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Re-Appraisal of the History of the Northern Dynasties (Beishi)
Li Ping

Abstract: China traveled a tortuous path from division to unity between the end of the Western Jin Dynasty and
the end of the Sui Dynasty. This complex period of history is known as the Northern Dynasties. Many regimes
of this period have been recorded by historians, but works that framed all these regimes in one historical system
did not appear until the early period of the Tang Dynasty. This is The History of the Northern Dynasties or Beishi,
compiled by Li Yanshou. Although Beishi was praised by the rulers after its completion and was later included in
the classic Twenty-Four Histories together with its sister work Nanshi (The History of the Southern Dynasties), it
was a mixed bag to generations of scholars starting with Liu Zhiji. Today, we may evaluate Beishi in three aspects.
The first aspect is the deletions and additions of the text, which have been most frequently criticized in academic
circles since ancient times. Since Beishi was compiled by joining together several existing books, it was natural to
delete and rewrite the text. However, the difference in perspective inevitably resulted in differences in writing,
and some deletions could have been inappropriate. This should not obliterate Li Yanshou's achievements in
deleting redundancies and adding historically significant materials. Beishi records all details and trivial things
and shows the characteristics of society during the Northern Dynasties. This reflects Li Yanshou's advanced
understanding of history. The second aspect is a proper grasp of the situation of separation and reunification. Li
Yanshou treated the four northern dynasties as a whole and enabled readers to feel that the historical contribution
of the northern dynasties was, by chewing and digesting the old society and civilization, inheriting the traditional
laws and systems of ritual, music, politics, punishment and others and building on the basis of such inheritance
a new political and economic system that integrated Hu and Han customs and adapted itself to the new social
structure; these dynasties combined the cultures of different nationalities and lay a solid foundation for the
unified civilization of the Sui and Tang Dynasties. Li’s compilation work was not simply a patchwork on the basis
of his predecessors, but a product of careful clarification of historical development: highlighting the concept of
unification and highlighting the ethnic integration of the nation, these were Li's great historical contribution, by
which he transcended all his predecessors. The third aspect 1s the use of the style of family genealogy. This has
been a major point on which Li received criticism by the academic community. This style, however, was precisely
a reflection of social reality of the Northern Dynasties. During this period, no matter how the dynasties changed,
many family clans continued from the Northern Wei Dynasty to the Sui Dynasty because they relied on the
blood to maintain the ties and relied on culture as the channel of heritage. The family genealogy in Beishi reflects
this historical fact of continuing the blood line and developing culture through the family and clan system. In
sum, the Li father and son have demonstrated a grand understanding of history. This is so because they lived
in the period of stability in the early Tang Dynasty, which followed war and chaos in the late Sui Dynasty, and
because the Li clan had experienced the turbulences from the late Jin Dynasty to the late Sui dynasty. Therefore,
Li Yanshou the son was able to represent the Northern Dynasties holistically and clearly reflect the historical

trend of the inevitable unification of the Chinese nation.
Keywords: Northern Dynasties, Li Yanshou, Beishi, re-appraisal
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