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ABSTRACT

What moral principles and organizational models were used to discuss imperial rule in
China? What historical precedents were invoked to shape the institutions and practices of
governance? In which ways, if any, was the administrative division of the realm conceived to be
the foundation for promoting the well-being of the population and the stability of the ruling dynasty?
In responding to these questions, political thinkers of the medieval period articulated their views
around two models of virtuous rule; the decentralized system of investiture of hereditary lords

(fengjian %) often associated with the Zhou & dynasty (1045-256 BCE), and the centralized
administrative system (junxian #5#%) first established by the Qin Z= dynasty (221-209 BCE) and
consolidated during the Han 78 dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE). In this dissertation, | explore the

medieval Chinese debates between supporters of decentralized, yet cooperative, sovereignty along
the lines of the fengjian model, and those who advocated the junxian system’s centralized

administrative model.

Vi



INTRODUCTION

Most, if not all, politically engaged thinkers of the medieval period agreed that the realm
should be under the rule of a single emperor, and that the ruling dynasty should guarantee the
livelihood of the common people. They disagreed, however, on which system of governance would
be better to achieve those objectives.

Those in favor of the system of investiture often stressed the fact that the institutions of
fengjian had played a fundamental role in securing the long-lasting rule of the Zhou dynasty, whose
political success and overall stability they attributed to the support and military aid offered by the

territorial lords of hereditary fiefdoms (zhithou ##5).* These lords ruled over large portions of the

territory and enjoyed great autonomy within their domains, they were entitled to collect taxes,
manage the labor force for public works, and conscript men for their armies, among other
prerogatives.? They were, however, subordinate to the Zhdu royal court, bound to it either by
hierarchies of kinship or by oaths of service.

Advocates of centralization, for their part, contended that the system of rule established by
the Qin helped prevent abuses from the hereditary lords and ensured that the commands of the
central court were carried out throughout the realm. They assumed that with each generation,

territorial lords would become more distant to the ruling emperor, and thus less prone to maintain

! For a discussion of the political system of the Zhou, see Li Feng, “’Feudalism’ and Western Zhou China: A Criticism,”
HJAS 63.1 (2003), pp. 115-144. According to Li Feng, “the most important feature of the Zhou political system was
its installation of numerous regional states,” which formed “a “fence” or “screen” (fanping # 5%) to protect the royal
capitals”, p. 125.

2 See Chang Yin-Lin, “Feudal Society of the Zhou dynasty,” in E-tu Zen Sun and John de Francis (eds.), Chinese
Social History: Translations of Selected Studies (New York: Octagon Books, 1966), pp. 21-36.



their allegiance to the central court. This situation, they noted, was best illustrated by the long
period of decline of central authority, when the subordinate states attacked each other and even
challenged the royal court.

A caveat is in order here. Much like Weber’s “ideal types,” these two models functioned
in Chinese political discourse as theoretical constructions, and most statecraft thinkers
acknowledged that past dynasties combined institutions of both. As recent scholarship has shown,
despite its efforts to tighten the central control of the realm, the founder of the Qin dynasty did not
eliminate the practices of investiture.® This fact surely did not escape medieval Chinese thinkers,
who nonetheless opted to highlight the polar opposition between the two models in their polemics.

It is also clear that many of them advocated for mixed institutions that would insure local

interest without diminishing the authority of the imperial court, or as the Ming B dynasty (1368
1644) scholar Gu Yanwui 78 1 (1613-1682) aptly phrased it, a system that “infuses the intent
of the system of investiture into the administration of commanderies and prefectures” [ & % 2
B AARHR 2 H].4 Therefore, | focus on the polarity fengjian / junxian only as it is presented in the

argumentative strategies of the texts.

Extant medieval Chinese sources show that statecraft thinkers of the time supported one or
the other system as part and parcel of a larger ideal of securing virtuous governance. When they
examined the historical records in search of explanations of how institutions worked, and why they

ceased to work, they evaluated the effect these instiutions had in the lives of the common people

®See Yang Kuan #;%{. “Lun Qin Han de fenfengzhi” sZe% K5 £, Zhonghud wénshi lincéng 13.1 (1980),
pp.23-38. Also, Griet Vankeerberghen, “Qin Attitudes towards Enfeoffment: Contextualizing the Abolition Passage
in the “Basic Annals of the First Emperor of Qin” of Shi ji” [unpublished manuscript]. | am indebted to Professor
Vankeerberghen for generously sharing her work with me.

4 Gu Yanwi B 78 1 (1613-1682), “Junxian lun ARRERER,” in Gu Tinglin shiwénji BE5MREE SCEE (Beijing: Zhonghua
shiiju, 1983), p. 12. See also, Miranda Brown. “Returning the Gaze An Experiment in Reviving Gu Yanwu (1613—
1682).” In Fragments 1 (2011).



and the survival of the dynasty. Their views of fengjian and junxian are thus intrinsically connected
to their views of antiquity, of historical transformation, and of the models of rule presented in the
classics. Therefore, it is important that we give serious consideration to the rhetorical strategies,
the moral principles, and the historical evidence used in the texts to support the authors’ preference
for either system. In other words, we need to ask, what historical experiences and underlying
assumptions informed these writings and how are these historical experiences and characters

deployed within the arguments in favor of each system of governance?

Overview of Arguments

This is a study of medieval Chinese discussions on féngjian and junxian as political
discourse and political theory, with a longstanding presence in debates about proper governance
in Chinese history. | will attempt to show that, in discussing historical events and proposing models
for emulation, statecraft thinkers were not only hoping to convince the emperor to adopt specific
policies, they were also presenting a sophisticated understanding of the workings of political
institutions in history. Based on this reading, | argue the following:

First of all, medieval Chinese discussions on fengjian and junxian represent examples of
political theory, understood as “the study of the concepts and principles used to describe, explain
and evaluate political events and institutions.””

Second, none of the medieval references to the applications of féngjian and junxian in

history aimed at reviving the past, but these two models were used to evaluate the shortcomings

and possibilities of a more decentralized versus a more centralized approach to governance. In this

5| found this definition from Princeton University Department of Politics website to be most appropriate, since it is
both inclusive and concise.



sense, the references to the distant or more recent past functioned as convenient means to
summarize the effects of specific institutional arrangements in medieval theories of statecraft.

Third, the dual objectives of securing the stability of the dynasty and the well-being of the
people formed the moral underpinnings of these debates. In this way, the debates on fengjian and
junxian elaborated on principles of proper governance developed in pre-Qin political philosophy.

Fourth, the discourses and practices of féngjian accompanied the development of the
imperial state in China, not as an undesired remnant of a distant past but as constitutive of the
political imaginary, that is, as one of the possible forms of securing virtuous rule. From this, |
contend that for a significant number of political thinkers, junxian was neither a historical necessity,
nor a more effective way to rule the realm.

Fifth, the calls to return to some form of féngjian should in no way be interpreted as
challenges to the central court’s power. Nor should they be construed as veiled attacks on the
imperial institution. They were understood as legitimate political alternatives by all members of
the ruling class, including the emperors themselves.

Last, 1 will show that medieval Chinese debates on fengjian and junxian became a
mandatory point of reference for debates on centralization or decentralization in later periods in

imperial China, as well as in other East Asian polities.

Translating fengjian and junxian

In this dissertation, I use “system of investiture” as a close equivalent to the Chinese term
fengjian, a system of governance guaranteed the relative autonomy of hereditary territorial lords
in their respective fiefs. I use “prefectural system” as an approximate translation for the term

junxian, a system of rule in which the central court attempted to control the realm by directly



appointing administrators to govern the localities. Since both translations require some unpacking,
| will begin by providing an overview of their definition in specialized dictionaries, as well as the
evidence of their earliest uses in the transmitted texts, and from this move to discuss some
problems with the adoption of these terms in the modern historiographies.

The term feng appears prominently in Chinese textual records from the earliest dynasties.
According to Féng Tianyu, the earliest attested occurrence of the character feng is in the oracle
bones, where it is used as a verb to represent the act of planting a tree.® In his study of Western
Zhou government, Li Feng mentions that “the action of establishing an aristocratic polity such as

bang [bang FK] in the Wei River valley is described as feng [feng] £f, meaning planting trees to
demarcate borders.”” Qing dynasty scholars Duan Yucai Bt £ & (1735-1815) and Wang Guoweéi

T4k (1877-1927) suggested that hang and feng could be used interchangeably in early texts to

designate the act of granting territory to the regional lords.®

As a noun, feng could be used to designate a mound, perhaps a boundary marker made up
of trees, since it is semantically associated to “border”, or “territorial limit.” In addition, the term
appears as part of an official’s title in one passage in the Analects, where a border guard (fengrén
#F A\) of the state of Yi & asks to meet Kongzi.® It also appears in the term fengshan i,
alternatively feng £} and shan ## sacrifices, a set of rituals seeking Heaven’s approval of the ruling

monarch. The opening commentary to the “Treatise on féngshan” in the Records of the Historian

mentions that feng referred to an altar made of rammed earth built at the summit of Mount Tai Z=

8 Féng Tianyu, “Feéngjian” kdolun, p. 9.

" Li Feng, Bureaucracy and the State in Early China, p. 48. Li Feng’s study suggests that féng ¥ appears in
inscriptions in bronzes dedicated to members of the aristocracy residing in the core area of the Zhou realm. See his
discussion of the etymology of féng and his critique of H. G. Creel’s interpretation in note 10 on p. 48.

8 In Féng Tianyu, “Féngjian” kdolun, p. 11.

® Linyii yizhir ihitaevE [hereafter Analects], annotated by Yang Bojun #51H1% (Beijing: Zhdnghua shija, 2009), p.
32-33.



upon which the sacrifices to Heaven were presented [It72 11 28+ A3E ISR, SR T,
W E14].10

The earliest attested occurrence of term jian comes from the inscribed bronzes. According
to the entry in the Shuowén Jiezi 5 SCf# 7, as a verb it means to establish the regulations of the
court [ EIFEH].M As a compound, fengjian appears in the Book of Odes, in the “Yinwi BXi”
poem which praises the king of Shang 7 for his military exploits and for pacifying the realm, thus
securing his rule [y T R, & K48].12 Also, in the phrase “thus, he invested his kin with
territory, [commanding them] to serve as a screen for the states of Zhou ...” [#EH 2 HiE, LAFF
B¢ )& ...] recorded in the Zuozhuan. '3

In contrast, junxian referred to forms of governance characterized by high degrees of
centralization and little local autonomy, with territorial administrations headed by court-appointed
governors and magistrates serving in rotation and barred from assuming positions in their local
communities. Curiously, the Shuowén Jiezi definition of jun states that the term represents a Zhou
dynasty system of territorial governance, as a sub-unit of the xian [J&#l, K75 T2, 2%
AR, B2 TUAR]. Xian, in turn, is described as containing the element xian %, which refers to
an administrative unit. It is also related to the idea of “hanging down,” or “attached,” [ A & 54
28R, 8 %M R 2 821 which has led some scholars to suggest that this was a way of

differentiating the territories that were under direct control of the royal house.®

1053, 28.1355.

1 See Xiui Shen #F1H et al., Shuowén Jiézi 7 3CfET- [hereafter SWJZ], s.v. “%”

2 Odes, “Ymwu %, ”in DSJ, p. 88.

13 See Féng Tiany, “Fengjian” kdolin, p. 16.

¥SWJZ, s.v. “BR”

15SWJZ, s.v. “BR»

16 John E. Schrecker, The Chinese Revolution in Historical Perspective (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1991), p. 260.



The creation of empire as a transformative event
In the early Western Zhou (1045-771 BCE), as historian Li Feng notes, the state
“bifurcated” into two separate areas of administration, a core area near the capital under the control

of the royal house (wangshi T %) and the more distant domains in the east, under the control of

territorial lords.!” Both textual records and recently excavated artifacts suggest that the Zhou
managed to rule over such a vast and diverse territory because the royal house could entrust its kin
and close allies to govern territories in the kings’ stead. This alliance between the central court and
the territorial lords was maintained for several centuries through a hierarchy of sacrificial and
kinship ties that bound the ruler with the invested territorial lords.

Although the lords were expected to support each other in times of need, they were neither

independent, nor equivalent political units constituting a federation. According to the maxim stated

in the poem “Béishan 1L 111" in the Book of Odes: “everywhere under Heaven is no land that is not

the king’s. Within the borders of the realm, there is no man who does not serve the king” [ K2
T, B EFE L. FEZE, 5T ]2 Active members of the ruling elite understood that the
territorial lords’ authority was ultimately derived from and dependent upon the king’s will.!® Thus,
despite their high degree of autonomy, the territorial lords, at least ideally, all agreed with the
notion that the territory and the people of the realm were ultimately under the command of the

Zhou sovereign.

7 Li Feng, Bureaucracy and the State in Early China: Governing the Western Zhou (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), p. 43-49.

18 Book of Odes (Shijing #54%) [hereafter Odes], “Béishan 1t111”, in Duanji: Shisanjing jingwén i)+ =448
(Taipei: Taiwan kaiming, 1991) [hereafter DSJ], p. 56. Following Arthur Waley’s translation, slightly amended.
Waley has also suggested the possibility that this might be in fact a quotation from an ancient saying predating the
Zhou. See Arthur Waley (trans.) The Book of Songs (New York: Grove Press, 1996), p. 189.

19 The extant textual sources emphasize the top-down power relation between the ruler as a principal and the territorial
lords as agents. See for example, the “Charge of Lord W&i” (Wei zi zhi ming ¥ 2 i) in the Book of Zhéu.



By the end of the Spring and Autumns period the power of the Zhou royal house began to
wane and the lords grew increasingly assertive of their own autonomy. By the mid-fifth century
BCE the loyalty of the territorial lords to the ruling house had become little more than vacuous
performance of ritual submission. Although the authority of the Zhou central court was invoked to
legitimize territorial expansion by warfare or diplomatic stratagems, most regional states had

become practically independent. As the Han historian STma Qian ] F§3i& (145 ca. 85 BCE) states,

“When the house of Zhou weakened, the territorial lords vied for power and fought against each
other” [JA B4, #EBEIBL FARDE.

The result was the long period of military and political confrontation known as the Warring
States (475-221 BCE), during which a number of relatively independent states initiated
administrative reforms to ensure the control the population and resources within their domains.
These innovations later became the basis of the junxian system,?! in a process has been described
as one of “increased bureaucratization in the midst of political fragmentation.”??
After centuries of interstate warfare, the kingdom of Qin achieved the unification of the

realm and founded the first imperial dynasty in Chinese history. After conquering the last of the

independent states, the First Emperor of Qin (Shi Huangdi 45 & 77, r. 221-210 BCE) consulted his
ministers about the best way to rule the unified realm. The Chancellor (chéngxiang Z&#H) Wang
Win T4 (fl. third century BCE) suggested that the conquered kingdoms be governed by male

relatives of the founding emperor, so that the realm would be in peace for ages to come. The

20 Stma Qian =) [5i& (145- ca. 85 BCE) et al., Records of the Historian (Skiji 525C), annotated by Péi Yin 3250,
Zhang Shoujié 5k 57, Stmd Zhen ) 5 H (Taipei: Dingwén shiiju, 1981) [hereafter SJ], 5.202.

2L Michael Nylan, "The Rhetoric of 'Empire' in the Classical Era in China." In Fritz-Heiner Mutschler and Achim
Mittag (eds.) Conceiving the Empire. China and Rome Compared. (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2008), p. 42.
22 Zhao Dingxin. "Spurious Causation in a Historical Process: War and Bureaucratization in Early China." American
Saociological Review 69 (2004), pp. 603-607.



Minister of Justice (tingwei EJ7) Li S1 2= (ca. 280-208 BCE) voiced his opposition to this plan.
Li ST noted that the conflicts of the past centuries were the result of the early Zhou practice of
investing kin with territories; to revert to it now that the realm had been pacified, Li ST argued,
would be only to invite disaster.

Instead, Li Si proposed to parcel the realm into prefectures and counties (junxian)
administered by court-appointed officials with a limited tenure. The imperial kin and meritorious
ministers, for their part, should be granted noble rank and a stipend derived from land, but should

not have any political or military autonomy in their respective fiefs [ 7 If Fi A2 B 5 H 1)
22.]1.2% The First Emperor agreed with Li ST’s proposal, and “divided the realm into thirty-six

prefectures” [7) K~ A& =+ 75AF].%

The establishment of a centralized administration to rule over the vast and diverse empire
was arguably the most important legacy of the First Emperor. During his reign he managed not
only to extend the territorial reach of the institutions of centralized governance, but he furthermore
transformed the symbols and logics of rule. The administrative institutions of the imperial state
represented an undeniable political breakthrough, and the ideologues of centralized rule presented
them as the foundation for a new era of peace and prosperity that was to last for countless
generations.?® With the founding of the empire the role of the ruler acquired a new dimension. A

new term, di 7, often translated as “emperor” or “thearch” was coined to convey the great

achievements of the new sovereign.?® In other words, a new model of rulership had been

238, 6.246-247.

248], 6.239.

%5 On imperial self-representation and the discourses of unity in early Qin see Martin Kern, The Stele Inscriptions of
Ch ‘in Shih-huang: Text and Ritual in Early Chinese Imperial Representation (New Haven, Conn.: American Oriental
Society, 2000).

26 For a discussion of this term, see Michael Puett, The Ambivalence of Creation: Debates Concerning Innovation
and Artifice in Early China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), pp.142-143.



established. In this sense, the Qin dynasty represented a clear example of what William Sewell, Jr.
calls a historical event that transforms structures.?’

Yet based on the extant sources one could also argue that the system of centralized
administration represented both a continuation as well as a departure from previous political
practice. It was a continuation because, as Yuri Pines has shown, the intellectual foundations that
enabled the unification of the realm had been laboriously laid during the Warring States period.
As he aptly puts it, “the idea that “All-under-Heaven” should be unified under the aegis of the
single monarch predated the imperial unification and directly contributed to it.”’?

It was also a continuation of earlier political practice in the sense that a few kingdoms of
the Warring States period had put the institutions of centralized administration to the test before

the Qin unification. Among them, the states of Chu %&, Wei %f and Qin were the first to impose

new ways of controlling social life by means of codified laws, tax collection, forced moves of the
population, and to appropriate the work force of the populace for construction projects or military
purposes.?® These reforms were premised on the notion that the tighter the control of the central
court over the territories and populations of the realm, the less likely the chance of sedition or
armed conflict between local rulers, and hence, the greater the stability of the ruling house.
Against these expectations, however, the Qin dynasty came to an abrupt end soon after the
death of the First Emperor. Standard histories have indicted the Qin rulers with ruthless application
of the penal code, excessive use of corvée labor and extended military service, which alienated the

rulers from nobles and commoners alike. The contrast between Zhou and Qin approaches to

27 William Sewell Jr., Logics of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).

2 Yuri Pines, The Everlasting Empire: The Political Culture of Ancient China and Its Imperial Legacy (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2012), p. 11.

29 On the early bureaucratization and centralization in the state of Cht, see Barry B. Blakeley, “Chu Society and State.
Image versus Reality,” in Constance A. Cook and John S. Major (eds.), Defining Chu: Image and Reality in Ancient
China (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1999), pp. 51-66.

10



governance became a mandatory reference for all debates on the best system of rule for the empire
during the Han.

Taking his lessons from the fall of Qin, Lit Bang %} (256195 BCE), the founder of the

Han dynasty, invested his kin and close associates with territories after conquering the realm. A
decade later, however, he realized that the leaders of semi-independent kingdoms not only failed
to offer military support when needed, but also were capable of jeopardizing his position as Son
of Heaven. In response, he decided to eliminate all kings who were not of the same surname

(téngxing [A] %) and to keep the imperial princes under the supervision of court-appointed

officials.*® In the course of its nearly four hundred-year rule, however, the Han would revert to
investing non-kin with territories with varying results.

These events from the late third century BCE to the early third century CE mark the
beginning of centralized bureaucratic governance in China and of the debates about the benefits
and shortcomings of the two systems of rule, as part of a larger concern with proper governance.
These debates included several administrative aspects of governance, such as the mechanisms of
recruitment of officials and the assessment of merit, or the most adequate military organization to

protect the borders of the empire, as well as moral principles of benevolent rule.

Disputers of fengjian and junxian in medieval China
In this dissertation, | focus on texts dating from the six centuries that separate the fall of
the Han dynasty in the early third century and the mid-Tang. My sample includes memorials,

treatises and essays by the Wei ## dynasty (220-265) statesman Céo Jiong # [&] (fl. third

30 For a summary of the Western Han approach to investiture, see Michael Puett, The Ambivalence of Creation, pp.
150-176. Also Aihe Wang, “Creators of an Emperor: The Political Group behind the Founding of the Han Empire,”
Asia Major (Third Series) 14.1 (2001), pp. 19-50.

