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(p. 381), then I might say that his book has also helped us to see the need for 
acquiring a new form of reading in the study of Qing intellectual history. 
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Prophecy implies a relationship between humans and heaven, and a belief in the 
influence of the natural world on human affairs, that fell severely out of fashion 
as science-oriented rationalism became dominant in our modern world. 
Prophecy’s relation with political discourse in medieval China, however, has 
recently attracted a great amount of scholarly interest. For instance, we have 
discussions of political prophecy and number theory in the contributions of 
Kenneth DeWoskin, Antonino Forte, Marc Kalinovski, Yasui Kōzan 安居香山, 
Liu Guozhong 劉國忠, Nakamura Shōhachi 中村璋八, Yu Xin 余欣, and others. 
The Weft Prophecy Texts and Political Legitimation in Medieval China makes a 
crucial step forward based on the earlier scholarship. The book expands the 
scope of the field by bringing together a tremendously wide range of primary 
sources ranging from the first to the tenth centuries, including official histories, 
imperial edicts, epitaphs, and Dunhuang manuscripts.  

The methodology is effective because it combines political and religious 
history so as to offer fresh perspectives on the political behavior of Tang rulers. 
The five main themes throughout the book, as discussed in the introductory 
chapter, include the divine motif, heavenly mandate, weft prophecy, calendarical 
prophecy, and eschatological discourse. Besides appendix and illustrations, Sun’s 
book is comprised of eleven chapters, divided into three Parts: 1) heavenly 
mandate, 2) auspicious signs, and 3) calendrical prophecy. The topic of Chinese 
practices of prophecy proves to be an effective angle for observing multivalent 
interactions among Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, and politics in the Tang. 

Part 1, with four chapters, deals with the notion of heaven’s mandate. Chapter 
one revisits current discussions on how medieval Chinese scholars developed a 
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methodology in measuring the shadow of the sun and formulated a narrative that 
Luoyang was the geo-cultural center of the world, against Indian Buddhists’ 
claim that India was the center. The author argues that the Chinese pilgrim Yijing, 
who served Empress Wu’s court, claimed Luoyang’s geo-cultural importance but 
also did not challenge India’s world centrality: what we call “culture clash” was 
not a concern of Chinese monks such as Yijing. Chapter two combs through texts 
that discussed a divine type of “imperial energy” (diqi 帝气) that was associated 
with the five directions. After a detailed historical survey of the application of 
this energy in the areas of the military, architecture, and astrology, the author 
concludes that this firmly embedded knowledge system derived from the notion 
of “resonance between heaven and the people” was manipulated by Emperor Li 
Yuan and Empress Wu to effect the appropriate legitimacy of their choice of a 
site for the capital. 

Chapter three is a core chapter because it adeptly illustrates the 
transformations and influences of millenarian ideology during the medieval 
period in China. Starting with an investigation of the “auspicious stone” found in 
Liangzhou in 649 CE, the discussion explains how ideas concerning Taiping 太
平 (or, great peace) operated inside of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. 
The author concludes that to Tang rulers only a Taiping narrative could unify 
quarreling voices within and among the imperial clans, Confucian proponents, 
and scholars of prophetic texts (weixue 纬学). Chapter four is a study of the 
“golden knife” prophecy. Since its inception in the sixth century, this prophecy 
was taken up by Daoists and rulers to legitimate potential new emperors. During 
the advent of the Tang, theories that a Li clan would rise and a Liu clan become 
enthroned competed with each other. Claims supporting the Liu clan merged 
with Maitreya faith and developed into a narrative that served subversive groups. 
As the author argues, this competition between Li- and Liu-prophecies first allied 
with Buddhist scriptures for political legitimation and eventually blended with 
several Daoist ideas, as well as the cult of the Chinese phoenix. 

