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Revisiting the First Peace Treaty
between Jin and Chu: The Position
of the State of Song and the
Characterization of Hua Yuan in
Zuozhuan and Xinian

Lee, Long-Shien”

Abstract

Combining traditional classical and historical scholarship, literary criticism,
Western narrative theory, and cultural memory theory, this article interprets the issues
surrounding the First Peace Treaty forged between Jin and Chu (579 BCE). It offers
a comparative analysis of Zuozhuan and Xinian (an excavated text in the Qinghua
University Bamboo Slips collection) with a focus on the position of the state of Song
and the characterization of Hua Yuan. It discusses the background and results of the
peace treaty as represented in these texts, as well as historical interpretations of this
event. The first section of this article surveys traditional scholars’ views on the First
Peace Treaty based on Zuozhuan, and then demonstrates how the discovery from
Xinian produced alternative understandings and why the First Peace Treaty merits
further discussion. The second section explains the critical role played by the state
of Song in the peace process. The third section examines the characterization of the
Song leader Hua Yuan and his actions in both texts. Zuozhuan portrays Hua Yuan as
a generally capable and shrewd statesman who was instrumental to the establishment
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of the peace treaty, even though some of his actions might have been controversial
or drawn criticism; on the whole, he is presented as a multi-dimensional and
dynamic character. In contrast, though mentioning Hua Yuan multiple times, Xinian
omits details on his proactiveness in devising strategies to defend Song against
the encroachment of Chu; it also fails to include any mention of his initiative
in promoting the peace process. The fourth section analyzes the differences of
accounts between Zuozhuan and Xinian in four respects: narration of geopolitical
developments, the narrative function of the peace process, the designation of the
polities bound to the language of the covenant, and the assignment of responsibility
for the breakdown in peace soon after. The fifth section summarizes Zuozhuan’s and
Xinian’s divergent interpretations of the historical figures and factors involved in the
success/failure of the peace treaty. The conclusion underlines the significance of the
first Jin-Chu peace treaty, not only in the context of mid-Chungqiu period (6th c. BCE)
geopolitics, but also as an important frame of reference for our understanding of the
second Jin-Chu peace treaty (546 BCE).

Keywords: First Peace Treaty, Hua Yuan, Zuozhuan, Xinian,

historical interpretation
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