11



century) and the Eastern WG % %% scholar Lu J1 [#4# (261-303); the Tang J# dynasty (618-907)
emperor Taizong A5 (r. 626-649), and other Tang luminaries such as Li Biiyao 4% 1 2% (565
648), DU You fH44 (735-812), Bai Juyi /& %) (772-846) and Liti Zongyuéan #1527t (773-819),
all of whom contemplated the following questions: Should the realm be governed as a centralized
political entity, or would the population be better served by a system of decentralized, local
rule? What institutions would maximize the interests of the local population without undermining
political cohesiveness and unity? What is the most effective way to recruit men of talent and
integrity into government service? What system better guarantees frontier defense and the
suppression of local insurrections?

Considering that debates on fengjian and junxian had a long history by the start of the third
century, why then focus on the medieval period? First of all, because unlike previous political
thinkers, early medieval disputers of fengjian and junxian could reflect back upon the nearly four
hundred years of Han dynasty rule to assess the workings of each system. Secondly, it was during
this period that great clans were most visible in court politics. The discussions and memorials that
inform the present study were for the most part composed by members of the medieval Chinese
aristocracy, and give testimony of their close connection to the imperial center. Third, many later
collections identify the early medieval period as the starting point of the debates on fengjian and
junxian.

Debates on fengjian and junxian in the medieval period were informed by the historical
experiences of the Zhou, Qin and Han dynasties. In classicist discourse, the Zhou system of rule
represented the high point of political and social harmony. Its founding monarchs were paragons

of virtue, and their eight-hundred year rule surpassed all previous dynasties. The Qin, on the other

12



hand, disappeared after only two generations, a fact that no advocate of féngjian could resist
bringing to his audience’s attention.

Proponents of junxian for their part, accepted the fact that the Qin had vanished all too
soon, but argued that the dynasty’s sudden demise also meant that the scale of conflict was smaller,
and the common people were not involved. As a counterpoint, they highlighted the massive
suffering caused by the disputes between rival lords during the three centuries of the Warring
States period. In sum, according to their line of reasoning, a state governed by means of a large
body of officials commissioned to oversee a limited jurisdiction for a specific period of time was
superior not because it could better ensure the dynasty’s long life, but because it was less disruptive

for the common people when it collapsed.

Reviving the fengjian /| jlunxian debates

In modern times, scholars of China have been equally prone to celebrate as to condemn the
institutional continuity of the Chinese empire. Among those who condemned it, we find towering
figures such as Hegel and Karl Wittfogel who argued that the Chinese imperial institutions are to
blame for what they perceived as centuries of political and economic stagnation, as well as despotic
rule. Those who celebrated its continuity often did so on the grounds that the perennial institutions
of the imperial state guaranteed a system of administration that could survive the cycles of dynastic
change, accommodate contesting centers of power, and even assimilate invading groups, so that
despite the convoluted periods of the regime change, the new rulers quickly resumed the proper

governance of the realm.3!

3L Yuri Pines, The Everlasting Empire, p. 4.
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Scholars who view the establishment of the prefectural system as a positive development
have emphasized that the first centralized system of the Qin and Han dynasties led to unity and
peace after centuries of interstate conflict. Charles Hucker, for example, praises the first Qin
emperor for achieving “what all Chinese considered a historical necessity, unification of the
Chinese world.”*?> More recently, sinologist Yuri Pines argued that “the first experience of the
Chinese political system with powerful local elites ended therefore in disaster; and this legacy
instigated lasting aversion to further devolution of state power to local potentates.”®* Here Pines
is referring to the historical experience of the late Warring States, which served as a warning to
later generations of political thinkers about the dangers of the system of investiture.

While Pines acknowledges the many challenges to centralized administration and concedes
that the imperial dynasties often had to accommodate centrifugal tendencies in practice, he
emphasizes that the enduring ideological underpinnings of the imperial administration presented
the return to centralized rule as the more desirable form for the empire.

True, many political thinkers of the imperial era highlighted the problems brought about
by the system of investiture. However, Pines’ reading of the consequent “lasting aversion” to the
institutions of decentralized administration seems unwarranted. Whereas the ideal of unity (yitong

—#21) of “All under Heaven” remained largely uncontested, there is enough evidence to claim that

several post-Qin thinkers rejected the institutions of centralized administration. In other words, if
the foundation of the empire brought about a new awareness about the importance of territorial
and administrative unity, how can we explain the fact that many Chinese thinkers of the medieval

period strongly supported the system of investiture for the governance of the realm?

32 Charles O. Hucker, China’s Imperial Past: An Introduction to Chinese History and Culture (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1975), p. 43.
33 Yuri Pines, The Everlasting Empire, p. 106.
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As this dissertation shows, the possibility of (re)establishing institutions that granted the
local power-holders greater autonomy in the administration of the realm was never abandoned.
Much to the contrary, it was given serious consideration, not only by thinkers whose personal
interest might be furthered by a devolution of power to imperial kin, but also by emperors such as

Tang Taizong K 5E (r. 626-649), the very same figure who was supposed to benefit from a

system of centralized administration.

Certainly, the pervasiveness of the discourse of unity and the evident continuity of many
of the institutions of the imperial administration have led scholars to assume the Chinese
predilection for the junxian system. Post-Qin sources almost always support the discourse of unity,
but they are less univocal about the need to achieve unity through administrative centralization.
Early Chinese political thinkers largely accepted the notion that a single ruler should govern the
realm, summarized in the dictum: “there are no two suns in the sky, nor are there two sovereigns

over the people” [ KM~ H, R ~F].3* However, they contended that virtuous rule of the

realm could be achieved by different administrative designs. Therefore, a necessary first step in
my research is to undo the correspondence between “unity” as a political ideal and “bureaucratic
centralization” as the administrative form of such unity.

It is important to distinguish between a political discourse that posits the figure of the ruler
as the ultimate source of authority in the realm, on the one hand, and the alternative systems of
administration that could be set in place to guarantee the proper management of everyday
governance, on the other. To put it shortly, the recognition of the sovereign power of the emperor
does not necessarily entail the preference for centralized systems of administration. How much

autonomy the ruler should allow to local lords in the administration of their territories, and how

34 See Meéngzi, “Wanzhang ¥ ¥, in DSJ, p. 29.
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much of the administration should be directly under the control of the regular imperial bureaucracy
was a matter of political and intellectual contention across the centuries.

Few studies have considered the relevance of these debates in Chinese political thought.
Historian Min Tu-ki, for one, was one of the first modern scholars to highlight the enduring
importance of the debate for Chinese statecraft thinkers of the imperial period in an article on the
discourse of fengjian in late imperial China. Min not only identified some of the most notable
participants in these debates across the centuries, but also pointed to some of their common

concerns. The first is the contrast between public interest (gong /~) and personal/private interest
(s7 #A), the second is which system best guarantees the longevity of the dynasty, and the third is
based on the opposition between those who sought to replicate the past (fiigiz 2 1) and those who
affirmed the present (shi jin 724). From the Tang dynasty onwards, Min noted, scholars also
began to discuss which system brings greater benefits to the people.*®

More recently, Féng Tianya’s /%K ¥ book-length study “Feéngjian” kdo lun (“F5>” 2%
1) offered a complex narrative of the importance of fengjian discourses in Chinese society, from
the Zhou dynasty to the present, as well as a poignant criticism of the misuse of orthodox Marxist
historical categories to describe the Chinese past.®® In addition, in his study of the debates on
fengjian during the Northern Song ‘& dynasty (960-1126), Jaeyoon Song argues that references
to the long tradition of debating the institutions of governance of the system of investiture allowed

statecraft thinkers of the Song dynasty to contest centralizing policies of Wang Anshi % f

3 Min Tu-ki, National Polity and Local Power: The Transformation of Late Imperial China (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 89-136.
% Féng Tianya {5 K Hi, “Fengjian” kdolun “F 7% 1 (Wuchang: Wihan daxué chiibanshe, 2006).
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(1021-1086).%" His study also shows the enduring importance and repeated references to the early
imperial and medieval debates as the intellectual background to the Song policy discussions.

A revived interest in the dynamics and institutions of governance of early imperial China
has moved scholars to reassess the importance of the practices of investiture during the Han
dynasty. Recent work by historian Griet Vankeerberghen has demonstrated that discourses on the
role of the territorial lords continued to inform imperial policies after the establishment of the Han
dynasty.® Also, the emperor had to take into consideration family bonds not only when assigning
territories, but also when meting out punishments.

Despite the great interest in social and political developments in the medieval China,
studies of the fengjian I junxian debates are notably absent in the vast literature on the period. We
find references scattered in many of these works, but only a handful of scholars have tackled the
wider implications of these debates. Among them, David McMullen, one of the most remarkable
historians of the Tang dynasty, has recently published a lengthy article on the system of investiture

in the reign of emperor Xuanzong % 5% (r. 712-756).% In this article, McMullen revisits several

of the previous discussions on the system of investiture that informed Xuanzong’s decree.

Overview of chapters and Methodological approach
Each of the four chapters of this dissertation takes a specific text by a representative figure

as the point of departure for its exploration of the different approaches to the fengjian and junxian

37 Jaeyoon Song, "Shifting Paradigms in Theories of Government: Histories, Classics and Public Philosophy in 11th-
14th Century China," PhD Dissertation, Harvard University (2007).

38 Griet Vankeerberghen, “Rulership and Kinship: the Shangshu dazhuan’s Discourse on Lords” Oriens Extremus 46
(2007), pp. 84-100.

39 Griet Vankeerberghen. “Kinship and Kingship in Han China: The 120 CE Case against Liu Chang, King of
Lecheng”. In Garret P. S. Olberding (ed.) Facing the Monarch: Modes of Advice in the Early Chinese Court
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2013) pp.203-236.

40 David McMullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures: A Political Analysis of the Pu’an Decree of 756
and the Fengjian Issue,” Tang Studies 32 (2014), p. 85-86.
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systems of rule. The definition of the corpus was not without its problems. First, the essays
represent only a fraction of the many medieval writings on the topic. Other essays could have been
selected, and would have arguably been equally fitting. Hence, | begin by discussing the
representativeness of the texts, as well as the dynamics of their transmission. For this, | pay special
attention to the criteria offered by the compilers, who often remark upon the extraordinary literary
ability displayed in the discussion or the erudite knowledge of historical precedents. As each
generation of editors must of necessity rely on previous collections and commentaries to decide
what essays to include and how to categorize them, | have followed their tracks in justifying my
selection. | have also attempted to incorporate as many contemporary voices as possible when
discussing a text, with hopes of situating each of the discussions in their larger intellectual context.

The first chapter offers a close reading of C4o Jidng’s &[] (fl. third century) “Discussion
of the Six Dynasties” (Lit dai lun 754X5®), to argue that the ideals and institutions associated with

the fengjian system continued to exert a significant influence in the political imaginary after the
fall of the Han dynasty. Cao Jiong’s essay is one of the earliest surviving documents that considers
the events leading to the fall of the Han dynasty in his discussion. This shows that instead of
expressing a strong desire to return to the junxian system, Céao Jidng and others early medieval
scholars argued in favor of the system of investiture following the Zhdu model.*!

The second chapter focuses on Lu J1’s [ (261-303) “Discussion of the Five Ranks”
(Wiideéng lun H.%55%), one of the most elaborate treatises on the system of investiture of the early
middle period. Lu J1 lived through the Western Jin £ (265-317) conquest of his native state of

WU 5% (222-280). Curiously, although Lu J1 was one of the towering literary figures of the early

41 See Céo Jiong’s memorial in Chén Shou [ & (233-297), Records of the Three Kingdoms (Sangué zhi =[H &),
annotated by Péi Songzhi # 4 2 (372-451) (Taipei: Ding wén shiiju, 1980) [hereafter SGZ], 20.591.
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medieval period, his ideas on governance have not received much attention. I revisit his political
writings in connection with the historical circumstances of his time.
The third chapter revisits the early Tang court debates about the potential benefits and

dangers of granting fiefdoms to imperial kin. It centers on Li Biiyao’s 4% [ % (564-647)
“Discussion of the System of Investiture” (Feéngjian lun ¥ %) as the point of departure for my

analysis of discourses on administrative centralization during the early Tang. According to the
records, in the early years of the Tang dynasty both the system of investiture and the centralized
governance were considered valid alternatives for the administration of the realm. Emperor
Taizong often considered investing meritorious ministers and members of the imperial clan with
territory, hoping to emulate the virtuous rule of the Zhou dynasty. Several of the most important
figures in Taizong’s court presented their views on the issue, in what was probably the most crucial
moment in the development of the féngjian / junxian debates.

In the fourth chapter, I concentrate on Litt Zongyuan’s MIZE 7T (773-819) “Discussion of
the System of Investiture” (also: Fengjian lun % 5m), one of the most remarkable treatises on

the development of centralized administration in China. Writing in a time of declining central
authority, Lill Zongyuan argued that any attempt to revive the institutions of decentralized
governance would only invite disaster. His essay offers not only a historical narrative of the events
that made centralized administration possible, but more importantly, a cogent theoretical model to
analyze the development of human societies.

A caveat is necessary at this point. Although Céo Jiong and Lu Ji stood in support of
fengjian, while Li Baiyao and Liu Zdongyuan for their part advocated for greater centralization, this
should not be taken as evidence of progressive evolution from a less complex to a superior form

of government. As a matter of fact, discussions of which system better suits the needs of the
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imperial court peaked during the early Tang and continued in subsequent dynasties. It is also not
proof that scholar-officials writing under a strong dynasty were more willing to embrace the ideals
of junxian. As this dissertation shows, the authors’ position in the debate were the result of their
own reading of institutional history, as well as their political interests.

In the conclusions, | offer a general overview of the arguments and an examination of the
influence of these early thinkers on later debates on centralized versus decentralized administration.
My purpose is to highlight the tensions between these two modes of virtuous rule in the political
discourses of the first imperial dynasties, and to demonstrate that centralized administration was
not an uncontested ideal in the development of the imperial state in China.

Throughout this dissertation, | study these instances of the féngjian debates in three
interconnected ways. First, as policy recommendations to condition executive decisions about the
best way to govern the realm. Second, as works in social and institutional history, that is, as
explanations of the social processes that shaped political institutions and the expected results of
specific policies based on historical experience. Third, as works that can furnish theoretical
insights to discuss the dynamics of imperial rule in historical contexts other than pre-modern China.

My focus, thus, is not on these documents as mere records of administrative practice or
policy recommendations, but on how they are part and parcel of a larger discourse of virtuous rule.
| approach these texts as representative of the conflicting views on proper governance that existed
in China throughout the medieval period. Their authors, often ministers at the central court or
engaged officials writing from outside the court circles, assessed the current state of affairs and
suggested proper courses of action by drawing parallels from past events. They displayed both

historical erudition and mastery of the textual tradition. In addition, they had extensive personal
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experience with the dynamics of rule and the workings of the imperial bureaucracy. Their texts are
testament to their enduring concern and active participation in the administration of the realm.
Finally, in analyzing these texts | attempt to overcome the epistemic imbalance inherent in
applying categories of Western political thought to explain problems of governance in the non-
Western, premodern world. In this sense, I contend that in view of the authors’ erudite knowledge
of the recorded histories and the sophistication of their analyses, we ought to treat these writings
as theories of statecraft, or more simply, political theory, and not just data used to confirm or refute
Western theories of governance. By approaching medieval Chinese thinkers’ reflections on the
administrative systems of empire | explore political concerns through the indigenous categories of
discourse, and engage Chinese theorists of governance as living counterparts in our discussions

about political thought and administrative practice.*?

42 This understanding has been suggested by Leigh Jenco and others during the Workshop on Chinese Thought as
Global Social Theory, held at the National University of Singapore in December 2011.
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CHAPTER 1

Family Matters: Cao Jiong and the early medieval calls for reviving fengjian

Céo Jiong H [A]*3 (fl. third century), courtesy name Yuanshou JG &, was a member of the imperial
house of the Wei #{ dynasty (220-265). Little is known about his personal life. The scattered
biographical information mentions that he was a descendant of C4o Shixing & UL, an older
brother of the court eunuch Cao Téng # /i (d. 158).%* It also notes that C4o Jidng held the post of
Governor (taishou X 5F) of Hongnong 542, probably during the reign of Céo Rui %) (204
239), emperor Ming # of Wei (r. 226-239).

We also know that Cao Jiong was the great-uncle of the young emperor Cdo Fang & 75

(231-274), the third emperor of the Wei dynasty.*® C4o Fang was only 8 years-old when he
ascended the throne.*® Government affairs were for the most part in the hands of the two regents

appointed by the young emperor’s predecessor; Cdo Shuing 3 (d. 249), an imperial kinsman,

43 Also written  [il. Not to be confused with Céo Jiong, the prince of Qinghé & £ (d. 226), the first born son of
Céo Rui, emperor Ming of Wei.

# Céo Téng was the adoptive grandfather of the late Han statesman Cdo Cao & 5 (155-220)

45 C4o Fang nominally ruled from 240 to 253, and was forced to abdicate in 254. After his abdication, C4o Fang was
allowed to retain his former title of Prince of Qi (5 F-). After the Jin conquest, he was awarded the title Duke Li of
Shaoling (Shaoling Li Gong A[[Z[&~/Y). Because of his abdication, Cdo Fang did not receive the respect owed to
previous Wei emperors, and his biography in the Records of the Three Kingdoms appears in a section that deals
collectively the lives of the last three nominal rulers of the Cao family as “The Three Lesser Emperors” (san shdo di
=/D7). See Chén Shou Bz (233-297), Records of the Three Kingdoms (Sangué zhi = [ E), annotated by Péi
Songzhi F£FA 2 (372-451) and edited by Yang Jialuo #5 5 5% (Taipei: Dingwén shiijt, 1980) [hereafter SGZ], 4.117—
131

46 Since none of emperor Ming’s male children survived childhood, he nominated C4o Fang as heir apparent. See SGZ,
4.117.
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and Stmi Yi @) 58K (179-251), a veteran statesman who had served under C4o Cao and had
played a vital role in the accession of Cdo P1 A4 (187-226) as the founding emperor Wén 3 of
Wei (r. 220-226).

The two regents, however, proved to be less willing to cooperate with each other than what
Céo Rui had envisioned. Soon both regents were involved in court intrigues and factional struggles.
Cao Shuang managed to remove his rival from important court decisions by appointing him to
positions with very little political relevance, but Stmd Yi resigned his post feigning sickness, and
started to plot the overthrow the Cao Weéi dynasty. Thus, after only a few decades, the ruling family
was facing the possibility of losing the mandate.

The evident conflict in the central court compelled Cao Jiong take action. Thus, sometime
in the fifth year of the “Correct Beginning” (Zhéngshi 1EU5) reign period (240-249), C4o Jidng
submitted his “Discussion of the Six Dynasties” (Litidai lun 7<ft5#)*" and the accompanying
memorial to the young emperor and his regent Cdo Shuang. By revisiting the lessons of past
dynasties, Cao Jiong hoped to forewarn them of the underlying dangers of placing their trust on

the wrong men and alienating themselves from family members.*®

47 The “Six Ages” of the title of the essay refer to the three pre-imperial dynasties (Xia &, Shang 7, and Zhou &)
and the three “legitimate” dynasties that followed the administrative unification of the Qin (Qin, Han and Wéi). Note
that Wang Ming’s short-lived Xin 3 dynasty (9-23) is excluded here.

“8 The sources are not specific about the year when the memorial was submitted. The “Discussion of the Six Dynasties”
explicitly states: “The Great Wei dynasty arose twenty four years ago.” [ K2 BT 4 — 4 H VU4 £], so which
would set the year of its composition in 244 or 245. SGZ, 20.591. The version in M Duanlin’s, Comprehensive
Examination of Documents reads: “In the zhéngshi era, Cao Jidng, a member of the imperial clan submits the following
memorial” [ IE4A ], 52 8 A _EZEF]. WXTK, 270.2142-1. A post-script to the version in the Records of the Three
Kingdoms mentions that Cao Jiong submitted his essay with the hope it would reach Cao Shuéng, because the emperor
was still a young child, and adds that Cio Shuing did not take it into consideration [ A& FF K T4, [FF DL K
TEH S, FAREAN]. SGZ, 20.591. Considering that the zhéngshi era lasted from 240-249, and Cao Shuing was
executed in January 249, the year 248 would mark the terminus ante quem the memorial had to be submitted. Based
on the use of the term “young child” (youzhi 4/#) used to refer to the emperor | am inclined to believe the memorial
and the essay were submitted to the thorne between 244 and 245, when the emperor was 8 to 13 years old.
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In his memorial and discussions submitted to the court, Cao Jidng strongly advocates a
return to the fengjian system, based on the idea that kin should take precedence over non-kin. He
argues that in the past, the sage rulers were able to govern the realm by sharing the rule with their
kin. In Céo Jiong’s view, the system of investiture of the Zhou provided a more effective means
of securing the dynasty’s hold on power than relying on court appointed administrators.

