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Behind the Dispute over the Existence of the Xia Dynasty: An Investigation of the Changes in
the View of History from Ancient to Modern Times

Chen Lizhu

Abstract: After sorting out the changes between the past and the present in the study of Xia history, we found
that no ancient scholars questioned the existence of Xia. It was only after the late Qing Dynasty scholars accepted the
western view of history that they began to doubt the credibility of Xia without the documents left behind at that time.
The reason lies in the difference between the eastern and western views of historical truth. By comparison, it is found
that ancient Chinese historical researches focus on the examination of credit, that is, the most credible one is selected
from a variety of sources. This concept is that there are both beliefs and doubts, and those are completely unknown are
temporarily left aside, and new understandings will be put forward after the emergence of new materials or new
historical views. Western historiography focuses on “seeing is believing”, in the words of ancient Greek historians,
“witness testimony” is the key to reach the historical truth. In modern times, the west has developed the concept of
“to prove the truth with material evidence”, that is, using archaeological and archival materials as a proof of historical
authenticity, and this concept is a continuation of the Greek view of history. Modern Chinese archaeology came from
the west, so it naturally inherited the spirit of western historiography. This is the main reason why Chinese modern
archaeology emphasizes that only the unearthed Xia characters can “confirm” the history of Xia. History has happened
in the past, but why seeing with eyes is “history”? Therefore, this view of history in Greece has been gradually
criticized and surpassed in the last century. Colling Wood, Liu Jiahe and many other scholars hold this view of history
was criticized as “anti—historical” and “non—historical”. Tt is not the true spirit of historiography to simply regard it as
a magic weapon without introspection. If we accept that archaeology is to explain the historical problems, then we need
to examine the basic concepts of Chinese and foreign historiography and choose the best among them. Otherwise, we
will fall into western centralism without knowing it.

Key words: the Xia Dynasty; dispute over the existence; textual research; truth—seeking; historical view
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