Part 2 also contains four chapters. Chapter five opens a new dimension: 
musical prophecy. It examines how rulers manipulated both auspicious and 
ominous signs to serve their interests. On the other hand, Chinese emperors took 
court dance and music performances seriously as these represented the potential 
success of their reigns. Hence the author argues that musical prophecy was to 
medieval Chinese minds a supernatural yet believable phenomenon, no matter 
how superstitious moderns may see it. Chapter six analyzes how the court’s 
attitude toward the symbol of the five-colored bird, similar to the phoenix in 
appearance, shifted between auspicious and ominous according to political 
contingencies. Examples can be found from Han through Sui and Tang dynasties, 
until this particular omen faded away during the Northern Song dynasty.     
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Chapter seven examines aspects of Empress Wu’s political agenda and the 
crisis caused by a fire in the ritual structure called the Luminous Hall in 695 CE. 
The author probes Empress Wu’s reaction to the disastrous fires and earthquakes 
that challenged the legitimacy of her heavenly mandate. Although Buddhism was 
helpful in establishing theoretical solutions, surprisingly Empress Wu in fact 
withdrew herself from Buddhist supporters so as to pacify anti-Buddhist officials 
in the wake of this particular incident. The author points out that the Empress 
opted for a conservative attitude, leaning toward indigenous Chinese beliefs. 
Similarly, Chapter eight studies Empress Wu’s solution of the sudden emergence 
of Mount Qing out of orogeny, which again challenged her heavenly mandate. 
The author analyzes a passage inserted deliberately by Bodhiruci in the Precious 
Rain Sutra (Baoyujing 宝雨经), and illustrates how Empress Wu aptly shifted 
the perception of a natural disaster, originally a sign of the ruler’s lack of virtue, 
to be an auspicious sign supporting Buddhism.   

Part 3, chapters nine to eleven, deals with the connection between 
computations of the Chinese calendar and political needs. In chapter nine, the 
author provides a list of examples of Tang rulers who arranged political activities 
according to the calendar so as to avoid disruptive rebels, especially in jiazi 甲子

years. The author insightfully points out that this belief was carefully observed in 
Heian Japan, especially by Emperor Kanmu. Chapter ten examines Tang 
Emperor Gaozong’s re-naming of the whole Tang bureaucracy. The author 
argues, as no scholar has yet done, that Gaozong’s motive came from the belief 
in a prophecy about potential rebellion during a xinyou 辛酉 year. Similarly, in 
chapter eleven the author investigates Emperor Suzong’s motivation in changing 
his reign name to Shangyuan 上元, and subsequently completely removing the 
name. The author argues that, Suzong desired to reform the Tang court through 
calendric modifications due to political turmoil following the An Lushan 
Rebellion. 

Overall, the richness of these materials provides a sound basis for the author’s 
probing analysis. The author asks specific questions and solves them with solid 
deduction from historical evidence. The only difficulty the reader may find is its 
tangled structure: in the table of contents, one sees a certain set of similar topics 
that are obscured by a jumble of other topics. Perhaps it is exactly the author’s 
intention to provide a series of case studies, rather than a systematic argument 
concerning Chinese practices of prophecy. 

The major virtue of the book, in addition to the many valuable contributions it 
offers throughout, lies in its innovative insight into Chinese knowledge of 
celestial objects. By proving the fundamental yet largely neglected influence of 
the deeply rooted logic of divination, the author challenges the workings of our 
modern rationalism. Beliefs in prophecy, which may appear to us to be 
superstitious, were in fact deemed as “scientific” knowledge in medieval China 
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and Japan. Because of this, superstition as science, in the context of medieval 
China, should motivate our contemporaries to modify the way they use and 
reflect on so-called science generally in their historical researches.   
 

Pei-Ying Lin 
 University of California, Berkeley 
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Xu Guoqi argues that both Chinese and Americans “have displayed a remarkable 
naiveté and ignorance in dealing with each other.” (p. 262) Scholarship on the 
history of China-U.S. relations, no doubt, contains numerous tales of 
misunderstanding and confrontation. Yet Xu, an Anhui native who has taught for 
many years in both China and the United States, offers a new approach. His 
fourth monograph, Chinese and Americans: A Shared History, explores how 
Chinese and Americans have contributed to, and helped define, each other’s 
history. Drawing inspiration from Akira Iriye, Xu traces Chinese and American 
attempts to “build and foster cultural understanding, cooperation, and a sense of 
shared values across national borders.” (p. 3) By analyzing several important 
cultural exchanges, Xu builds an innovative framework—shared history—for 
understanding the experiences that have brought Chinese and Americans 
together.  

Xu advances a thoughtful reinterpretation of relations between China and the 
United States, inspiring in terms of its methodological originality, but also 
meticulous in hashing out the details and significance of each case study. 
Academic research on China-U.S. relations, he contends, often assumes a 
top-down approach and privileges American perspectives. As a result, few 
studies explore the Chinese initiatives that have shaped bilateral relations or 
activities that Chinese and Americans engage in together, like sports. In 
addressing these shortcomings, Xu examines six cases, each involving a history 
shared between Chinese and Americans. 

In 1861, American President Abraham Lincoln appointed Anson Burlingame 
as the U.S. Minister to China. A former three-term congressman representing 
Massachusetts, Burlingame spent more than five years in Peking, where he 
helped introduce international law to China by convincing the Zongli Yamen to 
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