Granted, there is little novelty in Cdo Jiong’s discussion. For the most part he replicates
the classical arguments in favor of fengjian as the system of rule that allowed the Zhou dynasty to
rule for eight hundred years. However, unlike earlier proponents of fengjian, Cao Jiong was able
to make use of the four hundred years of Han administrative experience to compare the possibilities
and limitations of the two systems of rule. My interest lies in understanding how these historical
precedents and theoretical perspectives were used in the text to discuss the need for a return to
fengjian.

In the present chapter I focus on Cao Jiong’s defense of the system of investiture as the
point of departure of discussions of fengjian and junxian in medieval China. In the “Discussion of
the Six Dynasties,” Cao Jidong comments on the historical experiences of the Zhou, Qin and Han
dynasties to support his claims in favor of the system of investiture. He also summarizes earlier
debates on the issue. But his analysis goes beyond a simple overview of events that happened.
Interestingly, Cao Jiong introduces counterfactual possibilities as part of his analysis of the
workings of the prefectural system. In several passages, he employs counterfactual questions as a
rhetorical device. However, I would suggest that Cao Jiong’s thinking beyond historical
occurrences and envision alternative outcomes to a series of events points to a sophisticated

understanding of the unfolding of history. In sum, | propose that Cao Jiong’s call for intra-kin

24



solidarity should not be read as reiteration of past arguments, but a sophisticated explanation of

the development of political institutions in time.

The textual transmission of the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties”

Given the fact that C4o Jiong remains a marginal figure in studies of early medieval
political thought, my choice of author deserves some explanation. There is little information about
his life and only one extant treatise attributed to him. Perhaps this explains in part why Céao Jiong’s
“Discussion of the Six Dynasties” has not been the subject of any major academic studies in the
West.

Despite this paucity of sources, there are various reasons to begin my study of medieval
discussions of fengjian and junxian with a close reading of Cao Jidong’s work. First, I must note
that whereas Cao Jidng is not nearly as famous as other medieval Chinese political thinkers, his
“Discussion of the Six Dynasties” has been regarded as one of the most representative pieces of

the “discussions” (lun #f) genre and as one of the most relevant discussions of the system of

investiture by generations of Chinese literati. His “Discussion of the Six Dynasties” has been
preserved in several collections dating from different periods of Chinese history. Its repetition
speaks of the importance of the text for scholars engaged in very dissimilar textual projects.

The earliest extant version dates from the 5™ century. It appears as a lengthy note in Chén

Shou’s B 2 (233-297) Records of the Three Kingdoms (Sangudé zhi =|H ). There, C4o Jidng’s

49 T have found no reference of scholarly studies on the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties” in Chinese or other languages
in Knechtges and Chang’s comprehensive reference guide to early and medieval Chinese literature. For a biographical
sketch and a list of works attributed to Céo Jidng, see David R. Knechtges and Taiping Chang (eds.), Ancient and
Early Medieval Chinese Literature: A Reference Guide. Part | (Leiden, Brill, 2010), pp.74-75. To the best of my
knowledge, the only rendering of Céo Jiong’s text into English is in Achilles Fang’s translation of the “Chronicle of
the Three Kingdoms”, which —despite its usefulness as a primary source— does not offer much in terms of analysis
of the text. See Achilles Fang (trans.) The Chronicle of the Three Kingdoms (220-265) Chapters 69-78 from the Tzii
Chih T'ung Chien (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1952), pp. 656-670.
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treatise follows Chén Shou’s critique of the Wei approach to the system of investiture, in a section
on the titles granted to emperor Wén’s children and a shorter note by the early middle period

scholar Yuan Zhin 32 # (ca. 237-316) on the same topic. The Sangué zhi version of the
“Discussion of the Six Dynasties” was introduced by Péi Songzhi 32442 (372-451), the main
commentator to the annotated edition. P& Songzhi cites the Annals of the House of Wei (Wei shi
chingiii B I3 #K) a historical work by the Eastern Jin £ dynasty (317—420) scholar Stin Shéng
FIVE% (ca. 302-373) as his source. The Sangué zhi version also includes C4o Jidng’s memorial to
the emperor and his regent as a preface to the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties.””*

The core text also appears slightly abbreviated in the Selections of Refined Literature
(Wénxucn 3 i%) compiled by Xido Tong 7 1t (501-531), as one of few examples of superb pieces
in the lun genre.>! Overall, the Weénxudn is organized by literary categories—37 in total—including
government documents such as patents of enfeoffment (cé i1), edicts (zhao &) and commands
(ling %), although the largest part of the collection is devoted to works of poetry. Xiao Téng and
the other compilers of the Weénxudn were not aiming for comprehensiveness, that is, they were not
hoping to transmit all existing texts but arrogating for themselves the right to decide which pieces
were worth including in the anthology. In this way, the compilers of the Weénxudn were hoping to
transmit to posterity the best samples for each category of existing literature, by “omitting the

weeds and collecting only the purest blossoms” [l H 6%, & HiE9£].52

505Gz, 20.591.
51 Xigo Tong # &% (501-531), Selections of Refined Literature (Weénxudn i), annotated by Li Shan Z=3£ (d. 689)

2 See WX, p. 2. Also David R. Knechtges (trans.), Wen xuan or Selections of Refined Literature. Volume One:
Rhapsodies on Metropolises and Capitals (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), p. 89.
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It is worth noting that in this selection Cao Jiong’s “Discussion of the Six Dynasties” is
among the thirteen examples of the lun genre dating from the early Han to the fifth century,

T 2

together with works by earlier political thinkers such as Jia Yi 5 iH (200-168 BCE), Dongfang
Shuo % /5 (160-93 BCE), and Ban Biao ¥% (3-54) and near contemporaries like Lu J1 P4 %
(261-303) and later scholars like LiG Jun 21i& (462-521). The fact that C4o Jidong’s essay was
included in this collection as one of few remarkable pieces of its genre in the Wénxudn suggests
its importance for early middle period elite audiences. The memorial preceding the “Discussion of
the Six Ages” however, was not included in this collection, nor is it present in the section dedicated
to “Memorials” (shii 2) or any other section in the Wénxucin.

Cao Jiong’s essay is also partially transcribed in the Tang dynasty Collection of Literature
Arranged by Categories (Yiwén Leiju £ 308i%8) compiled by Ouyang Xan BXFZ5f1 (557-641).
An abridged version of the “Discussion of the Six Ages” appears in a section under the title "On
emperors and kings" (di wang bu 77 E%5).5% This section contains short excerpts on the notion of
sovereignty arranged chronologically, and it includes passages from the Classics, several Han
dynasty works and a few longer quotations from later writings, such as Lu Ji's “Discussion of the
Fall of the State.”>*

In addition, Cao Jiong’s essay was included in two massive Song dynasty collections;
the Prime Tortoise of the Record Bureau (Céfii Yudngui fHff 7G4R), an encyclopedia compiled by
Wang Qinrud E 8K (962-1025), and also in Stmi Guang’s &) F5% (1019-1086) magnum opus

Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government (Zizhi Tongjian & ifiE#). The former offers a

58 Quyang Xuan B F5 78 (557-641), Collection of Literature Arranged by Categories (Yiwén Leiju %5 3 % 5¥)
(Shanghai: Shanghéi guji chiibanshe, 1999) [hereafter YWLJ], 11.202-203.
54 YWLJ, 11.198-206.
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summarized version of the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties” in the section on “Royal Clansmen”
(Zongshi bu 5% %= #K), in a sub-section on “Loyalty” (zhong '£), suggesting that this is an
exemplary piece of loyal advice to the emperor from a kinsman.>® A longer version can be found
the “Weéi dynasty” section of STma Guang’s Comprehensive Mirror.>® Neither version includes the
memorial that accompanied the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties.”

The Yuan Jt dynasty (1271-1368) scholar Ma Duanlin 55l (1245-1322) also includes
the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties” in his Comprehensive Examination of Documents (Wénxian
Tongkdo SCJERIEZ5), in a section discussing the system and the practice of investiture throughout
recorded history. For the Wéi dynasty, it has two sections, one on Weéi Taizti XfH (i.e., Cao Cao)
investing ranks, and one on Wéndi’s (i.e., Cao Pi) sons becoming the eight princes, the latter
contains the full text of Cao Jidng’s discussion.®’

The latest pre-modern occurrence of this essay is in the formidable collection by the Qing
5 dynasty (1644-1911) scholar Yan K&jiin /& 1] ¥4 (1762-1843), who includes it in the section
“Complete Works of the Wei dynasty”. Yan Ké&jun included the memorial and several notes to the
original text.%® Since this is the most inclusive extant version of the “Discussion of the Six
Dynasties”, I will base my translation and discussion of Céo Jiong’s text on Yéan Ké&tn’s version,

unless otherwise noted.

% Wang Qinrud £ ## (962-1025), Prime Tortoise of the Record Bureau (Céfii Yudngui ) JG4E) (Beijing:
Zhonghua shiija, 1994) [hereafter CFYG], 285.3355-1/3355-2.

% Stma Guang =] F5Jt (1019-1086), Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government (Zizhi Tongjian & 5 i 8),
annotated by Hu Sanxing #H =44 (1230-1302) (Bé&iping [Beijing]: Giiji chiibidnshe, 1956) [hereafter ZZTJ], 74.2355—
2358.

STWXTK, 270.2142-1/2142-3.

%8 Yan Ké&jiin /i 7] 33 (1762-1843), Complete Works from the Ancient Past, the Three Dynasties, the Qin, Han, Three
Kingdoms and Six Dynasties (Qudn shanggii sandai Qin Han Sangué Litichdo wén 4= Iy =R = B 7551 30)
(Beijing: Zhonghua shiiju, 1989) [hereafter Yan Ké&jun], 20.1160-2/1162-2. An annotated version of Cao Jidng’s
“Discussion of the Six Dynasties” can be found in Gao Buying =i (comp.) Wei Jin wén jiiyao Ef &5 B2 %L
(Beijing: Zhdonghua shijt, 1989), pp. 66-78.
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Ciao Jiong’s Memorial: On the need to elevate relatives
The opening statement of the memorial sets the stage for Cao Jiong’s discussion. “The
rulers of the past,” Cao Jidng recounts, “invested their relatives of the same surname to

demonstrate their affection for their kin, and they established those of different surname to
demonstrate their honoring of the worthy” [ 2 £, W@t [FZECLBABIE, Ve 52 ik DI B
1. Here, the first distinction C4o Jidng brings to the ruler’s attention is that between kin (gin

#1) and virtuous non-kin (xian &); the former should be treated with affection, the latter with
respect. Thus, both kin and non-kin are indispensable for governing the realm. “Without virtuous
men,” Cao Jidong writes, “it would not be possible to achieve anything; without kin there would be
nobody to assist in ruling the realm” [|F & fik B BT, || 3 ik Bl 757,90

Céo Jiong quotes from the Zuozhuan /£ /% and the Book of Documents to support his claims
that kin and non-kin should participate in the administration of the realm. But it is a passage from
the Book of Odes quoted at the end of the section gives the clearest indication of Cao Jiong’s
preference. It reads; “embracing virtue he safeguarded peace, the royal clansmen protected him
like fortified walls” [1#fE4E=E, 5214E45].5" This brief reference would have been enough for
his intended audience to grasp the message, but it is worth exploring in greater depth here. The
lines are part of the “Bin % poem (M4o #254), which is mostly an admonitory poem for the ruler
to be ever wary of Heaven’s power. In the final stanzas, the poem stresses the need for the ruler

and his kin to maintain their reciprocal obligations.

% Yan K¢&jtin, 20.1160-2.
50 yan K¢&jtin, 20.1160-2.
61 Odes, Bin 1R, in DSJ, p. 72.
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The imagery used in this poem to talk about the relationship between the king and his kin

will become standard reference in later discourses of féngjian. Terms such as “hedge” (fan %#%),
“screen” (ping ), and “wall” (chéng 3), all sharing the idea of protection and enclosure, would

reappear in later discussions of the fengjian system. They represented the ideal functioning of the
system of investiture. In this sense, the shared vocabulary allowed to represent larger ideas about
proper governance with great economy of words.

In his memorial, Cdo Jiong warns the ruler to avoid the excesses of favoritism for kin which
results in weakness, and partiality toward non-kin, which results in plundering.® Ruler and
ministers, whether or not of the same family, are to be bound by reciprocal obligations. If entrusted
with territories, these obligations include military service to the dynasty, so that the ruler can rely
on his kinsmen and loyal allies to protect the frontiers and support the central court whenever it
faces a threat. Cao Jiong concludes that since “the former sages understood [the proper way of
governing] they sought [worthy men] broadly among kin and non-kin and employed them both,
hence it was possible to preserve the Altars of the Soil and Grain [i.e., the State] for many years”
[JeBE RN AR, WOERB NI H 2, WEefR AR, BAaRALS

In the next section of the memorial, Cdo Jiong presents his first complaint. He notes that
while the Wei dynasty had always been able to garner the services of worthy men, the present ruler

has not given due consideration to his kinsmen [4- %} % 85 2~ &t B, 3 3 2 18 K #1.%4 Once

more, Cao Jiong borrows the authority of the Book of Odes to emphasize his point. He states:

82 Yan K&jtin, 20.1160-2.
8 Yan K&jiin, 20.1160-2.
8 Yan K&jiin, 20.1160-2.
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Does not the Book of Odes say: "The wagtail is at level height, when brothers face
difficulties..."®® These words make it clear that brothers will come to each other's aid in
times of turmoil and mourning, and will be of one heart in times of worries and misfortunes.
Although there might be anger leading to family quarrels, they will not forget their duty to
oppose humiliation [from without]. Why is this so? Because their worries and anxieties are

the same.

AP [HAER, WA 52 SmaTRal 2%, H

DTEWLN. BHHELE, FERE2F. (2 B8 B

Against this ideal of intra-kin solidarity, Cao Jidng once again criticizes the current state

of affairs as one in which “[members of the imperial clan] are appointed to an official post, yet

their positions are not relevant, some are dismissed from office and not appointed (again)” [ BT
MASE, BB M A(E]Y Yet, for Cao Jiong, the fact that imperial kinsmen were without
administrative duties is not a troubling as the fact that they have been denied military power. With
this concern in mind, he writes “sooner or later, the alarms will sound along the borders of the
realm or there will be the need to repel bandits near the passes, and then the ‘arms and legs’ will
not be able to provide support and the ‘chest and heart’ will have nothing to guard them” [— H.5&
AR, B SR, BOEANR, O 1.8

Considering his family ties with the young sovereign, one could dismiss Céo Jidng’s initial

remarks as mere self-serving rhetoric. After all, as the emperor’s grand-uncle, he could very well

8 This is a reference to Odes, “Chang di 4> (Méo # 164), which praises the bond between brothers as the key to
the well-being of the state and the basis of intra-family harmony. In DSJ, p. 41. Céo Jidng not only refers to the poem
in his citation, but also borrows largely from the language and imagery of the poem to elucidate his point. For example,
in the sentence “although there might be anger leading to family quarrels, they will not forget their duty to oppose
humiliation” [#EF Bji% 2 &, AN K26 2 2. Cao Jiong is paraphrasing the fourth stanza of the poem, which reads:
“brothers may quarrel inside the walls, but they will oppose insult from without” [ i, 26 B T % . #M 2 H 5]

% Yan K&jiin, 20.1160-2.

57 Yan Ké&jiin, 20.1160-2.

88 Yan Ké&jiin, 20.1160-2.
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be pleading for a larger fiefdom or greater leverage in court decisions, and merely coating his
request under a more amenable discourse of impartiality. Yet, there are reasons to consider his
memorial and discourse as evidence of a sincere wish to instruct the emperor. As a member of the
imperial clan, Céo Jidong was deeply invested in the fate of the Wei dynasty. His arguments reflect
a thorough examination of historical precedents, and his analysis of the political situation of his

time is nothing short of premonitory.

The Wei dynasty approach to the system of investiture

Due to its emphasis on restoring the mutual trust among members of the imperial clan, Cao
Jidong’s memorial can be read as an appeal to reverse the early Wei practice of granting territory to
royal relatives while keeping them under close surveillance. According to the records, soon after
he ascended the throne as emperor Wén of Wei, Céo P1 invested his kin with territories but he
ordered that they should not be given administrative duties. Moreover, Cao P1 forbade contact
between his enfeoffed kin so as to prevent seditious alliances and commanded his officials to keep
them under scrutiny to prevent military build-ups.

Perhaps this policy was guided by the need to secure his mandate, especially considering
that C4o P1 had outmaneuvered his brother Cdo Zhi #1H (192-232) in the contest for the throne.
Furthermore, despite the latter’s repeated pleas to be allowed to serve his ruler — in which he
displayed very elaborate performances of humility to prove his allegiance to his brother — Céao P1

was not convinced to modify this policy.%°

% Two of C4o Zhi’s most telling memorials are the “Memorial Seeking to Prove Myself” (Qiti zi shi bico K H it 3K)
and the “Memorial Seeking to Convey Family Affection” (Qiti tong gingin bido >Kif#i#i7). Both are preserved in
WX 37.1675-1682 and WX 37.1685-1689. For an analysis of Cdo Zhi’s communications, see Robert Joe Cutter
“Personal Crisis and Communication in the Life of Cao Zhi,” in David R. Knechtges and Eugene Vance (eds.).
Rhetoric and the Discourses of Power in Court Culture: China, Europe and Japan (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2005), pp.149-168.
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Céo P1’s distrust for his family members was criticized by several later commentators. For
example, in an annotation to the biography of C&o Zhi in the Records of the Three Kingdoms, Stn
Shéng decries the lack of power of the enfeoffed lords with the following words: “How strange is
the Wei family application of the system of investiture! It does not model itself to the precedents
of the former rulers, it does not seek to apply the method of the defensive barrier [or the hedges
and screens], it goes against the customs of fostering harmony within the family, and turns its back
on the duty of guarding the walled cities!” [5ik, IRz H @M ! AL T, A-EHF
AT, EFEEZ A, B4k 78].7° Another commentator, Yuan Zhiin 3% % (ca. 237-316),
criticized Cao P1’s approach to investiture as one in which “the lords and princes are all dispatched
to their fiefdoms, given empty names but no real power” [JA 23 i T, g, =470
H# . ]’ In Yuan Zhiin’s opinion, C4o PT “transgressed the principles of using kin to protect the
realm and damaged the kindness owed to relatives close as flesh and bone.” [BEiE 5% B3 5 <
o, XEHBE N .

I would like to note that despite favoring administrative centralization, Céo P1 did make a

selective application of some of the principles associated with the system of investiture. For one,

he was unwilling to apply a harsh punishment on his brother C&o Zhi, when the latter was accused
of drunkenness and irreverence (zuijiti béiman FF % 1512 by the Supervisor of Invested Territories
(jianguo yezhe B5BFE#) Guan Jun #15 (fl. third century).”® After receiving the report of such

misconduct, Emperor Wén of Wei decided to show leniency in dealing with a minor transgression

0 8GZ, 19.576. This entry ends with a mention of C4o Jidng’s “Discussion of the Six Ages” as a detailed study of the
rise and fall of previous dynasties [/NfUELT:, H[Aim 2 FER].

SGZ, 20.591.

28GZ, 20.591.

88GZ, 19.561.
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by his brother and limited the punishment to reducing Cao Zhi’s territory and lowering his rank
among the lords. His edict for that occasion reads: “Zhi is Our younger brother from the same
mother. In the whole realm, there is nothing that We are not able to accommodate; what then about
the present situation with Zhi? Those relatives who are as close as flesh and bone, even if they
transgress, one must not sentence them to death, [the sentence] should be to change [i.e., reduce]
Zhi’s fief” [fH, BRZIAIBES. BRI R T W AR, MiET? HRZHE, &k, H
e EHE]

Cao P1’s decision on this case was by no means an innovation. As Griet VVankeerberghen
has shown, at least since the Eastern Han cases of transgression by members of the imperial clan
were expected to be judged directly by the emperor, and the emperor was expected to show
leniency based on his bonds of kinship with the accused. The principle of showing kindness to
those of the same “flesh and bone” (giirou zhi én ‘& R 2 ) was invoked both to urge the
sovereign to grant fiefs to its relatives as well as to ask for clemency in penal cases brought against
imperial family members.”

