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The Political Logic of Titulature: The Sima Clan’s Princely Titles and the
Historical Construction of the Wei-Jin Abdication in Chen Shou’s Narratives

YU Jianping' ,FANG Tao?
School of Chinese Language and Literature, Beijing Normal University, Beijing, China

Abstract: In Records of the Three Kingdoms, Chen Shou’s deliberate use of princely titles (e.g.,
"Prince Xuan of Jin" for Sima Yi, "Prince Jing of Jin" for Sima Shi, and "Prince Wen of Jin" for
Sima Zhao) subtly embodies the Western Jin’s political logic disciplining historical narratives. By
transplanting these titles—symbols of the Mandate of Heaven’s transfer during the Wei-Jin
abdication—into the Sima clan’s ascension narrative, Chen Shou analogized their legitimacy chain
from "subject to sovereign." The structural demands of Western Jin’s "strong clan-based princely
politics vs. weak imperial authority" system elevated clan princes’ political participation as a core
mechanism for regime survival. Yet Chen Shou’s critique of Cao Wei’s princely politics deliberately
narrowed historical realities: his narrative of "powerless imperial clansmen" fabricated a vacuum of
authority, recasting the Sima clan as "quasi-princely" agents. While superficially maintaining Cao
Wei’s legal continuity, he framed the Wei-Jin transition as an inevitable choice under systemic flaws,
ultimately legitimizing Western Jin’s dual monopoly over historical memory and power origins. This
exposes medieval Chinese historiography’s deeper logic—manipulating nominal-real disjunctures to
serve contemporary politics.

Keywords: Records of the Three Kingdoms, Titulature, Princely Titles, Wei-Jin Politics
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