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&ldquo;A Descendent of the Xia Royal Family:&rdquo; The Myth of the Xiongnu&rsquo;s Founding Ancestor and Its Historical Context

Xu Xiaoxu

(College of History, Nankai University)

Abstract: Sima Qian relates that the ancestor of the Xiongnu descended from the Xiahoushi, namely the royal family of the Xia dynasty. One would
hardly attest to the historicity of the narrative, which is in fact nothing but a founding myth. In response to the circumstances of political and cultural
integration under the Han Empire, the historian Sima Qian, developing the literature tradition of genealogical systematization that had been
established during the pre-Qin period, traced back the origins of barbarian peoples including the Xiongnu to founding ancestors of Chinese stock.
The Han dynasty pursued a policy of marrying princesses to Xiongnu kings and making peace, which provided a direct impetus for inventing a myth
of Chinese origin for the Xiongnu. In turn the myth would endow the marriage diplomacy under pressure with historical legitimacy. The phonic
similarity between the ethnic designations &ldquo;Xia&rdquo; and &ldquo;Hu,&rdquo; the alternative appellation for the Xiongnu, in the Chinese

language of the Han period may have inspired the inventor of the genealogy to choose the Xiahoushi as ancestry of the Xiongnu.

Key Words: Xiongnu, Hu, Xiahoushi, marriage diplomacy, genealogy
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