Another way in which Céo P1 implemented some of the principles associated with the
system of investiture was when he used his power to grant territories to maintain the aura of

legitimate transfer of the Mandate of Heaven after the abdication of Lit Xié’s 217 (181-220),
emperor Xian & (r. 190-220), the last ruler of the Han dynasty. Following emperor Xian’s

abdication, Cao P1 invested him with a fiefdom of ten thousand households. The former Han

emperor was created Duke of Shanyang 111F% and was allowed to live his remaining years

" SGZ, 19.561. Also in Yan K&juin, 20.1078-2. The edict is transcribed slightly different in WX, it has [441 AS5k]
instead of [+ 1] A~ #k]. See note in WX, 931.

5 See Griet Vankeerberghen. “Kinship and Kingship in Han China: The 120 CE Case against Liu Chang, King of
Lecheng.” In Garret P. S. Olberding (ed.) Facing the Monarch: Modes of Advice in the Early Chinese Court
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2013), pp. 203-236.
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peacefully. Despite the lower title, LiG Xié still ranked above the other lords, he was exempted
from paying obeisance to the Wei emperor, and he was allowed to continue the ritual sacrifices
according to the Han protocols [Z# A1152, B—85, fifE#EEL L, ZEHEAME,
ZAHAFE, DR THRABAE R, . M. S anvEE#)].7 Upon his death, he was buried
with the ceremony corresponding to the Han Son of Heaven, and his title passed on to his
descendants.’’

Emperor Xian had ascended the throne when he was nine years old and spent most of his
life under close surveillance in the imperial palace.”® For more than two decades he was under the

control of Cdo Cao & (155-220), the cunning military leader and a skillful court politician who

rose to power after the suppression of the Yellow Turbans rebellion and the elimination of the

warlord Dong Zhué & (d. 192). After Cao Cao consolidated his position, the young emperor

was reduced to a mere figurehead, confined to the imperial palace and removed from all political
decisions. However, it is worth noting that although Céo Cao controlled the larger part of the
military establishment and of government administration for over twenty years, he did not attempt
to overthrow the dynasty, nor to replace the feeble emperor.

Before ascending the throne, Cao P1 was careful to maintain all the formal aspects of his
submission to the Han dynasty. The extant correspondence with emperor Xian provides an
excellent example of the textual ‘performances of humility' that were expected in the
communications between the imperial center and noble lords. On the surface, Cao P1’s textual self-

deprecation and performances of submission give the appearance of an exchanges between the all-

6 HHS, 9.390-391.
T HHS, 9.390-391.
8 HHS 9.367
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powerful emperor and his loyal servant. However, they contained slightly veiled allusions to the
need for the emperor’s abdication and the change of dynasty."®

As the previous discussion shows, although discourses and practices associated with
fengjian were present since the founding of the dynasty, government of the realm remained highly
centralized. Cao PT’s use of the fengjian institutions was for the most part instrumental: imperial
relatives were granted lands but prevented from acquiring real power. In view of this context, |
propose to understand Cao Jiong’s essay as an informed and cogent critique of Cdo P1’s and
subsequent Wéi rulers’ approach to the system of investiture. In the following section, | focus on

the historical events and rhetorical strategies that Cao Jiong deploys to convince his readers.

The fengjian ideal and the lessons of history

Céo Jiong starts his discussion by establishing a direct relation between the system of rule
and the longevity of a ruling house. In the opening sentence section, he reiterates the long held
notion that the kings of the Three Dynasties were able to hand down power for many generations
because they “shared the realm”, while the Qin lasted only two generations because it attempted
to rule the people alone, that is, it concentrated the governance in the figure of the emperor,

therefore when it faced difficulties, no one came to its rescue. [0 FELR FILHER, #WK

A BEBHIHR, SO SR
Historian Charles Holcombe has read this passage as proof that in early medieval China

fengjian discourses were being employed to promote “public sharing of authority in contrast to its

" For an analysis of the textual performances that preceded the abdication of emperor Xian in favor of C4o Pi, see
David R. Knechtges, “The Rhetoric of Imperial Abdication and Accession in a Third-Century Chinese Court: The
Case of Cao Pi's Accession as Emperor of the Wei Dynasty.” In David R. Knechtges and Eugene Vance (eds.),
Rhetoric and the Discourses of Power in Court Culture, pp. 3-35.

808Gz, 20.591; WX, 52.2273; ZZTJ, 74.2356; Yan K&jiin, 20.1161-1.

36



private concentration in the hands of the ruler of a centralized empire” and that this was done
mostly by the great families, since it “authorized a broad shidafii class to exercise power on the
public behalf.”8! 1 contend that whereas Céo Jidng certainly argues against a centralized
administrative structure, there is little in his treatise suggesting that governance should be in the
hands of the great families. Much to the contrary, his memorial seeks to elicit a response from the
Céo sovereign to prevent the undue influence of other great families, such as the STma’s, in court
decisions.

True, Céo Jiong advises the ruler to share the joys and worries with the people [E2 A 3t H
g, NBEHE, RARKZE, ANXBIKHE] but he also stresses the importance of

relying on the imperial family to confront the potential threats of non-kin elites. Despite his calls
for securing the assistance of men of talent from a wide pool of potential candidates, Cao Jiong’s
essay presents a clear case for privileging bonds of kinship over any larger, and still undefined,
status-group consciousness.

Besides the concern for the administration of the realm, Cao Jiong is making a strong case
for allowing the imperial kinsmen to independently command military forces. ldeally, the
decentralized military system of the Zhou allowed the court to rely on powerful lords to secure the
borders, but also to deal with less compliant lords. Cao Jidng cites two examples of hegemons (ba

#7) of the Spring and Autumn period, Dukes Huan 8 of Qi 7% (d. 643 BCE) and Wén 3 of Jin
% (697-628 BCE), to show that the ruling house could always trust its invested kin. Both acted

on the king’s behalf to punish the transgressions of other states. In this way, they brought the

81 Charles Holcombe, In the Shadow of the Han: Literati Thought and Society at the Beginning of the Southern
Dynasties (Honlulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994), p. 37.
82 Yan Ké&jiin, 20.1161-1.
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recalcitrant lords back to submission and restored the respect due to the king [ 5t i 15 5,
5 R A8 Al .5
Cao Jiong also recalls the famous incident when the king of Chti asks about the weight of

the sacrificial cauldrons, and remarks that it was out of fear of the ruling house that he did not dare

carry his plan:

Although [the king of Chti] coveted the nine cauldrons, he still feared the J1 clan [the ruling
house of the Zhdu dynasty], hence the treacherous thoughts in his mind were dispelled, and
the unruly plot vanished as soon as it came out of his lips. Was it not because [the Zhou]
placed the utmost trust upon kin and appointed the talented and virtuous, so that when the

branches and leaves are large and luxuriant the roots and trunk have something to rely on?

[ Lo A JUSR S 10 R SS A0, Z& 0 AR M1, WS R R, W SRS

HEHE, EHERE, B, Al

From the previous account, it is clear that Cao Jiong did not deny that oftentimes the Zhou
dynasty faced danger due to the ambitions of its subordinate kingdoms, yet even in such
circumstances, it was the loyalty of the noble lords that ultimately prevented it from losing the
realm. Naturally, the Qin experience presents the most suitable case in point for Cao Jidong’s
argument. He claims that the main reason why the Qin dynasty lasted only two generations was

because the First Emperor rejected the practices of investiture in very clear terms:

The Qin observed the deficiencies of the Zhou and considered what had made it so
vulnerable to capture. Thereupon, it eliminated the nobles of the five ranks and set up

magistrates in commanderies and counties instead. It abandoned the education through rites

8 Yan K&jiin, 20.1161-1.
8 Yan K&jiin, 20.1161-1.
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and music and established harsh government instead. Close relatives did not receive even
a small fief, and virtuous ministers did not get even enough land to stick an awl. Inside [the
court] he did not rely on his older son for support; outside, he did not make use of the lords
to defend [the realm] against foreign [threats]. His kindness did not extend to his close
relatives; his favor did not flow to the branches and leaves. This is just like cutting off legs
and arms and rely solely on the chest and belly; or like throwing away the oars while on a
shaky boat on the river or at sea.

A28, BUAHUSRE, REBELEZE, LKLY, £
RZH, EHANZH. THMRTZE, WEMLEZ -, NERET
CLE M, A DL AR . O A0 A IR BB, BN R R,

FERGIEN B W, AT MRE ;s AR, 8 AR

Cao Jiong’s criticism of the junxian system is based on the notion that the ruler will
necessarily have to share the administration and military protection of the realm. The problem with
the junxian system is that since imperial family members are denied political or military decision-
making power at court or territories to oversee outside the capital, there is no possibility of securing
the position of the ruling house in times of crisis.

In the following section, Cao Jiong revisits several iterations of the debates in the Qin and
Han courts on centralized and decentralized administration, connects them with the specific
historical contexts in which they were proposed as policy recommendations, and examines the
ensuing court decisions and their consequences.

The first example that C4o Jiong cites is that of Chunyd Yueé % T (1. third century BCE)

87 an advocate of the fengjian system who was active in the court of the First Emperor of Qin.

8 A similar passage occurs in the HS, 14.393: [INT B RIAKR 2 i, ~hro R+ FHR M. ]
8 Yan K¢&jiin, 20.1161-1.
87 Also written V& Ttk

39



Chunyu Yue based his argument in favor of the system of investiture with reference to two well-

known episodes of the Warring States period, the usurpation of the throne of Qi 7% by Tian Chang
Hi % in 481 BCE; and the partition of the Warring State’s kingdom of Jin £ in 403 BCE. Chunyu

Yue’s discussion concludes with an appeal to the Qin ruler to adhere to the institutions of the past,
that is, to make ample use of the system of investiture. “Not to follow the models of the past in the

management of government affairs and still be able to endure for a long time, | have never heard
of such a thing!” [ZF AN Hifi o5 11 RE = A&, BT 111,98

Chuinyu Yue’s recommendations were set against Li ST’s proposals. Li St suggested to
parcel the realm into administrative divisions of prefectures and counties to be governed by court
appointed officials with a limited tenure. The First Emperor followed Li Si’s advice and
established an empire-wide junxian system for the first time in history. Cao Jidng argues that with
this move, the First Emperor unknowingly undermined the foundations of his own dynasty so that
when he passed away, the imperial family became estranged and weak and the court officials were
able to usurp power with little difficulty. More specifically, Cao Jidng revisits the episode in which
Zhao Gao # /5 (d. 207 BCE) usurped power and was even able to put members of the imperial
clan to death [ 48 = 2 46, #kih o< =19

In highlighting the mistakes of the first Qin ruler, who allowed ministers from outside the
family circle to wield too much power at court and to control the imperial armies, Cao Jiong is

probably drawing an implicit parallel with the situation of the ziengshi period, when the political

ambitions of the STma family had become evident.

8 Yan Ké&jin, 20.1161-1. Chinyt Yué’s position is recorded in the SJ, 6.254 and 87.2546. In this passage, Chlnyu

Yué paraphrases the Book of Documents: [SANAfidy, PArizkt, HEER MR
8 Yan K¢&jiin, 20.1161-1.
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The second moment of Céo Jiong’s discussion involves the founding of the Han dynasty.
He notes that even though Lit1 Bang, taking his lesson from the fall of Qin, decided to invest his
kinsmen with territories, he was too generous in granting territories, so that the invested kin
became estranged from the ruling lineage and had amassed sufficient resources to challenge the
central court. As an advocate of fengjian, Cao Jiong is quick to note that the problems with the
system of investiture in the Western Han originated from the excess in its application. It was Liu
Bang’s undue generosity that laid the foundations for the troubles that later emperors were to face.

During the reign of emperor Wén, Jia Yi & 5H (ca. 200-168 BCE), the renowned scholar

and minister of the Western Han, submitted a proposal recommending that all granted territories
be divided among every descendant of each lord. Jid Yi’s plan was to reduce the effective power
of the territorial lords without increasing the animosity between the ruling monarch and the
enfeoffed members of the imperial clan. “If your Majesty desires to establish a peaceful rule over
the realm,” he wrote, “the best way is to increase the number of feudatories and decrease their
power, then the power to govern the realm will be like the body commanding the arm, and the arm
commanding the fingers." [REAK F 26 %, HEHRMmEHE mMbH . SN2,

e AEE, B2 {45 ].% Furthermore, he argued that by ordering the division of the
kingdoms among all descendants, the emperor was not only weakening potential threats, but also
promoting impartiality and benevolence. Hence, it can be said that his memorial integrated
principles of realpolitik coated with a layer of “Confucian” virtues.®! Yet emperor Wén refused to
follow Jid Yi’s advice and it was up to his successors to face the growing power of the territorial

lords.

% yan Ké&jiin, 75.1161-2.
% See also Charles Sanft, “Six of One, Two Dozen of the Other: The Abatement of Mutilating Punishments under
Han Emperor Wen.” Asia Major (Third Series) 18.1 (2005), pp. 87-88.
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Soon after his accession, Emperor Jing 5 (r. 156-141 BCE) was faced with the need to

reassert central control over the quasi-autonomous kingdoms and their resources. In order to
pursue this policy, he brought up a series of legal accusations against the local kings, all of whom
were members of the imperial clan, and decreed that stripping them of land would be an
appropriate penalty. But the local kings did not stand idly by waiting for their territories to be
parceled and their income diminished; they formed an alliance and rallied their troops to fight the
decision of the central court. The clash that ensued between central government troops and the
armies of the Liu kings is known as the Rebellion of the Seven Kingdoms (154 BCE). The
suppression of this rebellion took only a few months, and the result was favorable to the central
government, which was able to regain control of large areas formerly under the aegis of the
hereditary kings.

The need to further decrease the power of these kingdoms became more evident for

emperor Wi X (r. 141-87 BCE), who decreed that all kingdoms be divided and overseen by

centrally appointed officials. From then on imperial kinsmen were allowed to retain and pass on
their titles and received sufficient stipends to maintain the luxurious lifestyle of the local courts,
but they were barred from government duties. The policy of making imperial kin into a parasitic
aristocracy with no real administrative or military duties was sharply criticized by Cao Jidong. He
notes: “the descendants [of the formerly powerful territorial lords of the Western Han] became too

weak, their food and clothing coming from the tax revenues and had no participation in government
affairs.” [T 259, KEMHM, FEEFE]?
So far, we can see that Cao Jiong is notably critical of these early Western Han application

of the principles of fengjian, the problem with the territorial lords stemmed from the initial excess

92 Yan K&jiin, 20.1161-2.
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in the granting of territories, and the successive emperors’ inability or unwillingness to remedy the
situation. Either so powerful that they would threaten the throne, or so powerless that they could
do little to assist the ruling lineage, the territorial lords of the Western Han were unable to fulfill
their role. However, Cao Jiong brings a third example to illustrate a more promising approach to

decentralized governance. The next section of C4o Jidng’s treatise discusses Liti Xiang’s %A
(77-6 BCE) admonition to emperor Chéng f&. (r. 33-7 BCE) urging him to check the growing

power of the consort clans.

In the present, those of the same surname have become estranged, the maternal relatives
have taken control of government, pushing aside those of the imperial family and
weakening the lords of the imperial clan. This is certainly not the way to protect the altars

of soil and grain and to secure the dynastic succession to the throne!
UF & Ak, BFEER, HERE, Mk, JE R,

22 7 B il . 1%

Since emperor Chéng had not fathered an heir to the throne, Lil Xiang’s main concerns
were to secure the dynastic transition, restore the primacy of the imperial family, and prevent the
usurpation of government positions by the Wang and other powerful clans at court. The Wang clan,
for one had several of its members in top-government positions and had created an extensive power
network in the imperial bureaucracy.®* The LiG claim to the Mandate of Heaven was in serious

jeopardy.

9 Y4an K&jiin, 20.1161-2.

% Luke Habberstad, “Recasting the Imperial Court in Late Western Han: Rank, Duty, and Alliances during
Institutional Change,” in Michael Nylan and Griet Vankeerberghen (eds.), Chang’ an 26 BCE: An Augustan Age in
China (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2015), pp.
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It is not difficult to draw a few historical parallels between Liti Xiang’s memorial and the
overall context of the “Discussion on the Six Dynasties.” First of all, just like Lia Xiang, Cdo Jiong
was also a distant member of the imperial clan, one of “the same surname.” Second, both
memorials were purportedly written in times when court intrigues were evident and shortly before
the respective emperors were toppled. Moreover, when this happened the lords were unable to lend
support because their territorial bases had been weakened and they had been pushed aside from
top government posts. Céo Jiong complains that the imperial kinsmen had been demoted to the
ranks of the common people and that non-kin have taken over the administration of the realm.

Neglected or misused, they found no way of helping the dynasty.%

Counterfactual reasoning in the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties”

In this section, 1 would like to highlight the sophistication evidenced in the “Discussion of
the Six Dynasties” by briefly discussing how Céo Jiong introduces principles of counterfactual
analysis to his study of the system of investiture. The usefulness of counterfactual reasoning in
historical narrative has been a point of methodological contention in modern social history and
historical sociology, especially during the 1980s. From my analysis of the argumentative strategies
of the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties,” [ propose to read the use of counterfactuals in Cao Jiong’s
text as something more than a rhetorical device.®® | argue that counterfactual reasoning

demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of causal sequences in historical explanation.

% Yan Ké&jiin, 20.1162-1

% The publication of Alfred H. Bloom’s The Linguistic Shaping of Thought: A Study in the Impact of Language on
Thinking in China and the West triggered a debate on the possibilities of counterfactual thought in modern Chinese.
Bloom argued that the Chinese language did not enable its speakers to think in counterfactual terms. Cristoph
Harbsmeier has cogently refuted Bloom’s thesis. See Cristoph Harbsmeier contribution in Joseph Needham (ed.),
Science and Civilization in China. Vol. 7, Part 1 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press. 1998), especially
pages 116-118.
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As this is an unusual move, a few caveats are in order. First, | am aware that neither the
purpose nor the language of the text are similar to those of modern Western social sciences.
Therefore, it would be very difficult to find a theoretical position explicitly stated or discussed in
extenso. Based on the premise that theory should be explicitly articulated to deserve such a name,
there are those who claim that these texts possess no theoretical value and their relevance is limited
to the context of their production, as policy recommendations or discussions of statecraft. However,
as Leigh Jenco has suggested, the perceived absence of such a discussion does not invalidate our
engagement with premodern Chinese political thought as a source of relevant theoretical insights.®’
Following Jenco’s insightful approach, I contend that the theoretical concerns in Cao Jidong’s text
are articulated with enough clarity and depth to be worth serious consideration.

Counterfactual thinking has been largely resisted by archival historians who stress the need
to tell things as they happened, and not as they could have happened.® The value of counterfactual
thinking for the social historian lies in that it creates an awareness to the fact that there are no
predetermined or necessary series of outcomes resulting from a single event. However, as
sociologist Larry Griffin has suggested, counterfactual possibilities are valid only if “the posited
historical alternatives are "objective possibilities™ in the particular historical context-the real past-
housing the action or event subject to counterfactual interrogation."®® Thus, the main value of
counterfactual-reasoning for a social historian lies in its method to explore the possible alternative
outcomes of a series of events in consideration of the existing structural conditions and historical

contingencies.

9 Leigh K. Jenco. “On the Possibility of Chinese Thought as Global Theory”. In Chinese Thought as Global Theory:
Diversifying Knowledge Production in the Social Sciences and Humanities. [Albany: State University of New York
Press, Forthcoming]

% On this point, see Martin Bunzl. “Counterfactual History: A User’s Guide.” In The American Historical Review
109.3 (2004), pp. 845-848.

% On counterfactual analysis in historical sociology see Larry Griffin. "Narrative, Event-Stucture Analysis and Causal
Interpretation™ in American Journal of Sociology 98.5 (1993): p.1099-1100.
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There is yet another relevant methodological possibility opened by counterfactual thinking,
one that emphasizes the agent’s relative autonomy. Counterfactual analysis can make us aware
that the decision-makers’ effective response to a specific contingency is only one of the agent’s
gamut of possible options. That is, immersed within specific historical conditions, individuals or
groups of individuals with the institutional capacities to decide political courses of action are
expected to assess the cost and the benefit of each possible course of action and imagine each
consequent alternative scenario. In the “Discussion of the Six Dynasties”, we find several
interesting examples of this mode of reasoning. Cao Jidong argues for the superiority of the system
of investiture claiming that if the First Emperor had followed the advice of Chlinyu Yue instead
of that of Li Si, the rebellions that followed upon his death would have not succeeded in uprooting

the dynasty. He writes;

Had the First Emperor accepted Chunyt’s advice and discarded Li S1’s opinions, split up
the territory and created imperial princes of his brothers and sons, conferred titles to the
descendants of the Three Dynasties, and rewarded the meritorious ministers' hard work,
each place would have had a permanent ruler and the people would have had a fixed lord,;
the branches and leaves would support each other, and the head and the tail would each
fulfill its respective functions. Then, even though the descendants might lose the way and
their contemporaries be no match for the virtue of [kings] Tang [of Shang] and Wt [of
Zhdu], treason and scheming would not emerge, and the rebels would be annihilated. How
could such insignificant men as Chén [Sheéng] or Xiang [Yu] be able to mobilize [the
people]?

