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The Tai-i Method of Divination and the Historiographer’s
Remarks in the Chronicle of Emperor Kao-ti in Nan-Ch i-shu

Ho Peng-yoke

Needham Research Institute, Cambridge

The Tai-i method of divination was an arcane art, known only to the very few and
precious little reference material is available for research. A T’ang text on the method with
later additions is preserved in the Ch'in-ting Ssu-k’u ch’iian-shu, while a Ming text is
included in the Ku-chin t’u-shu chi-cheng collection. From these texts alone the T’ai-i
method cannot be traced earlier than the T’ang period. In the Historiographer’s Remarks
section in the Chronicle of Emperor Kao-ti in Nan-Ch’i-shu the author Hsiao Tzu-hsien
employs the T’ai-i method to rationalize important political events spanning a period of six
hundred and seventy-nine years. This paper reconstructs the method used by Hsiao Tzu-
hsien from the text of the Nan-Ch’i-shu and compares the interpretations made with those of
the T’ang and Ming texts, and shows that they are essentially identical. Hence this method
can be traced to a date not later than the time of the Six Dynasties. In recalculating every
item in the section, some minor mistakes and omissions in the present printed editions of the
Nan-Ch’i-shu reveal themselves, demonstrating an unexpected application of a so-called
pseudo-science in a serious scholarly work of textual collation. The texts available to us
show the dependence of the method on an accurate knowledge of the Great Epoch-the
interval of time since the sun, the moon and the planets were together last in conjunction.
This paper shows that the rather clumsy procedure of using the Great Epoch can be
dispensed with in arriving at the same results in the Nan-Ch’i-shu. This paper also gives a
brief history of the T’ai method of divination and discusses the implications of the
traditional philosophical view of harmony between heaven and man on the pseudo-sciences.
Although the T ai-yi method is now gone and almost completely forgotten, it is plausible

that a tributary that came under the influence of Polemic astrology, introduced to China via
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India and West Asia, has developed into the modern system of Tzu-wei tou-shu astrology,

which is popular among Chinese communities in many parts of the world.
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