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Discourses on Celestial Omens and Disastrous Occurrences
in the Political Context of the Northern Song

SUN Xiaochun
(Institute for the History of Science; CAS, Beijing 100010, China)

Abstract  Abnormal celestial events and disastrous natural phenomena were the subject that
had attracted considerable attention in ancient China- This perhaps was partly due to the character of
Chinese cosmological thinking that emphasized unity: order and harmony between Heaven. Earth
and Man; and thus was particularly sensitive to abnormal phenomena which by definition were dis-
uniting disorderly and unharmonious- But a more decisive reason was the fact that this knowledge
had been developed by Confucian scholars into a particular learning that related celestial omens and
disastrous phenomena to the governance and politics of the state- “When a nation is about to flour-
ish, there are sure to be auspicious omens; and when it is about to perish. there are sure to be inaus~
picious omens-” Thus discourses on celestial omens and disastrous occurrences became a legitimate
part of Classic learning, which was the pillar of Confucian learning in imperial China- It became a
useful instrument for political criticism and power struggle in a society with Confucian ideas dominat -
ing- In this article we deal with discourses on celestial omens and disastrous phenomena by scholars
of the Northern Song: particularly by those who participated the political debates on Wang Anshi s
New Policy Reform- It provides a case study of relations between the learning about celestial omens
and disastrous phenomena on the one hand, and state politics on the other-

Key words  celestial omens, disastrous phenomena, Northern Song politics, Wang Anshi s

New Policy Reform
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