[FfER E4VE T 2% R 2 &m > FEINE - > 5 » H=AK

Zt& > mEZS > tAEE > RAEE > KEMEK BREAH > #
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In the second example, Cdo Jiong reverts the argument by stating that had the Han dynasts

followed the Qin system, the Lii = clan would have been able to usurp the throne. “The various
members of the Lii clan usurped power, and plotted to harm the house of Lt [ # = 18 #E,

[ £ 2 FG].1°% 1t was the cohesion of the invested kin that prevented this from happening,

Since the lords [the enfeoffed scions of the house of Lil] were powerful, they were like
sturdy boulders. This was because within the passes, Zhuxi of Dongmoéu preserved the
Mandate, and beyond the passes, Qi, Dai, Wi and Chu served as defense [against external
threats]. Had the [founding emperor] Gaozu followed the model of the vanquished Qin and
disregarded the way of government of the ancient kings, they [his descendants] would have

surely lost the realm and that would have been the end of the House of Liu.
[fELARE RO K, BARE, RAKERMmRN, 7. AR R, BIEH
AN . MR E T R 2, B EH, MIRTEME, JERIIR

ﬁ&]lOZ

In both cases, the counterfactual possibility is explicitly stated and follows from the
premise that the alternative scenario is both historically plausible and would have been causally
determined. Yet, Cao Jiong reasoning is not without its pitfalls. As Bunzl notes, the conditional

b

clause “if...then...”, or in this case “had A not happened, then B would have happened”

100 y4n Kéjiin, 20.1161-2.
101 Y4n Kéjiin, 20.1161-2.
102 Y4n Kéjiin, 20.1161-2.
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presupposes the same unilinear historical development as evidence-based causal narrative.% In
the case at hand, it is clear that Cao Jidong assumes that had the Han not invested imperial kin with
territories, the elimination ruling house would have been easily overthrown by the consort clan.
Thus, he limits the unfulfilled potential outcomes of the situation to a single alternative scenario,
namely, the substitution of the House of Lil by the Liis. Moreover, he suggests that had this

situation developed, its consequences would have been irreversible [3F %1 X 5 t#1]1.1% This is all

the more puzzling since Cao Jiong was widely aware that such reversal could and did indeed occur,
as was the case of the restitution of Liu dynasty after the Wang Mang interregnum of the early first
century CE.

From the previous discussion it can be seen that Cao Jiong’s “Discussion of the Six
Dynasties”, although presented as advice on the contingent political situation, and contained many
detailed discussions of the lessons of the past, is not devoid of theoretical significance. Yet, | must
acknowledge an implicit counterfactual derived from my own analysis. That is, if Cdo Jiong was
on to something of theoretical importance, why did he not explicitly engage with the problems of
counterfactual reasoning as a methodological principle? There are many plausible explanations for
this. First of all, I must admit the possibility that Cao Jiong was entirely unaware of the
methodological implications of counterfactual assumptions. However, there is enough textual and
linguistic evidence to refute the claim that the Classical Chinese language inhibited the possibility
of considering counterfactual claims. In this sense, counterfactual argumentation would have
deserved very little consideration for Cao Jidong. Second, as mentioned earlier, the concern of this
particular piece was primarily political; it was a plea to the regent Cao Shudng to strengthen the

position of the invested kin vis-a-vis the central court. Thus, it was hardly the place to expand on

103 Martin Bunzl. “Counterfactual History,” pp. 845-848.
104 Y4n Ké&jin, 20.1161-2.
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such concerns. More importantly, just because there is no explicit discussion of the theory or
methodology of historical inquiry in premodern Chinese texts, it does not mean that these concerns

are not present.

Concluding remarks

After considering the three examples of court debates and their consequences, it could be
argued that Cao Jiong presents a selective reading of the historical precedents to better suit his
arguments. As a matter of fact, he downplays the troubles faced by the Zhou rulers and focuses on
the calamities of excessive centralization as experienced by the Qin. However, as the previous
discussion shows, he is also willing to concede that decentralizing policies can be overdone. His
criticism of Han Gaozl’s serves as a case in point. Yet, despite acknowledging problems with the
application of each systems, he presents a compelling case for the superiority of the system of
investiture based on the close relationship between members of the same family. In the end, it was
the treason of prominent members of the STmd family that would put an end to the Cao dynasty,
and just as Cao Jidong had forewarned, the members of the ruling house were powerless to prevent
or confront the usurpation.

A skeptical reader might also point to Cdo Jidng’s status as a member of the imperial clan
of Wei and dismiss his discourse on virtuous governance as self-serving rhetoric. However, as the
previous discussion shows, the texts offer informed policy recommendations and go beyond self-
interest. As policy proposals, these texts were presented to the ruler as warnings of the dangers of
centralized administration and with hopes of fostering a reform of the existing political system.

Indeed, Cao Jiong’s “Discourse on the Six Dynasties” does so with remarkable foresight, and
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although the ruling emperor, or his regent, paid no heed to his advice, the practice of investiture

of the Jin dynasty could be said to have followed his recommendations.
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CHAPTER 2

No system is without flaws: Lu JT’s revision of the lessons of the past

Lu JT 1% (261-303), courtesy name Shihéng —fér, was the scion of a powerful ministerial
family of the state of WU & (222-280). He was the grandson of LU XUn i (183-245), a former
Chancellor (chéngxiang 7&#H) during the reign of Stin Quan f## (181-252), and the son of Lu
Kang T (226-274), who served as Great Marshall (da simd K F) under emperor Yuanzong
JCSE (r. 264-280), the last emperor of the Eastern W(.1%°

According to his biography in the Book of Jin (Jin shit £ 2), Lu Ji stood out from an early

age due to his extraordinary literary ability and proper deportment.®® The Book of Jin also records
three instances of the high praise that Lu JT enjoyed among his contemporaries. In the first episode,
Zhang Hua 5k % (232-300) an official in the Jin court highlighted Lu JT’s literary abilities saying:
“When people compose literary pieces, they are often anxious about [or lament] their talents falling

short, you Sir, however, should be worried about their abundance.” [ A2 23, #IRA D, 1M
F 5 B H £1.197 Another instance records his brother Lu Yun stating: “after reading my older

brother’s literary works, I feel like burning my own brush and ink stone.” [ 75 . 503, HAR)E

105 Fang Xuanling E 2 (579-648), Book of Jin (Jin shii & ) (Beijing: Zhonghua shiju, 1985) [hereafter JS],
54.1467-1473.
106 38, 54.1467
107 3S, 54.1480.
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H % 157 119 Finally, the reclusive scholar Gé Hong % 4t (283-343) offered the following
compliment: “Lu JT's writings are all as perfect as the jades of the Xudnpt, nothing can diminish
their brilliance, like the [fabled] five [-colored] rivers, their source seems to be just one. Their
many embellishments [actually] improve them, majestic, they float at ease, he was certainly
without a match among the [writers] of his generation.” [#& XM X [l 2 ff &, #AEROLE, 1o
WM, RIEW—. HLARETTHE, JEEEE, TR —RZET! 1M Apparently, few of
his contemporaries could match Lu Ji’s exceptional pedigree and talent.

Thus, it is no surprise that Lu J1 is also one of the best-known medieval Chinese scholars.
His life and work have been the focus of many scholarly articles in both Sinophone and Western
studies of the period.!? His most famous work is the “Rhapsody on Literature” (Wénfi SCHR), a
prose-poem examining the patterns of proper writing. In addition, his poetry has been considered
a model of the use of parallel couplet (pianwén jf 30) style in the early medieval period.

Lu Ji is also the author of the “Discussion on the fall of the State” (Bianwang lun ¥

), 112 a parallel-prose poem written a few years after the Jin conquest of W1. In it, Lu JT attempts

to explain the historical events and principles of government that led to the defeat of his native
state. The “Discussion on the fall of the State” consists of two-parts. The first part of the essay

narrates the story of the founding of the state of Wu; it begins with a paean to Stin Jian’s fREX (ca.

108 35, 54.1481.

109 35, 54.1480.

110 For a comprehensive list of scholarly works on Lu Ji, see David Knechtges and Taiping Chang (eds.), Early
Medieval Chinese Literature. Part One, pp. 616-628.

HIWX 17.761-774. A full translation of the Wénful is available in E.R. Hughes. The Art of Letters. Lu Chi’s “Wen
Fu,” 302 A.D. (New York: Pantheon Books. 1951), pp. 94-108.

112 The “Discourse on the fall of the State” has been translated in full into English and French. See Emile Gaspardone,
“Le Discours de la perte du Wou par Lou Ki,” in Sinologica vol.5 (1958), pp. 189-225. Also David R. Knechtges,
“Han and Six Dynasties Parallel Prose” in Renditions n.33-34 (1990), pp. 78-94.
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155-191) martial virtues followed by a commendation of Stin Quan’s role in consolidating the
state.!3

Based on Lu Ji’s emphasis on the continued service of the Lu lineage to the state of WA,
the Book of Jin suggests that Lu Ji’s motivation for composing this essay was to transmit the
accomplishments of his forebears to posterity.'* Several events and numerous characters of the
Three Kingdoms period are mentioned in the first part. It is very likely that Lu JT was personally
acquainted with a few of these personalities, some of whom were members of his own family who
had occupied important positions at court.

After his description of rulers and heroes, Lu J1 ends the first part of the essay with a
lapidary reflection on the ultimate causes for the fall of WU. In his view, the main cause for the
loss of the state was that its latter rulers were unable to employ men of talent.!® This situation is
contrasted in the first section of the second part of the essay, where Lu J1 points out that the earlier
rulers were able to garner the support of worthy servitors. This was especially true for Siin Quan
who “lived in a modest palace and ate coarse food in order to make ample the rewards for
meritorious ministers; and emptied his heart and became modest in order to receive the plans of
counsellors.” [ JE &, DIBIIEZE; PEEC, DAL 5. 1M In the conclusion
of the essay, Lu J1 reiterates the lack of support for men of talent as the main cause of the fall of
WU, and goes a step further by noting that the lack of concord between the ruler and subjects that

existed earlier in the dynasty had been lost.1’

113 For more on Siin Jian and the founding of W1, see Rafe de Crespigny, Generals of the South, pp. 70-127.
11435, 54.1467.

15 WX, 53.2319.

16 WX, 53.2322. Also Knechtges, “Han and Six Dynasties Parallel Prose”

17 WX 53.2326-2327
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In the “Discussion on the Five Ranks” (Wiidéng lnn T %), Lu J1 sought to assess the

advantages and disadvantages of the fengjian and jlnxian systems in history.*® The 'Five Ranks'
in the title refers to the aristocratic titles of gong 23, héu 1%, bé 11, zi ¥, and nan 53, which were

supposedly instituted by the sage kings of antiquity to invest their kin with territories or reward
meritorious ministers and secure their help in governing the realm.!®

Whereas the “Discussion on the fall of the State” probably has a cathartic effect on the
author who laments the demise of WU, the circumstances of the composition of the “Discussion
on the Five Ranks” are much less clear. We do not know when it was written. One possibility is

that it was composed during Lu JT’s retreat in Huating %52 (near present day Shanghai), and was

intended as a reflection on the events of the recent past by historical parallel. Considering the fact
that the discussion omits any reference to the Stmd rulers or to the events that transpired after Lu
J1joined the Jin court, it is very probable that it was composed before the year 290.

It is puzzling that despite the long list of studies devoted to Lu J1’s literary production, few
scholars have considered his political writings seriously. Still more intriguing is the fact that his
“Discussion on the Five Ranks” has been largely neglected despite the fact that it is considered
one of the most important essays on decentralized governance of the medieval period.*?° Since L
Jiis not usually considered a political thinker in traditional scholarship, my choice of texts requires

some further explanation.

118 These two essays are included in Xiao Tong’s 7 %t (501-531) Selections of Refined Literature (Weénxudn L),
3.2310-2327. Also in LU Shihéng wénji jiaozhu [ 11 SCAE KL F, annotated by Liu Yunhdo 2 4f, (Nanjing:
Fenghuang, 2007) [hereafter LSWJ], pp. 978-1033 and pp. 1033-1037 respectively.

119 An alternative title for this essay is “Discussion of the Five Ranks of Aristocratic Lords” (Wiidéng zhithéu lin H.
SERE e am).

120 | SHWJ, p. 10-13.
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Several commentators noted the similarities in the way that Cao Jidong and Lu J1 presented
their essays in support of the system of investiture. As a matter of fact, these two authors became
a standard reference as the early medieval supporters of fengjian. Bai Jayi’s HJ& 5 (772-846)
“Considering the system of investiture and discussing the prefectural system” (yi fengjian lin
junxian s% ¥ 25 ATRER), mentions Cdo Jiong and Lu J1 together as examples of scholars who
considered that the fall of Qin was due to its removal of the territorial lords [Z & E&5I| % 156 H
Wt o B AT E, SUBRRUCK - UM RSN E U - TER - £#2 5, H2ES]" The
Comprehensive Examination of Documents (Weénxian Tongkdo SCIEkiE) collected by the Yuan
dynasty scholar M4 Duanlin F5%#fi (1245-1322) also discusses their works together in a section
examining the system of investiture in previous dynasties.?? Finally, Wang Wénjin £ 3§, one
of the commentators to Du You’ s F1:4% (735-812) Comprehensive Classic (Tongdicn i i)
succinctly mentions that discussions of the benefits of the fengjian system are to be found in Cao
Jiong’s and Lu JT’s essays [BLHE u i A~ BEEL# & E S HE 2 F1.12 Thisall goes to
show that successive generations of Chinese scholars interested in the system of investiture took
note of Lu JT’s “Discussion of the Five Ranks” and could refer to it to summarize the views of
early medieval advocates of fengjian.

The earliest extant version of the “Discussion on the Five Ranks” has been preserved in
the “Discussions” section of the Selections of Refined Literature.’?* Xiao Tong’s admiration for

Lu J1is beyond doubt. Not only did Xiao Tong include two of Lu J1’s “discussion” pieces as prime

121 1§ Fang 2517 (925-996) et al. (comp.), Finest Blossoms in the Garden of Literature (Weényuan yinghud L5 9<3E),
annotated by Péng Shiixia (fl. late 12th-early 13th centuries) and Lao Gé %5 % (1819-1864) (Beijing: Zhonghua shiju,
1966) [hereafter WYYH], 495.2535-1.

122 WXTK 265.2095-2 and 265.2181-2.

127D, 31.848

124 WX, 52.2273-2281.
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examples of the genre, he also included several of L JT’s poems (shi &) and rhapsodies (fu &) in

his collection, and was deeply influenced by the ideas about literature expressed in Lu J1’s

“Rhapsody on Literature”. As Wang Ping aptly notes, “taken together, works by Lu JT occupy the

top of Xiao Tong’s list of favorites.”*?

The “Discussion on the fall of the State” and the “Discussion on the Five Ranks” are both
included in Fang Xuanling’s 5 % % (579-648) Book of Jin in the biographies section. The
General Treatises (Tongzhi 1 i) collected by the renowned Southern Song scholar Zhéng Qido
FRHE (1108-1166) contains one version of Lu J's “Discussion of the Five Ranks”.1%® We find

another essay by the same title in the Northern Song dynasty collection Finest Blossoms in the
Garden of Literature. However, the “Discussion of the Five Ranks” included there is a different

essay attributed to the Northern Qi 7% (550—577) scholar Li Gongxu Z=/A%% (fl. 61 century).*?’
Yan Ké&jtin transcribes several works by Lu J1 in his section “Complete Works of the Jin
dynasty”, including the “Discussion on the Five Ranks”.*?® This is one of the most complete
versions of the text. More recently, a collection of Lu J1°s works annotated by Liti Yunhdo’s 313
4f was published in mainland China.'?® I have relied on both Yan K&jiin’s and Lii Yunh#o’s notes

for my translation.

The system of investiture and the survival of the state

125 Wang Ping, The Age of Courtly Writing: Wen Xuan Compiler Xiao Tong (501-531) And His Circle (Leiden: Brill,
2012), p. 76.

126 TZ 124(a).37 (a).1921-3-1922-3.

12T\WYYH, 741.3867-1/38681. Li Gongxu’s biography can be found in TZ 155.68.2509-3/2510-1

128 Y4n K&jiin, 99.22025-1-2026-1.

129 Lo J1 Bt (261-303), LU Shihéng wénji jiaozht P& 147 SCAERS I, commented by Lit Yunhdo ZIiE 4T (Nanjing:
Fenghuang chubanshe, 2007) [herafter LSHWJ]
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Shortly after his father’s passing, Lu JT and his brothers inherited the command over his
armies.’®® Lu Jireceived the title of General of the Banner Gate (vamén jiang 7 ['1#) of a fraction

of his late father’s army when he was still a young man. It is difficult to assess how much military
training and experience he accumulated during his youth, but it is very likely that by the time of
the fall of WU he was capable of coordinating defensive measures and of leading armies in battle.

According to the records, two of Lu Ji’s older brothers, Lu Yan % (d.280) and Lu Jing
P 5t (249-280) were Killed in battle during their defense against the incursions of the Jin armies
led by the veteran general Wang Jin F#% (206-286).1%! Lu JT and his younger brother Lu Yun [%
% (262-303), on the other hand, were able to preserve their lives and their relative wealth during

these turbulent times. They spent the next decade or so in the family estate in Huating, where they
devoted themselves to the composition of literary pieces. Whether the survival of these two Lu
brothers was the result of a negotiated surrender with the invading Jin army or because they were
graciously spared in view of their literary talents is difficult to assess. What we do know is that
despite after Lu J1’s long reclusion, he was finally convinced to abandon his estate and to serve the
ruling family of the new dynasty.'3?

Domink Declercq noted that whether or not to serve Jin implied the recognition of the
dynasty’s legitimacy, and thus presented medieval Chinese scholars with an ethical dilemma.®?

Lu J1 left his hometown and moved to Ludyéang 7% % to take posts as a servitor of the state of Jin.

Other prominent men of WU were also summoned to serve the new imperial dynasty.

130 SGZ, 58.1360.

131 Wang Jun was one of the main advocates of the invasion of Wi See his “Memorial requesting the pacification of
the Kingdom of W1” in JS, 42.1208.

132 38, 54.1473. Lu Yn, for his part, might have entered the service of the new dynasty as early as 281 as a retainer
to the Circuit Inspector Zhou Jun &2 (d. 289) as well as other posts in the capital. See Knechtges and Chang, p. 639.
133 Dominik Declercq, Writing Against the State: Political Rhetorics in Third and Fourth Century China (Leiden:
Brill, 1998), pp. 125-127.
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Serving in the northern capital was probably a very stressful situation for Lu JT and other
men of the Wu elite. Several of Lu JT’s extant poems express his nostalgia for the Southern lands
and his anxieties about serving the Jin, mixed with a sense of gratitude and duty to the new ruling
house.'® This also shows that while service to the state was an important aspect of elite life in
middle period China, it was not necessarily accompanied by permanent allegiance to a state’s
ruling house.

Once at the capital, the Lu brothers were received with both praise and suspicion. Zhang
Hu4, one of the most prominent Jin statesmen at the time stated: “The benefit of attacking the state

of W1 was that [we] obtained these two talents.” [{k %2 1%, FlfE —4#2]* On the other hand,
the powerful minister LG4 Zhi & & (fl. fourth century CE) sought to provoke Lu Ji in the midst of

a banquet by asking about his forebears in a markedly disrespectful tone. The insinuation was
perhaps that they were without sufficient merit to be properly remembered. To this, Lu J1 retorted
with an equally disrespectful question about Lii Zhi’s own predecessors.!%

In the next years, Lu J1 served the Stma rulers in different capacities, both in the central
court in Ludyang—including attendant to the heir designate STma Yu ] i@ (d.300)— as well as
in the local administration. Unfortunately, Lu JT would also be implicated in some of the fiercest
factional struggles at court. As an attendant to StTma Lun =] 5 ffy (249-301), the Prince of Zhao ji,

Lu J1 was charged with forging the abdication edict that STma Lan used to eliminate Empress Jid

H (257-300) and depose emperor Hui £ (290-301). During the Rebellion of the Eight Princes

(291-306), both Lu JT and his brother Yun were called to serve under StTma Ying =] 57 (279

134 WX 26.1229-1232. For an analysis of Lu JT’s Ludyang poetry, see Chiu-mi Lai. “River and ocean. The third century
verse of Pan Yue and Lu Ji.” (PhD diss. University of Washington. 1990), pp. 210-272.

