal family clans and Confucianism that were the 
preconditions of the warlord era. 

This period also saw research done on the individual cases of the Six 
dynasties elite family clans. One such example of this type of study is Tian 
Yuqing: Dongjin menfa zhengzhi. Ye Miaona argues that the rise and fall, 
success and failure of the Eastern Jin and Northern and Southern Xie clan 
matches that of the changes of civil and military aspects of the family. Wang 
Lianru theorized that it was through great clan marriages that the complex 
order of feudal seniority was established and so positive was its influence that 
it even changed the way government level politics was formed. Cao Wenzhu 
stated that Xie Shang of Chen Prefecture gaining the position of Regional Chief 
of Yuzhou (present day Henan) was due to the coming to the fore of Xie clan 
power. Han Shufeng carried out in-depth investigations into the later 
phenomenon of elites abandoning the warlord system and taking government 
official positions. Ji Fagen wrote a case study of the Six dynasties Shen clan of 
Wuxing and their change from arms to scholar official life.22 Wang Yongping 
highlighted the Six dynasties family culture in the case study Liuchao jiazu 
(Six dynasties family clans) focusing on the examples of the Wang clan of 
Langye, the Xie clan of Chen Prefecture, the Xiao clan of Lanling, the Lu clan 
                                                   
21 Tang Changru, 1959. 
22 See Ye Miaona; Wang Lianru; Ji Fagen; Han Shufeng, 1996, 2000. 
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of Wu Prefecture, the Zhang and Shen clans. 
The fourth area covers intellectual culture during the Six dynasties. Work on 

this topic initially appeared in Luo Hongzeng: Weijin Nanbeichao wenhua shi 
(Cultural history of the Six dynasties), Wan Shengnan: Weijin Nanbeichao 
wenhua shi (Cultural history of the Six dynasties), Xiong Tieji: Han Tang 
wenhua shi (Cultural history of the Han to Tang period) and Cao Wenzhu ed. 
Zhongguo wenhua tongshi: Weijin Nanbeichao juan (Complete history of 
Chinese culture: The Six dynasties volume). For work that focuses on the Six 
dynasties of the Jiangnan region are Xu Hui et al. Liuchao wenhua (Six dynasties 
culture), Liuchao wenhua gailun (Introduction to the Six dynasties culture). This 
period saw a much better defined and detailed study of the Six dynasties culture. 
Intensive research was carried out on topics ranging from literature, religion, art, 
technology, customs and especially Dark Arts, Confucianism and the Chinese 
classical learning. 

On the issue of the overall nature of the Six dynasties culture Zhou Jiming is 
of the opinion that the culture with Classic learning as its core was eroded and 
replaced by multi-faceted development and that running through this bigger issue 
are many more complicated issues that made up the whole.23 Li Tianshi argues 
that the Six dynasties culture has its own unique value, mainly in that it struggled 
loose of the Confucians restraints of the Han dynasty and there was a pursuit of 
intellectual freedom that promoted abstract thought and individualist ideas that 
exceeded reality, all of which played an important role in influencing the musical 
and other rites of the Sui and Tang as well as promoting southern Chinese culture 
within China and abroad.24 Luo Hongzeng: Weijin Nanbeichao wenhua jiagou 
de tezheng (Aspects of the framework of the Six dynasties culture) labeled this 
era the second great age of debate in Chinese history.   

The fifth is the birth of research into the history of the Six dynasties society. In 
Lü Simian: Liangjin Nanbeichao shi (History of the Eastern and Western Jin and 
Northern and Southern dynasties) much attention was paid to Six dynasties 
society and daily life. Nevertheless, after 1949 Six dynasties customs were seen 
as “rightist” and were held up for criticism. In the last 30 years it has been 
recognized that history is not merely for politics and economics, but also 
contains some trivial daily life such as food, clothing, shelter and transportation 
and so on, therefore research on the Six dynasties social history continues to this 
day, as in Qi Tao: Weijin SuiTang xiangcun shehui yanjiu (Research on village 
life in the Wei, Jin, Sui and Tang dynasties, Shandong renmin chubanshe, 1995). 
Cao Wenzhu ed. Zhongguo wenhua tongshi: Weijin Nanbeichao juan (Complete 
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history of Chinese culture: Age of Disunion volume, Shanxi jiaoyu chubanshe, 
1996), Ge Jianxiong: Zhongguo yimin shi (History of migration in China, volume 
2, Fujian renmin chubanshe, 1997), Zhu Dawei et al. Weijin Nanbeichao shehui 
shenghuo shi (History of the society and daily life in the Age of Disunion, 
Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1998).  

In the work edited by Cao Wenzhu the argument is made that the Six dynasties 
Jiangnan society made the transition from being bellicose and unrestrained to 
soft and indulgent. The reasons were given as being the make up of the various 
layers of society, psychology, the transmission of religion, and the geographical 
position of Jiangnan. Zhang Chengzong and Sun Li edited a study pointing that 
during the Six dynasties southern attitudes went from being warlike to passive 
and ineffectual. Six dynasties Jiangnan culture was predominantly sericulture and 
crafts, as well as light farming and brewing, with tea markets one of the main 
sources of commerce that therefore matches with the above descriptions.25 On 
the topic of migration Cao Wenzhu and Xu Hui have the best studies. 

