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The Significance of Labor History: Historiographical Focuses
From Multiple Perspectives

Wang Zijin (Northwest University)

Abstract The tradition of Chinese historiography has been focused mostly on the life of the upper
class, with a particular emphasis on political history. However, Sima Qian had "farming and herding"
experience in his early years, so he paid much attention in Shiji (Records of the Grand Historian) to "labor" in
both production and daily life, even commending the "industriousness" of ancient kings in governance. This
historiographical approach has been occasionally found in subsequent historical works. Historiography
researchers should pay attention to these aspects. Labor, toil, and arduous living conditions are the common
facets of the society and culture, as well as the continuous reflections of the historical experiences. Focusing
on the documentation, examination, appreciation and interpretation of relevant phenomena in the political
history, economic history and social life history may be regarded as an indispensable perspective in
historiographical studies. The misery of the working class was once seen as the cause of political crises and
social unrest, and often led to popular uprisings. It should be of great significance to approach historical truth
by avoiding the formulaic and simplistic explanations that summarize the history of the peasant wars and the
rise and fall of dynasties, and instead examining the toiling life at a broader social scale against the
background of natural disasters, administrative missteps, and war crises.

Key words historiography; perspective; labor; work; toil; social life
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