13538, 54.1472.

136 JS, 54.1473.

58



306), the Prince of Chéngdii f%#F. Both brothers received appointments as military commanders

from their new patron.*%’

The Rebellion of the Eight Princes was seen as the result of the STma founders’ excessive
reliance on Kin, and hence became a standard reference to argue against the system of investiture
in later medieval anti-fengjian discourses. Lu Ji’s “Discussion of the Five Ranks,” however,
contains no reference to this momentous decade, or to the events in which he was an active
participant. | suspect this proves the earlier date of the composition of the text, rather than neglect
or purposeful omission on the part of the author. In any case, a brief overview of the STméa approach
to investiture would provide a better understanding of the issues at stake.

After removing the Céo clan and securing the support of the court, one of STma Yan’s ]

RS % (236-290) first measures as emperor Wi i, (r. 266-290) of Jin was to lavishly award

territories to close relatives and allies. Convinced that his takeover of Wei had been greatly
facilitated by the fact that the Céo rulers did not establish their family members as princes, the Jin
dynasty founder reinstituted the five ranks of nobility, and allowed the princes and lords to
consolidate their power by recruiting their own armies and collecting taxes.!®

The Jin imperial princes became active participants in the succession struggles at the end
of the third century, mobilizing their armies against the court and forming alliances to suppress
other members of the STma family. The result was a period of internecine warfare and factional
conflict affecting both the central court and the peripheral princedoms. Some texts have remarked

upon the parallels between the Rebellion of the Eight Princes during the early Jin and the Rebellion

137 The “Rebellion of the Eight Princes” or the “War of the Eight Princes” was a decade-long armed conflict between
princes of the STma clan and the central court. For more on the political and military events of this period, see David
Graff. Medieval Chinese Warfare 300-900 (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 45-47.

138 S, 2.39. See also Dominik Declercq, Writing Against the State, pp. 125-127.
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of the Seven States in the Western Han. Both were seen as the unintended result of allowing
invested kin to concentrate enough power to challenge the central court.

It was during these turbulent times that Lu J1 was appointed to serve under STma Ying.
Probably sensing the impending danger, some of Lu J1’s friends urged him to excuse himself and
return to his homeland of WU, but he refused to abandon his post, arguing that it was his duty to
make an effort to try to rectify the times.®*® Lu JT served STma Ying dutifully and proved his worth
both as an administrator and as a military commander. Considering his role as a military aide to
Stma Ying, it is almos a miracle that Lu JT made it alive out of the succession of executions that
followed the restoration of emperor Hui in 301. Many dear friends and allies, however, were
executed in the ensuing purges.*® Sadly, Lu J1’s death would come only a couple of years after
joining STmd Ying’s staff. Both Lu JT and Lu Yun were executed in the year 303 as a result of
slandering and treason.4!

During the military campaign against STma Yi =] X (277-304), Lu Ji was accused of
disloyalty by the eunuch Meéng Jitt X (third and fourth centuries), who was a close advisor to
Stma Ying.  Apparently, Meng Jit held a grudge against Lu Yun and was set on eliminating the

Lu brothers. Moreover, Méng Jiit’s younger brother Méng Chao 7 ##, who was under Lu Ji’s

command, had confronted him openly while on the encampment and refused to follow his orders.
Meéng Jit used the failure of Lu Ji’s armies to accuse him of duplicity. Lu J1 was put to death
together with his two sons. Méng Jit also accused Lu Yun of treason and managed to sentence
him to death despite many voices pleading to spare his life. The execution of the Lu brothers is

described as unjust in the Book of Jin, which stresses the proper deportment of Lu JT when facing

189 38, 54.1473.
140 S, 54.1473.
141 JS, 54.1480.
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his slayer and the mourning rituals prepared for Lu Yun as evidence of their remarkable

character.14?

Lu J1 on the benefits and problems of investiture

The “Discussion on the Five Ranks” is divided into several parts, consisting of a short
introduction, extensive expositions on the system of investiture followed by a discussion of its
shortcomings, a brief description of the system instituted by the Qin and its modification in the
Han, and a final conclusion. Traditionally, it has been assumed that Lu Ji is arguing in favor of the
system of investiture. The Book of Jin introduces this essay with the following remark: “[Lu] J1
also embraced [the idea that] “the Sage Kings divided the kingdoms, they considered appropriate
to establish the system of investiture” thus in order to pass on a selection of their far-sighted ideals
he composed the “Discussion on The Five Ranks” which reads [as follows]” [#% X DL <82 F 4K,
AR KRR, 5 %m0

Certainly, in the earlier part of the essay Lu J1 appears to have a strong inclination for the
system of investiture.'** After all, this was the system instituted by the sage kings of antiquity, and
was the system that allegedly contributed to the long-lasting rule of the Zhou. The opening
sentence states, “In distributing the fiefdoms and managing the outlying areas, the former kings
were always cautious; in instituting a system of rule and establishing its bases for posterity, they

always thought of the benefits for future generations™ [ 5 % B #C B, ¢ £ FriE; Al K,

142 In JS, 54.1480 and 54.1485 respectively.

143 In JS, 54.1475.

144 Charles Holcombe has understood Lt Ji’s arguments in favor or the system of investiture as rooted in the notion
of self-interest, “true feudal lords, like those of the ancient Zhou dynasty, made better stewards of the land than
bureaucratic imperial appointees, since they were stimulated to rule their lands with self-interest, while officials
appointed by a central government were only concerned with pleasing their imperial masters and seeking bureaucratic
advancement.” Charles Holcombe, In the Shadow of the Han, p. 53.
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JE B 4% BE1.1% In this way, Lu JT borrows from the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli J&1E) to kick-off his
discussion of the system of investiture.!4®

In the next sentence, however, Lu J1 suggests that historical transformations bring about

the need for different systems of rule.**” His stated method is to examine the historical records in

search for the causes for the rise and fall of dynasties [1525< i, MfE R, 2 PAHGE, 715
1M 5].148 Lu J inserted several more comments on the need to understand that no system is without
its flaws and that each period ought to be approached according to its own logics [[%] %1 & tH 3E
Al A, 3B AN RE M8 32,1 This indicates that his essay is not a one-sided defense of the

system of the Zhou.*>°

Another noteworthy aspect of the essay is that it proposes to leave aside the role of
supernatural forces in its explanation of political processes. That is, Lu J1 is interested in finding
discernible patterns that can explain the rise and fall of dynasties, but he notes that these ought to

be found in the way human affairs are handled, and not in any transcendental plan [/ %% % 8% ,

B, B i, B AR
The first and largest contrast is between the system of Five Ranks and the prefectural
system. The former, Lu J1claims, was instituted by the sage rulers of antiquity, the Yellow emperor

and Tang [Y4o] B [2£], the latter was established during the Qin and Han dynasties [ F.252 i,

145 |_SHWJ, p. 1034.

196 The phrase [t &, 77 IEA7, #EEIASET, BE 700, LLA IR %] appears before the description of each of the
offices in the Zhouli.

147 | SHWJ, p. 1034.

148 | SHWJ, p. 1034,

149 | SHWJ, p. 1045.

150 On this point, see Y& Jianhué M2 4, "Lu J1 jiqi shixué ML H 502 Xuéshi yuekan (1989), pp. 49-50.

151 LSHWJ, p. 1044,
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AT BRRR 2 A, A E Z21%].152 The system of investiture presented the advantage of

securing the help of kin and allies in the governance of the realm, especially for matters of defense.
Since the territory was so vast, it was necessary to rely on both kin and allies to defend the borders
and supervise the administration. “When they [the past rulers] established the lords, they charged
them with the administration of the fiefs and the border regions, each lord was given the
appropriate stipends whether kin or not. Thus, when the numerous states defended each other, their
foundation became like sturdy boulders; although clansmen and non-kin were mixed together, they
became like a protective wall to its achievements” [/ HF 582 #t, HAHEEIB 2 B, fFEEAH
M, DABUBAZIE, SREEEE, T M 3E].08

As discussed in the previous chapter, the advocates of féngjian often employed the imagery
of solid lines of defense to highlight the military advantage of investing kin with territories. Also
worth noting, Lu J1 assumes that each state would be ready to support each other and the royal
house in times of need. More importantly, by sharing the governance of the realm with the
hereditary lords, the ruler ensures not only their compliance, but their active participation in the

affairs of the state. As Lu J1 succinctly puts it:

Therefore, when the realm is divided [among the lords] this brings about deep joy, yet [in
times of distress] the ruler will be able to share the same worries [as the people]; when the
realm is properly ruled the benefits will be abundant, yet [in difficult times] the ruler will
[also] share the misfortunes [of the people].*>* To make the benefits abundant, he spreads

his kindness; to make sure the joys are far-reaching, he is concerned with the vast realm.

152 LSHWJ, p. 1034,

153 |_ SHWJ, p. 1036—1037. This passage alludes to the poem Bin X in the Book of Odes. [5% 4. M8, M
T EL].

154 The language of this passage is reminiscent of that of Méngzi’s audience with King Xuan & of Qi: “The people
will delight in the joy of him who delights in their joy, and will worry over the troubles of him who worries over their
troubles.” D.C. Lau (trans.) Mencius. Book 1.b: p.63.
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Thus, the feudal lords enjoy the stipends derived from their fief, and the countless

princedoms receive the blessings for successive generations.

R RTNLUEL, Moz FE; BRTLUSAH, miksiz it
Fo MIBHAIRE, SHER. Mk Zate®, SEZMTLZAE
5—%]155

Lu JT’s idea that the ruler shares his joys and worries with the hereditary lords resonates
with those expressed by Cao Jiong some decades earlier. However, unlike Cao Jiong, Lu J1 did not
seek to promote the primacy of the royal kin over other meritorious servants of the dynasty. It
should also be noted that in the ideal functioning of the féngjian system, both the sovereign and
the territorial lords each tend to the governance of their respective territories, and the common
people throughout the land are certain of who their lord is” [RIrd [ 2 H &35 Hih: IURZ RS0
7@%3‘5]_156

In this model, sovereignty is not divided among the ruler and the lords, it belongs only to
the king. Administration and defense responsibilities, however, are entrusted to the hereditary lords.
There is no concern with usurpation or rebellion, the ruler and the lords become an artificial family,
one in which “the ruler loves them as if they were his own children, those below trust him [the
ruler] as the one to whom they are bound” [ I 2 FE &4, T ZBEERE T4 In this
sense, it is also worth noting that the “ten thousand states” (wangud & [#) mentioned in the

previous passages are not considered a sign of political fragmentation. Much to the contrary, they

155 | SHWJ, p. 1037.
156 | SHWAJ, p. 1037.
157 LSHWJ, p. 1037.
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are the administrative units with which the ruler ensures benevolent governance even to the most
distant corners of the realm.

Lu J1 then continues to describe the ideal working of the fengjian system:

The stability of the realm derives from the lords of the feudal states governing sharing the
same ideas about government; the respect for the sovereign stems from the lords and
ministers agreeing on their status. The many [lords] are like a net that spreads to the corners
[of the realm], the Heavenly net [i.e., the royal family] brings them all together; when the
four limbs [i.e., the feudal lords] decline or face difficulties, the heart and spine [i.e., the
royal family] is capable of regulating [aiding] them.

(AR B IR Bh, e R 2B 5. B HET, RIRMEAE R,

DU i e ﬁ‘ﬁ{,@,{?{%x]ms

The system of investiture is portrayed here as fostering greater military security and
administrative efficiency, but it also suggested that it is a superior system in moral terms, since it
allows for the moral transformation of the people “When the world is well-governed [alt. in peace],
it is enough to practice honesty and to transform the customs; when the way [the power of the
royal family] declines, it is enough that they protect [each other] against cruel adversaries [t
ARVLHUR, T8 2 DU AE].10

Lu J1 seems to be most concerned with the continuity of the ruling lineage, regardless of
whether it can effectively exercise power or not. In times of distress and weakening of the royal

authority, he suggests, it is enough that the royal house is able to survive. For this, the support of

the royal clan is essential. “When the ruler inherits a situation of decline,” Lu J1 writes, “although

158 | SHWJ, p. 1037.
159 | SHWJ, p. 1037.
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the royal kinsmen are demoted; yet they retain their nominal position and are able to pass it on to
their offspring. Although, the imperial governance is less effective, it is not interrupted; the divine
throne is debased but it is still preserved. How is this not a result of establishing [the territorial
lords]? [ A RTRE, Faz b, MR, YRR, Do AB, a5 L 7,
R S i SRR 7].160

Interestingly, after describing the main features of the fengjian “ideal type,” Lu JT moves
on to revise how the system had worked in practice and to analyze its historical drawbacks. Unlike

Cao Jidong, Lu Ji is interested in discussing the drawbacks of the system of investiture as well as

its benefits. He writes:

The problem with the system of inheritance lies in making [the territorial lords] too
powerful to control; the drawback of the regulations ensuring generosity towards those
below lies in making the branches too heavy for the trunk to support them. The
transgressions of [the powerful lords] invading the weaker ones originated with the last
rulers of the Three Dynasties.'®! The calamities [brought about by] the decay [of the system
of investiture] culminated with the Seven Powers [of the Warring States].

[ith f 2 il Bk i sd 55, J5 T~ Z MR oK . 1R33ZEE H =3, R

# T L]

From this passage we can see that Lu J1 is was certainly aware of the shortcomings of the
system of investiture. The main problem he mentions is that it entails the possibility of allowing
the lords to become too powerful for the court to control. This is a recurrent concern in the literature

criticizing the fengjian system, one based on the ever-present danger of secession or sedition, both

160 | SHWJ p. 1045.
161 Ji¢ of Xia, Zhou of Shang, and You of Zhou
162 | SHWJ p. 1044.
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from kin and non-kin lords. Although Lu J1 explicitly mentions the distant past to illustrate his
point, his views on the matter were probably also informed by the ongoing factional struggles
between members of the STma family. The tense climate in the capital and the experience of the
“Rebellion of the Eight Princes” would have sufficed to warn an acute observer such as Lu J1 that
granting territory to kin was not without its problems. Nonetheless, Lu J1 remained convinced that
the system of investiture had guaranteed the long life of the earliest dynasties, and that is why the
sagely figures of the past did not modify it.1%3

Also, Lu J1 is widely aware of arguments in favor of the prefectural system. One of the
most common assumptions was that while the hereditary lords were relatively free of control, the
officials’ activities were closely scrutinized by the central court. Against this idea, Lu JT contends
that in the past there had been a mechanism to assess the performance of the territorial lords which
kept them in check. This system was abandoned only when the central court had lost its power, or

as Lu J1 narrates,

With numinous virtue demotions and promotions were assessed daily, and the officials and
lords both had the duty of coming to court to present their reports [every five years],
therefore, even licentious and inadequate lords still were not able to transgress. How can
anyone say that they were not under control? It was because the previous dynasties
employed this system that they were able to rise! On the other hand, when the dynasty was
in decline, the common people began to transgress the laws, the officials bought their
government positions, using money as a substitute for talent. Thus, corrupt and violent
people hoped to become lords. How can anyone say that this was not a chaotic situation?

This is why later rulers eliminated it!

163 | SHWJ p. 1045.
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[CREEZARES, BHBSHH, RFEE, RBURILE, REPTR, miE & H o
i, THIEARSR! MUEA I BR ., AjeaEk, HEAY, BEZE,

ot

=
m

M, RETR W B A e, A HOANAL R R A DA R R

Lu JT’s analyzes the experience of the Qin dynasty in order to discuss the dire consequences
of denying relatives and close collaborators a territorial base. First, although he notes that the
centralizing policies of the Qin were conceived to prevent the fragmentation of political power that
characterized the Warring States period, he argues that the ruler’s attempt to concentrate power

was the main reason for the dynasty’s demise.

When ruling the state [the Qin dynasty] made the mistake of weakening those below.®
The blessings [wealth] of the state were only to benefit the ruler. The sovereign's worries
were not shared [by the feudal lords.] Although this was to bring forth its fall and to stir
up the ensuing chaos [of the end of the dynasty], this was not the only reason; the struggles
that brought about its downfall were in fact a result of [the ruler's] isolation.

(BB 58 T, BUBBEEIF], EEFMILE, ME T8, A0
GEMak S EE A Re

From this passage, we can see that Lu J1 censures the system instituted by the Qin for

fostering the selfish benefit of the ruler. Benefit and harm are contrasted here as two aspects of

1641 SHWJ p.1067.

185 This is possibly a reference to the Zudzhuan, “Duke Wén. Seventh Year”, “Duke Zhao of Song wished to abolish
the [fiefs] of the sons of former dukes, but Lé YU 447 said to him, "This cannot be done. The various clans of the
Duke’s house are its branches and leaves. If you remove them, the root and trunk will have no shelter or shade.” [ &
AR EREA T, SBBE: AW, Qfk, ABIEEEM, HEz, QARREITER . B EMRERILANR,
MR T LA, DBIE T2 BLATRE LR M AR = 7t . ] Following James Legge’s translation in The Chinese

Classics. Vol. V (Taipei: SMC Publishing. 1991), p. 248. See also the commentary in WX, 54.2335.
166 | SHWJ, p. 1051.
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governance that the ruler should share with those below. The Qin administrative system was
designed to concentrate the authority in a single individual instead of sharing it with the hereditary
lords.

By appointing magistrates loyal to the central court to administer the localities, Lu J1 notes,
the junxian system allowed for greater direct control, as well as closer surveillance of the activities
of the territorial lords. On the other hand, the excessive reliance on ministers and other officials,
led to the weakening of the bonds between the members of the imperial clan, which in turn led to

the isolation (git/i J37) of the sovereign. Ultimately, it was the ruler’s isolation that caused the

sudden fall of the dynasty. Historical experiences indicate that emperors could be isolated, held
hostage at the Imperial Palace under the custody of treacherous ministers, and cut off from
trustworthy servitors and loyal kinsmen. Therefore, when rebellions arise or court intrigues take
place, the ruler has no one to assist him. Isolation is the unintended result of the ruler’s attempt to
concentrate the administration of the vast realm.

Lu J1’s criticism of the Qin ruler’s desire to accumulate power can be inscribed in the larger

discourse of “sharing the realm” (gong Tianxia +£7X 1) as a way of promoting proper governance
by fostering public spirit (gong 7). However, whereas the selfishness of the ruler is considered
detrimental to proper governance, the self-interest of the hereditary lords is what motivates them
to act in the benefit of the people. In a passage, Lu J1 challenges the assumption that proper
governance is based on fostering public-mindedness over selfish interest. In the words of Fu Xuan
f#% (217-278), an earlier contemporary of Lu J1’s, “Proper governance resides in doing away
with selfish interests. [...] Therefore, it is necessary to eliminate selfish interests in order to

establish the way of public-mindedness. If there is public-mindedness the realm can be rectified.”
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[BAE A [...] REFAE BT UASL A TE, MEASRIE AT 1IE K F].287 Against Fu Xuan’s stance, LU
J1argues that it was on account of their personal interest (wéiji 45 C\) that the territorial lords would

be invested in the proper governance of the realm. Lu J1 contrasts the actions of the hereditary

lords with those of the commissioned officials in the following terms:

Stated briefly, the lords of the five ranks long for proper governance since its serves their
own interests, the magistrates of the commanderies and counties seek their own profit from
seizing possessions. How can | prove this? To gain admiration and get promoted, this is
the constant aspiration of such officials; to cultivate themselves and to bring peace to the
people, this what an accomplished person hopes for. This is so that they take interest in
advancing their careers as a pressing matter, while the reputation of bringing peace to the
people is put off for later. Therefore, those who plunder the goods of the common people
in order to benefit themselves are in positions of power and have nothing to fear; those who
are less concerned with true matters [i.e., self-cultivation and government] and focus on

making a reputation are the magistrates who do this day and night.

