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Both Order and Disorder during the Five Dynasties
Were Caused by the Military: A Re-evaluation Based
on Criticism and Praise of Military Men by Song Literati

Nap-yin Lau
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

It is through the eyes of the Song people, instead of ours, that we re-evaluate the
responsibilities of the military men to the order and disorder of the Five Dynasties. It is found
that, while some caused chaos, a good portion of the military men brought in order and were
respected rather than belittled by the Song literati.

Three steps are necessary concerning research methodology. The first is to locate all the
“military men,” 28 in total, as openly declared by the Song people in such biographical
histories as the Old History of the Five Dynasties and the New History of the Five Dynasties.
The second is to analyze the significance and representativeness of these 28 samples in terms
of their family backgrounds, upward mobility, distributions in dynastic periods and official
positions. It is believed that biased samples, whether scarce or huge, will lead to biased
deductions. The third is to find out what the Song people considered as valuable in these
military men when composing their biographies. Nine values are found, against which the
ratio of good and poor performers is calculated. The findings are to a large extent compared
with bigger data such as the encyclopedia Cefu yuangui in order to test their soundness.

To much surprise, besides bravery and courage, the best performance of the military
men is being loyal and righteous to the extent of sacrificing for the state, a value highly upheld
by the Confucians. The second are their power relations as well as personal associations with
the literati, their literary abilities, their governance with special reference to civil matters, and
their remonstration with the rulers. The evaluations of their performances in finance and
diplomacy are mixed, and poor in legal and ritual matters. The good performances reflect the
order achieved by the military men that helped win the respect of Song literati; while the poor
performances reflect the disorder, the ensuing disdain and most of the worries. Just like

civilians, military men cannot be perfect in all areas, so any research should avoid pointing

-401-



fingers at just one or two performances and jumping to conclude that the military are
disrespected or otherwise. We need holistic researches to find out in which performances the
military men are respected and in which they are not.

After the Song and the Liao had reached a long peace, the jinshi degree had become a
must for assigning middle to high level administrators, and the appointment of prefectural
heads an established interest of civil officials, the military men gradually stepped away from
local administration in the core areas of the Song. Civilians finally outbalanced military men
in the local power structure, calling an end to the superior status enjoyed by the military since
the An Lushan and the Huang Chao Rebellions. Originally a mere successor to the Five
Dynasties, the Song managed to complete the Tang-Song transformation in rulership,

changing the civilian-military partnership to civilian leadership.

Keywords: The Five Dynasties, military men, order and disorder, exalt the civilian

and slight the military, civilian outbalancing military in power structure
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