The sixth area is archaeology and new discoveries made during the last 30 
years. Jiangnan was a hot bed of archaeological digs ever since 1949, with many 
tombs being discovered in and around Nanjing in Jiangsu.26 In the last three 
decades major discoveries have been made, a good number of which have 
challenged academic understanding and led to deeper understanding. Of these the 
most influential one in Six dynasties historical research was the series of remains 
found at the site of Jiankang city and the Wu bamboo texts found at the Zouma 
Tower. 

The seventh is the textual research done on the Six dynasties documents. 
Sources such as Zizhi tongjian (General mirror for the aid of government) have 
received academic treatment by the Zhonghua book company. Other basic 
sources such as the Shishuo xinyu (New tales of the world), Yanshi jiaxun (Yan 
clan family manual), Baopuzi neipian (Inner chapter of Baopuzi), Baopuzi 
waipian (Outer chapter of Baopuzi) and Huayang guozhi (Gazetteer of southwest 
China). Studies on tomb inscription from the time also appear, such as Zhao 
Chao: Han Wei Nanbeichao muzhi huibian (Edited collection of Han to Age of 
Disunion tomb inscriptions), Luo Xin et al. Xinchu Weijin Nanbeichao muzhi 
shuzheng (Study of newly discovered Age of Disunion tomb inscriptions), Tang 
Changru ed. Tulufan chutu wenshu (Unearthed documents from Turpan), Institute 
of Cultural relics and Archaeology of Changsha: Changsha Zouma lou Sanguo 
Wu jian: Jia Heli min tian jiabie (Changsha Zouma tower Three Kingdoms 
bamboo text of the Jia Heli public field contract). Lu Xiqi’s Liuchao mai diquan 
congkao (Collected study on the Six dynasties land ticket sales) was a ground 
                                                   
25 Cao Wenzhu; Sun Li, Zhang Chengzong. 
26 Luo Zongzhen.  
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breaking work on that subject.27 

Prospect of the Research on the Six Dynasties 

Finally the paper would like to make some personal concluding statements on the 
future research of Six dynasties history in the Mainland of China. 

From its base in the south of China, as a single entity of study the Six 
dynasties are of great importance. This is because from Three Kingdoms down to 
the fall of Sui, a period of nearly 400 years, the Six dynasties on the southern 
side of the Northern and Southern dynasties divide maintained its own unique 
pattern of development. It is this unique development that any research on the 
Six dynasties should keep as its focus, always bearing in mind the differences 
between the Six dynasties and the northern powers. Therefore, no matter how 
one approaches Chinese history, whether from the northern or southern point of 
view, without this era one’s view is incomplete. One could argue that it was from 
this “otherness” of the Northern and Southern dynasties that we eventually 
arrived at the “togetherness” of the Sui and Tang and it is in order to understand 
that a study of the Six dynasties is vital.   

How does one really deepen into the Six dynasties research? From the review 
above and the methodologies, topics and theories we can have some idea as to 
what it is left to be done: 

The first thing we need to address is the focus of research. History is extremely 
complex, especially for the Six dynasties and with political interactions between 
the north and the south, ethnic relations and a host of systems of rule, modern 
day scholars cannot and should not attempt to recreate that image. For history is 
history and the role of historical research will always change according to the 
tastes of historians at the time, this is natural and realistic. Therefore, with this in 
mind, which aspect of Six dynasties research should we focus on? To answer this 
question we need to give macro, medium and micro answers. From the micro 
level we cannot grasp any one major aspect of the Six dynasties, yet from the 
medium to macro level we can gain an understanding of an area such as Six 
dynasties society. Thus, any topic on the Six dynasties does not benefit from 
being overly complex. Naturally this does not include those topics that seem 
small but yet in actual fact are part of a bigger question. Our focus should fall 
more on the side of answering macro questions, for example the recent debate 
among Six dynasties studies scholars concerning the link between systems of 
government and culture of the period; the sources of Tang social systems found 
in the Six dynasties and what value Six dynasties studies can bring to 
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understanding China today, all of which are vital macro topics of investigation. 
Needless to say, I am not against empirical research of detailed topics, as there is 
room within historical research for all types, those doing macro, micro research, 
those studying long time periods as well as short. Having said that, recently there 
has been a trend in young scholars to focus on overly detailed topics and I feel 
that there is a need to stress macro and medium level topics that are well 
grounded in a firm knowledge of the source material. Japanese scholar Mitio 
Tanigawa over the last ten years has lamented a problem in Japanese Six 
dynasties studies that “among researchers there are too few topics that we 
cooperate on together,” that is to say that in Japan too there are fewer and fewer 
young scholars who pay attention to bigger issues and instead get caught up in 
petty points of research. Despite projects in Japan in the past, such as “The unity 
of the Six dynasties society,” “The problem of periodization in Chinese history,” 
there is still much to be done in Japanese research in Six dynasties studies. Could 
it say that Chinese research suffers from the same problems? In fact, from the 
above survey of work, it is easy to see that in some respects it is through Chinese 
scholar’s tendencies to study periodization, ethnicity, landownership systems, the 
shoots of capitalism, peasant uprisings, and feudal society that the Six dynasties 
research on the Mainland has achieved a relatively high level. Nevertheless, to 
some extent now a lot of young scholars are loosing interest in the big topics 
covered by their elders and “now study topics that lack a macro outlook. In the 
end our youth have drifted away from the work done before and lack sound 
knowledge of sources as well as theory and have turned their attention to petty 
issues that will always be a very limited use.”28  