[HEmSFZ, hEZAE/RCHERA: BRI EAMEY. Rz #
M RER, ETZ2HEE; BOZR, REZhf. KRERZER,
Mz RZEE. BMREAEUNCHE, AL AH, IHEFEURLE,

B R P B ] 108

187 Y4n K&jtin, 48.1735-1. See also Jordan Paper, The Fu-tzu: a Post-Han Confucian Text. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987):
66. Paper translates gong 7% as “justice”, however, I believe “public-mindedness” works better in this context. First
of all, Fu Xuan’s discussion contrasts gong 2~ with si F, this latter having a negative connotation. Gong 7 in this
sense can be translated as something which is shared by many or by all, or can refer to something pertaining to the
court or the State. See HYDCD, sv 24 2) A3k, Jd.  (flid-#Lig) : “KE2ATH . R EEA. "B ZHE“N
, W3t “JTames Legge translates gong 2\ in this passage from the Liji #&5C as “public and common spirit”. Also,
HYDCD, sv A: 3) #4E; HZK; A%K. (Re-Am-EFE) « “BEHA , ZER. »{FLIUA G B¥mE . 7%
AFIAFAT e CRTE-ZEMD) « {ABOCTIZBELRREMROCTYRT R A (RPN | fRE ]
3L, ” Kong Yingd4’s FL3H3E note also makes the distinction between public and private matters.
168 | SHWJ, p. 1069-1070.
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Here, Lu J1 asserts that a system of governance that binds the personal interest of the
administrators to the well-being of the population is superior to one where there are no attachments
between the administrator and the population under his jurisdiction because in the former, the
administrator will share the bounties of proper governance over the long-term, while in the latter,
the administrator will not be invested in the long-term prosperity and will only seek to establish a
reputation that would help him achieve a quick promotion.1®°

As Lu J1 notes, one problem of the system of rotation of officials is that it encourages the
resident administrator to secure praise from the local elites without allowing him enough time to
make any contribution to the well-being of the people. Lu JT’s arguments resonate with those of
the Eastern Han statecraft thinker Cut Shi £ % (110-173), who strongly criticized the mechanism
of rotating officials.>’® They also constitute a basis for the views later articulated by Ming-Qing
political thinkers such as Huang Zongx1 # 52 2% (1610-1695) and GU Yanwii %8 i, (1613-1682),
who would stress the benefits of having government administrators remain in one locality for an
extended period of time (or even for several generations).!’

According to Lu Ji, the first emperor of Qin had a limited understanding of the relationship
between the imperial center and the territorial lords; in promoting centralized administration, he
“took into consideration the minor faults of the [system of] five ranks but forgot about the great
virtue of the numerous states [i.e., the system of investiture]; he understood the concern of the

princedoms acquiring too much power, but he ignored the sufferings that caused the fall of the

state” [ L2 /NS, TS B2 KA, spgsiz v, R 482 &9 1].12 Moreover, once

169 See Charles Holcombe, In the Shadow of the Han, p. 53.

170 See Cui Shi’s £ & “Discussion on Government” (Zhénglun F{i#) in Yan Ké&jin, 46.725-1.

171 For a discussion of GU Yanwii’s position, see Miranda Brown. “Returning the Gaze,” pp. 50-51.
172 L SHWJ, p. 1051.
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the system of five ranks was eliminated, the Qin rulers had no way of countering the uprisings that
brought about the end of its rule. “If the Qin had followed the system of the Zhou dynasty,” Lu J1
argues, “although it lacked dao [the Way/virtue], it would still have had [the support of the
territorial lords] to share its burden” [ffiiZe NRYEfE #), EER| MG, Itk L3

In the next section of his discussion, Lu J1 recounts the Han approaches to the system of
investiture. Writing almost a century after the fall of the Han and almost half a millennium after
its founding, Lu J1 could look into the Han experience for the various problems arising from the
investiture of kin and allies. The specific episodes Lu J1 revisits must have been well-known to his
intended audience, therefore, he does not offer more than passing references.

He begins by noting that in an attempt to correct the mistakes of the Qin, Han Gaozi was
overly generous in distributing land and granting titles, a point already discussed in Cao Jiong’s
“Discussion of the Six Dynasties.”’* For one, the Han founder had accepted the de facto autonomy
of several of the kings that had aided him in gaining the realm. On the other hand, he also rewarded
meritorious ministers with titles and territories, and established his offspring as princes. Less than
a decade after the dynasty’s establishment the conflict between the invested kings and the central
court became evident. Therefore, Han Gaozu sought to replace the previously invested lords with
his own Kkin, so that only imperial princes and other members of the Liu clan would be put in charge
of the kingdoms (gué ).

Like Cao Jiong before him, Lu J1 revisits the recommendations of the Han ministers Jia Yi

and Chao Cuo 5% to limit the territories of the imperial princes and territorial lords. Several

173 LSHWJ, p. 1051.
174 Here Lu J is paraphrasing Ban Gu’s discussion in the “Tables of Invested Lords” (zhithéuwdng bido #% T 3K)

of the Book of Han, [Ifj#k B K 5 N AL, HEIMET, =%\ 5 RS A, wRE B H ER] See HS,
14.349.
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imperial princes, it bears mention, joined forces against the central court’s policy to protect their
autonomy and maintain their lands. Since, as Lu J1 aptly notes, “the hereditary lords derived their

wealth from their fiefs and they drew their strength from the shi and commoners within [ {z£BH
HBlxZ &, ®HELRZ 71],Y° they were able to gather their own troops to resist the imperial

armies, but were ultimately defeated.
The centralization process of the Western Han was completed during the reign of emperor
Wi, when the imperial princes were created nominal lords, but were not granted territories. That

is, “they were lords in name but not in practice” [ 4 £ &1.1'® During the reign of emperor Chéng

% (r. 33-7 BCE), the court invested several members of the Wang Ming’s clan with territories,
and reduced the effective power of the Liu princes. Lu JT argues that if the imperial princes had
been allowed to retain military and administrative power, they would have forestalled the
usurpation by Wang Mang that interrupted Han rule.

After the restoration of the Lit house under emperor Guangwii Y& (r. 25-57 BC), the
Han policy remained unchanged. In this way, although the imperial lineage was restored, the new

regime “followed the tracks of the ruined cart” [ 1878 ¥ 2 1E#].1" Ultimately, without the support
of the invested kin, the Han was unable to keep men like the Grand Marshall Liang Ji %23 (d. 159)
or the warlord Dong Zhué # & (d. 192) in check, and the realm was once more in chaos.

In Lu JT’s analysis, the Western Han had replicated the same mistakes that had led to the
downfall of Qin. Although Lu J1 admitted that imperial princes of the early Han had posed a threat

to the court, he remained convinced that the system of investiture was not at the root of this

175 L SHWJ, p. 1055.
176 | SHWJ, p. 1055.
17 SHWJ, p. 1055.
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problem. “These were the disasters of going beyond what is proper, not the result of setting up
territorial lords” [/2 & 1 2 5, TMIEEE 2 K], he argued.'’

In his critique of the prefectural system, Lu Ji repeatedly expresses his concern for the
welfare of the general population. For example, in analyzing the consequences of the fall of Qin,
he introduces a larger ethical principle for administrative design. He writes: “when laying the
groundwork [for the establishment of the state], they make sure that many receive their benefits;
when considering its end, they make sure that few will suffer their misfortunes.” [£8 457 H 2 44,
JE AU /D A 170

In a later passage, he contrasts the situation during the succession conflicts of the Zhou
with those at the time of the usurpation by Wang Mang and at the end of the Han. Lu J1 stresses
the role of the system of investiture in limiting the scale of conflict and keeping the struggles
focused on the central Zhou court, without affecting the lives of the common people. The conflicts
of the Han, on the other hand, “brought suffering to the masses, and sorrow to both the ignorant
and the knowledgeable alike” [1&JE s Cr, & [A]Jf].1%° The superiority of the system of
investiture can be seen from the lower disruption in times of trouble.'® Interestingly, the same
principle will reappear in the writings of the mid-Tang dynasty thinkers Du You and Lit Zongyuan,

who would use it however to argue for the superiority of the prefectural system.®?

178 |LSHWJ, p. 1055.

179 LSHWJ, p. 1045. There are several layers of textual references condensed in this passage. The earliest is the
“Lingtai %5 poem 242, in the “Daya KHE section of the Book of Odes, which describes the pleasures enjoyed by
King Wén after completing the Tower. This poem is used by Mencius to instruct King Hui of Liang 222 F (r. 370—
319 BCE) about the need to follow the example of the ancient rulers who found their happiness in sharing their
pleasures with the people. See Mencius 1.A2 [ 2 NELER (4%, #AE4sin)]

180 | SHWJ, p. 1063.

181 L SHWJ, p. 1060.

182 For more on DuYo6u and Liti Zongyuan’s view on this issue, see chapter 4.
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Later critics, however, would attack Lu Ji for not realizing that it is the principle of

investiture that brings forth those sufferings. One such critics was the late Tang scholar Li X1 2%
%183 (d. 895), the author of an essay by the title “Opposing the Discussion on the Five Ranks and
the Discussion of the Six Ages” (Fdn wiidéng lindai 1Un .55 751X5), who refutes what both
Cao Jiong and Lu J1 considered the main advantage of the system of investiture, the clan solidarity
in times of need. After comparing the two systems, Li X1 concludes: “Thus, we can tell that those
whom Cao [Jiong] and Lu [J1] call ‘the defensive barrier’ [of the realm] are in fact the sprout of
sedition, those they call ‘the ones who deliberate on government’ are in fact the sprouts of disorder.”
[EH R R0 . B o P el A o T B 2 i, KRR & T AREL 2 B 1].1%* Li X1 rebuttal is
founded on the historical evidence that the bonds of solidarity tend to wane with successive

generations, the same idea expressed by Li ST at the founding of empire.

Concluding remarks

Perhaps due to his own experience, Lu J1 was willing to accept the change of dynasties as
a common historical occurrence, yet he hoped that these dynastic changes do not disrupt the lives
of the common people. Furthermore, he suggests that members of the ruling family of the vanished
state should be allowed to keep a lower position and maintain the sacrifices to their ancestors, as
had been the case with the last rulers of Han and Wei.

From the previous discussion, it is clear that Lu J1 preference for the system of investiture
was not without reservations. Based on the historical experiences of the previous dynasties, Lu J1

comments on the drawbacks of each system and considers which one would be better to foster

183 Also written 2223,
184 WYYH, 741.3871-1.
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proper governance in his own time. His position can be better summarized with the closing phrase
of the opening passage, “the realm cannot be administered always in the same way, the successive

generations will have different methods (of governance)” [£8BE AN [F], = tH 2 447].18° Thus, the

ruler must be ready to adapt the institutions to the needs of the time.

On the other hand, certain principles of governance remain constant. For one, it is important
to guarantee the well-being of the people in times of peace, and ensure that they suffer as little as
possible in times of conflict. In addition, the “Discussion of the Five Ranks” he reiterates the long-
held idea that the administration of the realm is largely dependent on securing the participation of

men of talent.

185 | SHWJ p.1034; WX 54.2331.
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CHAPTER 3

Reclaiming the Center: Imperial Authority and Centralization in Li Baiyao’s Féngjian lun

Li Baiyao 4% 11 %% (565-648), courtesy name Zhonggui T #i, was a prominent court
minister and a member of one of a few northern aristocratic families that dominated court politics
during early Tang. He had an active official career during the Sui dynasty, working on the
definitive ritual code and government regulations, and his talent was soon recognized by the new
dynasty. As a survivor of the dynastic transition, Li Baiyao had a long experience in court politics.
Thus, in the first year of the Zhénguan E #{ period (626), he was summoned to serve in Taizong’s
court as palace secretary (zhongshii sheérén H 2547 N\) and honoured with the title of Lord of
Anping commandery (% *F-5%59).1% He was also a renowned scholar by the time he entered the
Tang court.*®’

Since the early Tang consultation and decision-making processes were restricted almost
exclusively to the apex of the court hierarchy it is no wonder that most of the surviving
interventions on the fengjian issue dating from Taizong’s come to us in the form of treatises,
memorials or commentaries composed by members of the emperor’s inner circle. Men such as the

aristocratic scholar Xiao Yu & ¥ (574-647), the exemplary minister Wei Zhéng 3112 (581-643)

186 | jg X0 i) (887-946) et al., Old Book of Tang (Jin: Tdngshii & J& ), edited by Yang Jialud 455 5% (Taipei:
Dingwén shiiju, 1981) [hereafter JTS], 72.2571-2577. Also David McMullen, State and Scholars in T'ang China, p.
121.

187 See JTS, 72.2572.
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and Zhingsiin Wuji 4 & (594-659), voiced their opinions regarding most matters and seem
to have been involved in every aspect of the imperial governance.

Li Baiyao was one important figure in this very exclusive group. As one of the most
relevant statesmen of the early Tang establishment, he participated in most of the debates of the
age. Thus, it is no surprise that, following emperor Taizong’s request that court scholars contribute
to the debate on whether the system of investiture should be reinstated, Li Baiyao presented his
views in an essay entitled “On the System of Investiture” (Féngjian luin ¥}%5w), % one of the
most articulate treatises in support of the system of centralized administration. Though less famous
than the essay with the same title by Liti Zongyuan, Li Baiyao’s work proved to be very influential,
becoming a standard reference for latter advocates of centralized administration in imperial China.

Li Baiyao’s “On the System of Investiture” has been transmitted in several collections. The
earliest version can be found under the heading “Discussing the System of Investiture” (lun
fengjian FHEEE) in W Jing’s 55 (670-749) compendium Essentials of Government of the
Zhénguan Era (Zhénguan zhéngyao FERIELEL), a collection of court discussions during the early
Tang presented to emperor Xuanzong % 5% (r. 712-756) in the year 729. This version of the essay
is preceded by a brief account of the situation at court at the time the essay was presented to the
throne, and is followed by a memorial by Mi Zhou /5 )i (601-648), another opponent of the
system of investiture.

The Old Book of Tang, the dynastic history compiled during the Five Dynasties and Ten

Kingdoms Period (907-960), also contains the full extant version of the text plus a biography of

its author.'8 A shorter version of the essay is contained in the Institutional History of the Tang

188 ZGZY, pp. 175-179; QTW, 143.1444-1-1446-1; JTS 72.2572-2576.
189 See JTS, 72.2572-2576.
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dynasty (Tang Huiyao 3 & %) in a section under the title “Miscellanea on féngjian” (fengjian zalu
H 725 #%), which also includes summaries of other early Tang statesmen’s —such as Xido Y,
Yén Shigu gHAfi 5 (581-645), Wei Zhéng and M Zhou— views on the topic.%

The Finest Blossoms in the Garden of Literature (Wényuan yinghud 3595 %E) has a
section devoted to “Discussions” (lun &&) which contains a variegated collection of essays,
arranged by subject matter into twenty-two subsections.*®* Interestingly, the Tang discussions on
fengjian come right after two subsections on Heaven (Tian <) and the Way (Dao i&), and a second
subsection on Yin-Yang 2[5, perhaps marking the importance of the topic for the compilers of

the Weényuan yinghua.? Li Biiyao’s is the first of seven essays in this subsection.
The essay is also reproduced in the Complete Works of the Tang dynasty (Quan Tang wén

4= ), which offers the longest extant collection of Li Biiyao’s textual production.®® Finally,
M3 Duanlin’s basically transcribed the Tang Huiyao section into the “Tang zhii wang” J##& £

section of his Comprehensive Examination of Documents. %4
In the present chapter, | focus on the writings of Li Baiyao as the point of departure for my

examination of early Tang perspectives on fengjian and junxian. | will highlight two particular

190 wang Pu 8 (922-982), Institutional History of the Tang dynasty (Tang Huiyao J&& %) (Beijing: Zhonghua
shiiju, 1990) [hereafter THY], 46.824-826. The section also contains the records of investiture of the sons and
grandsons of the Tang sovereigns.

191 L1 Fang Z=Hjj (925-996) et al. (comp.), Finest Blossoms in the Garden of Literature (Wényuan yinghuda 595 3E)
annotated by Péng Shiixia (fl. late 12th-13th centuries) and Lao Gé %5 1% (1819-1864) (Beijing: Zhonghud shiijt, 1966)
[hereafter WYYH], 741.3865-1-3867-1.

192 As David McMullen notes: “In Tang times, the schemes by which knowledge was classified were significant, for
the order in which subjects were ranked provided an indication of their importance.” See David McMullen, “Views
of the State in Du You and Liu Zongyuan,” in S.R. Schram (ed.), Foundations and Limits of State Power in China
(London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1987), p. 67.

198 Dong Gao # i (1740-1818) et al. (comp.), Complete Works of the Tang dynasty (Quan Tang wén 43 )
(Beijing: Zhonghua shiju, 1966) [hereafter QTW], 143.1444-1-1446-1.

19 M3 Duanlin ¥ (1245-1322), Comprehensive Examination of Documents (Weénxian Tongkdo SCJERiE %)
(Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 1987) [hereafter WXTK] 275.2181-1-2181-3.
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aspects of his writing and historical contexts, namely, his stance against the reinstatement of the
system of investiture and his emphasis on the public nature of the junxian system, and the interplay
between the literary performances of the sovereign and the ministers, with special attention to the
way that their identities are produced in the text. Considering the enduring importance of the topic
and the resulting number of positions articulated on the issue in the early Tang, a word must be
said about the representativeness of this author in the larger context of early Tang discussions of

virtuous governance, and his relation to other important figures in the debate.

The Tang imperial family and the practices of fengjian

The T4ang dynastic founders, Li Yuan 2% (566-635) and his son Li Shimin 2= [X; (598
649), were members of one of the northern aristocratic families that had dominated politics during
the Sui and previous regimes. The Tang rulers traced their ancestry to the founder of the Western
Liang P4y (400-421), one of several short-lived states that occupied the north of China from the
early fifth century. As the Lis initiated their path to become the sole rulers of the realm, other great
families swiftly moved to secure positions in the new imperial regime.

In the year 617, Li Shimin decided to take up arms against the Sui emperor. Li Shimin
crafted an elaborate plan to secure his father’s compliance. With the assistance of Péi Ji 35, one
of Li Yuan’s closest advisers, they presented Li Yuan with several women from emperor Yang’s

% harem. After disclosing the provenance of the women, Li Yuan had no option but to join the
rebellious plot.’® After the success of the Taiyuan X Ji uprising, which brought the downfall of

the Sui, Li Yuan ascended the throne as the first emperor of the Tang dynasty.

195 Jack W. Chen, The Poetics of Sovereignty, p.18
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Despite the swift success of the uprising, the new ruler’s position was far from secure. The
pacification of the realm took almost a decade, during which the Téng court was as preoccupied
with internal power struggles as it was with external military threats. In order to complete the task
of unification, it was necessary to eliminate or co-opt independent military forces in the periphery;
in order to secure political stability, it was necessary to secure the support of potentially
contentious clans; in order to guarantee the continuity of the ruling lineage, reliable succession
procedures had to be established. In this context, it is likely that Li Yuan’s overly generous
investiture of kin and close associates was motivated by the need to reward those who had joined
him in overthrowing the Sui.

In total Li Yuan reigned for less than a decade, from 618 to 626, when he yielded the throne
to Li Shimin and assumed the role of retired emperor (taishanghuang & _I £).1% After his death
in 637, he was honored with the title Gaozu f=#H. During this time, his sons were involved in an
internal struggle to define who would succeed the reigning emperor. Ultimately, it was Li Shimin
who, in the year 626, eliminated his two brothers in an ambush at Xuanwii % i gate, inside the

imperial capital, and used his position as Crown Prince to force his father’s retirement. Two
months later, Li Shimin became the second emperor of the Tang dynasty. He is better known by
his posthumous title of Taizong (r. 626-649).

Despite the controversial events leading to his accession, Taizong would become a paragon
ruler for later ages, capturing the attention of scholars across time. Much of this fascination has to
do with the fact that he appears widely concerned with crafting his own persona in historical

narrative as someone who exerts himself in emulation of the sage rulers of the past and, at the same

1% For more on the institution of retired emperorship, see Andrew Eisenberg, Kingship in Early Medieval China
(Leiden: Brill, 2008).
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time, hopes to become an exemplary ruler for future generations. In this sense, Taizong sought to
embody the ideal sovereign as one that operates on three temporal registers (past, present and
future) simultaneously.

Taizong’s concern with history can also be discerned from the imperial sponsorship of
several simultaneous projects to complete and revise the histories of the previous dynasties. In the

third year of the Zhénguan H # era (629), Taizong tasked some of the most renowned scholars of
the age to undertake such massive projects, and assigned Weéi Zhéng and Fang Xuanling J5 % %
(579-648) with their overall supervision.t®’

In the first year of the Zhénguan period, Taizong conferred land and titles to several high
ministers, including Fang Xuanling, DU RGhui £ U1#g (585-630), and Zhingsiin Wji, Taizong’s
brother in-law. Li Shéntong =411 (fl. seventh century), a member of the imperial clan, addressed

the throne to express his disagreement, expressing that these men did not deserve such honors,
since they had not been part of the rebellion that established the dynasty, and they were without
any martial merit. Taizong’s reply is worth quoting in full, since it illustrates very clearly his

perspective on the issue of investiture:

The great affairs of the State rest in the [distribution of] rewards and punishments. The
rewards should match the merit; those who lack any merit will of themselves retire [without
expecting rewards.] The punishments should be in accordance with the crime; those who
transgress should be made to fear. Thus, knowing how to distribute rewards and apply
punishments cannot be taken lightly. In the present case, merit has been assessed before
granting the rewards; Xuanling and the others' merit lies in their ability to devise the
campaign strategies, it was their strategies that allowed us to consolidate our rule over the

realm. Thus, when the Han dynasty obtained the services of Xiao Hé i ], even though he

197 JTS, 73.2598. On the compilation of dynastic histories during the Zhénguan era, see David McMullen, State and
Scholars in T'ang China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 165-170.
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was without martial exploits he was able to indicate the tracks to follow and to command
the chariots forward into battle; therefore his accomplishments reach those of the first rank.
You, my uncle, are an imperial kinsman, and | am truly not miserly in granting rewards;
however, | cannot bestow equal rewards upon those members of the imperial clan as | do

upon ministers of meritorious service.

