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The Legend of Yu Rising from the Western Qiang: A Reinterpretation of Its Historical Sources
and Textual Lineages

Wu Yugui, Chen Zhuo

Abstract: In the preface to The Records of the Grand Historian: the Chronological Table of the Six States (Shiji),
Sima Qian advances the theory that imperial enterprise often arose in the northwest, citing the legend that Yu the Great
rose from the Western Qiang. This is the earliest record in official histories that explicitly associates Yu the Great, the
Xia dynasty’s founder with the Western Qiang. Most scholars trace the legend of Yu’s rise from the western Qiang to
Lu Jia’s New Discourses: Method and Affairs. However, it is frequently overlooked that Lu Jia likely adapted this claim
from an earlier source, Mencius: Li Lou II. Pertinent references to the Mencius as the ultimate source for this legend, as
indicated by Pei Yin in his Collected Explanations of the Records of the Grand Historian (Shiji jijie) and later by the
Qing scholar Jiao Xun in Mengzi zhengyi: the Correct Meaning of the Mencius, have not received sufficient attention in
modern academia. From the Han and Wei dynasties to the Tang and Song dynasties, the legend of Yu’s rising from
the Western Qiang evolved into two distinct textual lineages. One lineage maintains the narrative core unchanged, using
it primarily to elucidate the principles of sage rulers and virtuous ministers. The other lineage, while preserving the
core premise of Yu’s origin in the Western Qiang, gradually supplements the legend of Yu with additional details, such
as information about his paternal and maternal lineage and narratives of his birth, while adding a distinct regional
feature of the Shu area. Most of the later circulating versions of the Yu legend were based on the second lineage.
Neither the Records of the Grand Historian: Basic Annals of Xia nor the Book of the Later Han: Treatise on the Western
Qiang adopted this legend. This omission can be atiributed to the utilization of different historical sources and reflects
the cautious and critical attitude adopted by both Sima Qian and Fan Ye toward this legend.
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