Secondly, for Six dynasties history (or research on any period for that matter) 
it is vital that one obtains a good grounding in theory, a point that is closely 
connected with the above. If we merely engage in pure research, therefore 
normally research in the internet with a rough grasp of logic and some use of 
historical sources leading to a conclusion of true or false. In fact, owing to the 
power of modern computers whereas in the past it would take months or even 
years to read through the sea of historical sources, now searching for keywords 
can bring instant results and it is because of this that there has been a “dumping 
down” in research in recent years. An example of this is the electronic version of 
the Siku quanshu (Four store houses of complete literature). However, a 
computer cannot complete the process of abstract thinking needed for research. A 
machine is not capable of thinking through problems, especially in social and 
historical topics that require flexible thinking and applications of theories and 
methods.  

                                                   
28 Cao Wenzhu, Li Chuanjun. 
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From the survey of the last 60 years, other than textual exegesis and purely 
empirical research, which topics can really avoid theory? Chen Yinque’s analysis 
of the relationship between the southern dynasties and the Tang, He Ziquan’s 
study on the unique factors and make-up of the Six dynasties society and Tang 
Changru’s work on warlords and class structure are all examples of using theory. 
The work of that era reflects the combination of both micro and macro 
approaches and a methodology of employing theory with knowledge of the 
sources.  

However, what type of theory to employ is another issue, and despite many 
Western scholars debating this, personally speaking I cannot find any theory that 
is so impervious to fashions and all encompassing as Marxism and Materialism. 
Currently the Chinese academic world is producing high quality work, and just 
like those works previously mentioned the vast majority use Marxist theory in 
their completion. Of course, theories always need revising and we must try to 
avoid indoctrination.  

The third point is the Six dynasties studies needs to explore new angles, 
methods and topics. The last several years have seen Six dynasties studies 
exhausted resulting in many research students finding great difficulty in coming 
up with thesis ideas. It is only by coming at old topics from new angles that we 
can break the stagnation.  

The fourth is the discovery of new historical sources. As historians, one of the 
worst things we can do is to make stabs in the dark when it comes to new sources. 
Chen Yinque thought very highly of excavated text and considered each era to 
have its own defining text. However, when reading SuiTang zhidu yuanyuan 
lüelun gao we see that Chen, like most, still just used pre-existing and quite 
common historical sources. Indeed, if one is unable to master the commonly seen 
and well known sources, then there is little chance for doing well with rare ones. 
This is why young scholars with little experience and a reliance on computer 
search engines come unstuck in terms of scholarly quality.  

When one is still getting used to using the common sources one must be even 
more careful with how one approaches the excavated text. Nevertheless, this has 
not stopped scholars since the big discoveries since 1996 mentioned above. 

The fifth is the need for greater international cooperation, as the era is gaining 
more attention around the world. Tian Yuqing many years ago raised the point: 
“We ought to draw more inspiration from foreign studies and thereby gain new 
insights for our own work.”29 Japanese scholars have done good works, we 
should notice that much of which employs Materialist theory.30 Including works 
                                                   
29 Tian Yuqing. 
30 For example, Mitio Tanigawa wrote that Marxism “certainly had an effect” on his work. See: 
Mitio Tanigawa, preface. 
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in Korea on the Three Kingdoms, in the future there needs to be more and more 
exchanges of ideas.   

The sixth is the need to focus on archeological discoveries. There have been 
many new discoveries made on the mainland of China over the last years,31 
especially in Nanjing, now on display at the Nanjing Museum. Like the dig done 
on the sacrificial site at Zhongshan in Nanjing, or the Jiankang and Shitou city 
walls, or the imperial tombs from the Six dynasties era and a host of other tombs 
and holy Buddhist caves. In general the level of archeology across Jiangsu has 
improved massively over the past few years leading to many more finds. 

The seventh and last of all is simply the need to maintain professionalism. 
Scholars cannot approach their work half heartedly and Six dynasties studies on 
the Mainland must continue in the traditions already established.  
 

(Translated from the unpublished manuscript in Chinese by Luke Hambleton) 
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