[BzKE, MRS, HEHLS, BFHAIER. SEHLE, AL EME.

hailly

RIFIEEATEAT . SFEMTH, XEEA SR, EedBer,
LA Z AT, BEMRITRG, eMtHER, #SIhESE . BUCRBIER, s
W, AHDUA AT FA R B R 5t 118

Interestingly, in Taizdng’s recorded response there is a clear preference for those who
render service to the dynasty over those related by blood. Moreover, Taizong downplays his
uncle’s martial exploits, and raises the stature of his ministers as those who, like Xiao Hé, provided
the strategies that allowed the consolidation of the dynasty. But perhaps the most salient aspect is
the response this speech elicited amongst Taizong’s ministers, who collectively approved the
emperor’s willingness to put family interests aside and do what is better for the state saying: "Our
sovereign is most impartial, in granting rewards he does not benefit his kin; how can we voice any
unreasonable complaints?" [~ LA, EARILH, BBl 2572119

Later in his reign, however, Taizong fostered a debate among court officials regarding the
extent to which the sovereign should establish his kin as hereditary lords and rely on them to assist

him in ruling the realm. According to the records, in the year 637, Taizong considered investing

198 W Jing a8t (670-749), Zhenguan zhéngyao ji jiao EHERFIZEEEF, annotated by Xié Biochéng #Hf{rEK (Beijing:
Zhonghua shiiji, 2003) [hereafter ZGZY], pp. 174-175. | have also consulted the Zhenguan zhéngyao EHEHELEE

(Taipei: Liming wénhua, 1990) available through Scripta Sinica online database.
19 7GzY, p. 173.

83



members of the imperial clan with hereditary territories.?® This initiative can be interpreted in
several different ways.

For one, it could be read as proof of Taizong’s intention to follow the model of the virtuous
rulers of the past. Since the beginning of his reign, he had made significant efforts to demonstrate
that his policies were consistent with the precedents of the virtuous rulers of antiquity. According
to the records, he even proposed that it was impossible to embody the ideal of the Duke of Zhou
without reinstating the duke’s institutions, for example, the well-field system, the investiture of
kinsmen, and mutilating punishments.?’* Soon after the retired emperor Gaozii’s death, Taizong
reversed the policy of denying territorial bases to members of the imperial family. In this way,
Taizong’s call would evidence desire to model his policies according to the Zhdu precedents of
sagely rule.

It is also possible that Taizong wished simply to provide another chance to appear as
willing to receive advice from his top ministers, that is, he brought up the issue as a cue to take the
center of the stage and act out the part of the wise yet humble monarch. As mentioned earlier,
Taizong has been described as keenly aware of his role in history, and many recorded instances
portray him almost histrionically fulfilling the role of the virtuous emperor. 2°2 Therefore,

consulting with his ministers whether the realm should be shared with kin can be read not as a step

20 7GZY, pp. 174-175.

201 QTW, 161.1646b-47h, also cited in Jack Chen, The Poetics of Sovereignty, p. 60-61 (n. 33). It is interesting to note
the irony that even as Taizdng proposes the return to the models of rulership of the Zhou, he uses, or is recorded as
using, the imperial first-person pronoun zhen f%, as the exclusive marker of the imperial voice since the Qin dynasty,
as recorded in SJ, 6.236.

202 See Howard J. Wechsler, Mirror to the Son of Heaven: Wei Cheng at the court of T'ang T'ai-tsung (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1974), p. 81-83. Dennis Twitchett, “How to Be an Emperor: T’ang T’ai-tsung’s Vision of his
Role,” Asia Major (Third Series), Vol. 9, part 1-2 (1996), p. 4. Jack Chen aptly notes that “the constructed image was
never as simple as a performed role or a donned mask, but something that could not be divorced from the very notions
of selthood and subjectivity.” See Jack Chen, The Poetics of Sovereignty, p. 47.
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in the top-tier decision-making process, but as a consciously displayed performance of virtue to
enhance his own standing in the historical records.

Finally, raising the issue of investiture once more can be read as a political tactic to
eliminate his agnates from positions in the central court in order to “ensure that the actions of the
throne and the imperial succession would not be subject to agnatic interference,” as Andrew
Eisenberg cogently suggests.?% Thus, following the advice of his ministers, Taizong could assign
his agnates to remote areas, with little real military power or political clout, where they would be
under strict surveillance from deputies of the central court, an administrative arrangement that
bears a remarkable resemblance to that of the early Cao Wei state.?%*

Whatever the case, his proposal occasioned a vivid debate at court, where the most
influential statesmen of the age weighed in.?% Some ministers favoured a return to the
decentralized system of governance associated with the Zhou, often invoking the longevity of the
dynasties that had adopted it or the well-being of the people in support of their arguments.2%

Among them, the Deputy Director of the Right of the Imperial Secretariat (shangshii you paye [+
AL, Xido Yu 7 }E (574-647), a descendant of the ruling house of the state of Western

Liang %% (555-587), voiced his support for the system of investiture in the following terms:

Your subject has observed that with regards to the previous dynasties, for securing the

blessings of the state and the longevity [of the ruling house] there is nothing like investing

203 Ejsenberg, Kingship in Early Medieval China, p. 198.

204 Eisenberg, Kingship in Early Medieval China, p. 200.

205 Ty-ki Min, National Polity and Local Power, eds. Philip Kuhn and Timothy Brook (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Yen-ching, 1989), 90-91. Also see David McMullen, “Traditions of Political Dissent in Tang China,” Journal of
Chinese Studies 44 (2004): 405-37.

206 According to Howard J. Wechsler, only Xiao YU 7 ¥ and Yan Shigu ZHAT 5 (581-645) supported the idea of
reverting to the practice of investiture, while most of the top ministers of the early Tang argued against it. See Howard
J. Wechsler, “Factionalism in Early T’ang Government,” in Arthur F. Wright and Dennis Twitchett (eds.),
Perspectives on the T'ang (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1973), p.109.
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hereditary lords with territories so that they become like a foundation of sturdy boulders
[supporting the dynasty]. When the Qin dynasty unified the six kingdoms, it eliminated the
lords and established officials instead, thus in only two generations it was destroyed. When
the Han ruled All under Heaven, it established the lords so that they act as a defensive
screen, thus it lasted over four hundred years. The Wei and Jin dynasties did away with it
[the system of investiture], therefore they could not last long. The model of the system of

investiture really is what we must follow.

[EERTICRAE T LR A, AR @R B A ZE .. RIFANH, B
By, AT AR, 2@, Fmlla. M. B, PREKA.

Bk, ', 1P

Others argued, against Xiao YU’s view, that investing kin with territories was inconvenient
for very much the same reasons. Weéi Zhéng and Li Baiyao both conceded that the system had
worked for the Zhou, but contended that reviving the system of investiture was not an adequate
policy for their time. In his “Discussion against Imitating Antiquity” (xiang gu jian hou wei ké yi
Zh K T E%), Wei Zhéng wrote; “when the sages take over matters, they emphasize
importance of assessing their time, according to the times, some things are not permissible, the
principles and substance constantly change [Z8 A\ B2 5%, & 76 AR, IR BICAC AT, 2 5 5 44,208

The debate over féngjian would reoccur several times in the course of the dynasty,
especially in times of political crisis. For example, in the late seventh century, a handful of the
invested princes of the Li family took up arms against the central court, dominated by empress Wi

Zétian 1 HI| K (624-705). The rebellion was swiftly crushed, and empress Wit felt confident

enough to take the throne for herself in the year 690.

277D, 31.867. THY, 46.824.
208 QTW, 141.1429-2.
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From this experience, Zhii Jingzé 44| (635-709), one of her loyal servitors, crafted his
arguments in opposition to the practice of investiture in his “Discussion of the Five Ranks”
(Wiidéng Inn T.555%).2%° He noted that imperial princes had been able to rebel against the central
court because they had been unchecked for too long. In his view, those who argued that the fall of
Qin was due to its elimination of the five ranks of lords —such as the Han dynasty thinkers Cut
Shi, Zhongchang Téng ff £ &t (180- 220) and, Wang Ling F B (d. 228) — had failed to
understand the dynamics of imperial institutions. Hence, he proposed to follow the lessons of the
Qin and concentrate the administration of the realm under one ruler.?

Wi Zétian ruled for fifteen years, and her government is often credited with allowing the
entry of men without aristocratic background into the higher echelons of the bureaucracy.?!! On
the other hand, she also invested men of the Wi family as princes and assigned them to territories
in the provinces, thus sharing the governance of the realm with princes of the Li family. It is clear
that the practices of fengjian were a significant part of empress Wii’s strategy of survival.?'?

The Tang dynasty was restored immediately after the Wi interregnum, once Li Xiin Z=£H
(656-710), posthumously known as emperor Zhongzong 7152 (r. 705-710), was reinstated as
emperor. The dynasty, however, would face the threat of extinction twice more in the course of
the next two centuries. In the mid-eight century, the rebellion of the frontier general (jiédushi f
J£{#) An Lushan Z2# 111 (ca. 703-757) forced the imperial family out of the capitals and disrupted

the normal functioning of government in most of the northern provinces.?*®

209QTW, 171.1748-1/1749-1

20 QTW, 171.1747-2/1749-1. See also David McMullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures: A Political
Analysis of the Pu’an Decree of 756 and the Fengjian Issue,” Tang Studies 32 (2014), p. 85-86.

211 David McMullen, “The Big Cats will Play,” p. 317.

212 On this point see David L. Mc Mullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures,” pp. 47-97.

213 See Nicolas Tackett, “Great Clansmen,” pp. 126-127
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In the midst of the rebellion, the fleeing emperor Xuanzong % 5% (r. 712-756) decided to
invest four of his sons with territories and charged them with the defense of the realm.?!* This
move may be seen as an alternative to the system of frontier militias (fiibing Ji¥ £%) that had been

a cornerstone of Tang border security policy since the reign of Taizong.?!® The fiibing system had

enabled the initial territorial expansion of the dynasty, but at the same time it had created the
conditions for men like An Lushan to gather large armies and concentrate massive resources.?*8
Although the rebellion was ultimately crushed by the loyalist forces, it created the conditions for
the de facto autonomy of many provincial governors, which were to subsist until the end of the
dynasty.?’

In the late ninth century, a second major rebellion shook the foundations of the Tang state,
this time under the command of Huang Chao ## i (d. 884), an obscure salt smuggler from
Shandong. Once again, the ruling emperor and his court had to abandon the capitals and fled south,
to present-day Chéngdii 1% #F, where they waited until the rebel forces were defeated. Despite its

obvious decline in the final decades of the ninth century, the dynasty managed to endure, at least

in name, until the year 907, when Zhti Wen &3k (852-912), one of the military officials in charge
of suppressing the Huang Chao rebellion, overthrew the young puppet emperor Ai % (r. 904-907)

of Tang and founded the Later Liang 1% %% dynasty (907-923).

214 David L. Mc Mullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures”, pp. 47-48.

215 Charles Hartman, Han Yu and the T’ang Search for Unity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), p. 120.
Hartman asserts that the increased importance of the examination system in the late seventh century marked the
beginning of the decline of the militia system, as well as of the estrangement of a great part of the Tang elite from
military activity, as well as a greater differentiation along ethnic lines between the civil and the military, pp. 121-124.
216 See Edwin G. Pulleyblank, The Background of the Rebellion of An Lu-shan (London: Oxford University Press.
1955)

217 For a discussion of this issue, see Denis C. Twitchett, “Varied Patterns of Provincial Autonomy in the T’ang
Dynasty,” in John Curtis Perry and Bardwell L. Smith (eds.), Essays on T’ang Society (Leiden: Brill, 1976), pp. 98.
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The Past should not burden the Present

Li Bdiyao noted that the Taizong’s willingness to invest kin and meritorious ministers with
territories stemmed from his desire to emulate the past. “Your Majesty's enlightened heart has
always cherished the former worthies and the sages of the past,” he wrote, “hence You wish to

once again establish the five ranks of nobility and restore the old system, setting up the numerous
princedoms and showing your kin-like affection to the hereditary lords.” [ &&= %, 7KIERT
RIS M E S, 35 B DU £].28 Although the emperor’s intentions were noble, Li
Baiyao noted that the time was not right for such a move, and proposed that the issue be left for
the future, once more pressing matters had been solved.?°

Like many political thinkers before him, Li Baiyao stressed the gap between antiquity and
the present to argue against reviving the system of the Zhou. Those who insist upon the “eternal”
or “constant” principles (changzhé # ) underlying administration, he argued, have “overlooked
the differences between antiquity and recent ages” [ %47 =4 1471.22° These differences render
ancient institutions obsolete. “The reasons for historical instances of administrative success and
failure,” he writes, “all have particular causes” [#RRITF K, %A HE1.22 In other words,

the institutions of high antiquity should not be reinstated because the social dynamics of his time
require other political institutions.

In this respect, Li Biiyao ideas resonate with those expressed in the Han Féizi #4FT

(third century BCE), whose authors questioned calls to return to the ways of antiquity to achieve

28 7GZY, p.177-178.

219 ZGZY, p. 179. Wei Zheng also hoped to call Taizong’s attention to the fact that the time was not propitious for re-
establishing the system of investiture. For a summary of Wei Zhéng’s ideas on this issue, see Howard Wechsler,
Mirror to the Son of Heaven, p. 175-176.

220 7GZY, p.176.

221 7GZY, p. 176.
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proper governance. One of the most telling passages appears in the “Five Vermin” (wii du 1.%:)

chapter: “The sage does not look to adhere to the ways of antiquity nor does he model himself after

any eternal standards, he discusses the affairs of the age and makes the necessary preparations.”
D2 LB ARG, , ANEET, stk 3, B2 #5].7°%2 A similar idea was expressed in
the Book of Lord Shang (Shang jin shii 7578 &), in a passage Where the author argues against
attempting to imitate antiquity by noting that the past offers more than one method, and that the

same methods can have different results according to the circumstances [J& A —i&, {HEA N
7% 11.%2 In other words, the differences in the conditions of the present and antiquity required

dissimilar methods of governance.

Yet, although the notion of the gap between antiquity and the present was an old one, it
bears mentioning that Li Baiyao was hardly repeating conventional wisdom. He went beyond
merely emphasizing the gap between past and present; crucially, he produced an account that
explained the origins of the gap. He claimed that the system of investiture had worked in the distant
past because of the vast differences in mentality that separated men of antiquity from the present.

In high antiquity, men were impartial (gong zhi dao /A 2 1), unlike men of the present, who were

self-interested and would thus doom the system of investiture to failure.?

Public-mindedness came to the fore in the early Tang debates on fengjian on more than
one occasion, and it was often emperor Taizong himself who would voice the most articulate
arguments in this regard. In the early years of his reign, he demoted several imperial relatives with

the stated purpose of lightening the taxes and corvée labor of the common people.?? In a similar

22 Han Feizi §3JFE T, annotated by Chén Qiyou [iajik (Beijing: Zhonghud shiij, 1958 [1959]) [hereafter HFZ],
19.1040.

223 See J.J.L. Duyvendak (trans.), The Book of Lord Shang (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928)

247GZY, p. 178.

225 7GZY, p. 173.
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vein, Feng Déyi £ 14 (568-627), a high official of the Imperial Secretariat, emphasized that
imperial relatives without proven merit should not be granted territories, since that would lead to
them treating the realm as a private possession, and to the way of impartiality being lost [ 14
F, BaiES, 2R, BURTAEML, KIEEABWIE D]

In his response to this proposal Taizong stressed that he was unwilling to increase the

burden of the population to satisfy the whims of his kin [BER FAZ H ik, S ABELIED
Z B 1H].227 1t is important to note that Taizong uses this discourse of impartiality and care for the

well-being of the populace to undermine the sense of entitlement of his close kin.

Interpreting Li Biiyao’s “Fengjian lin”

Li Baiyao begins his discussion with the assertion that governing the realm and protecting
the people are the sovereign’s everlasting responsibility [ B FE R, £ # 2 % 11,22 and that the
problems of proper governance have been amply discussed in the historical records. The records,
he notes, juxtapose the extended period of Zhou rule with the meagre two generations of the Qin.
From this Li Baiyao concludes that “what determines whether [a state] exists or perishes lies in its
prefectures and kingdoms” [{7 122 H, 75 AR ].22°

Interestingly, Li Baiyao acknowledges the successes of Zhou in ruling the realm for over
thirty-generations, and suggests that their implementation of the system of investiture was a major

factor in the dynasty’s survival. In this regard, he notes:

26 TD, 31.867.

227 TD, 31.867. See also Andrew Eisenberg, Kingship in Early Medieval China, p. 190.
228 7GZY, p.175.

297GZY, p.175.
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The house of Zhou drew its lessons from the longevity of the Xia and Shang dynasties and
so followed the policies of the rulers of high antiquity: “in linking their city walls to become
as solid as stone boulders,” their roots and base were deep and firm. So, even when the
institutions of the king had declined, the branches and stems supported each other. For this

reason, insurrections were forestalled and the ancestral sacrifices uninterrupted.

HRCER . RZRA, #E3. FZIFE, MEA, HREA, B4
StEE, MIECTARSE, HUEEEIAL, SRIEARE. 170

The Zhou ruling house lasted many generations because its rulers invested kin with
hereditary territories. The Qin, on the other hand, eliminated the feudal lords and alienated itself
from both imperial kin and commoners, so that in the end, a peasant rebellion was enough to bring
the dynasty to an abrupt end.?! Even though Li Baiyao conceded that the Qin experience with
centralized administration was a failure, he still objected to the proposal for reinstituting the system
of hereditary territorial lords in the Tang. How can we explain this apparent discrepancy?

For one, Li Baiyao assigns Heaven a role in determining the lifespan of a dynasty, yet he
highlights the importance of proper governance in securing the state: “We know that whether the
blessings last many generations or few is determined by Heaven's decree; whether the government

prospers or declines results from how human affairs are managed” [/& JIfEZ R, IET KK,

BBl EE, 45T A 9].2% For him it is a combination of both Heaven’s approval and proper

administration that decides the fate of a dynasty.
Furthermore, Li Baiyao also comments on specific episodes in which the Zhou rulers faced

extreme difficulties, and points out that these situations were brought about by the system of

20 7GZY, p.175.
21 7GZY, p.175.
22 7GZY, p.175.

92



investiture.2®3 In a direct critique of one of the most common tropes in fengjian discourse, he notes

that after a few generations, those who were supposed to serve as a “defensive barrier” (fanping
vk 5t), that is, the territorial lords, turned into enemies. [ HLE( > %, T2, 1HHEHR,
1k, A5 7L #1].2%* Not only was the royal house weakened, but the conflicts between the former

subordinate lords became increasingly violent.?®

At this point, Li Baiyao introduces a direct critique of earlier participants in the debate, Lu
J1’s and Cao Jiong, and what he considered their misleading opinions on the fengjian issue. In his
“Discussion of the Five Ranks,” Lu JT had remarked that the conflictive episodes of the late
Western and early Eastern Zhou were solved by the timely and adequate intervention of the
territorial lords, most of whom were royal clansmen.?*® Against this reading, Li Baiyao argues that
success is achieved by “clearly establishing the officials’ duties, appointing virtuous and talented
to positions in government administration, reviewing their achievements and sharing the
governance of the realm with those who have proven merit” [(% & 7B, Bk, DGR Z
A, Wi 2 2P

In much the same way, Li Béiyao attacks Cao Jiong for suggesting that the ruler ought to
share his joys and worries primarily with the invested lords, especially those of the same surname,
and retorts that the ruler should be willing to share his joys and worries with his officials as well.?%
With the system of hereditary investiture, Li Baiyao notes, the descendants of the founding lords

lose the sense of obligation to the ruling lineage. Therefore, when Taizong expressed his wish to

288 7GZY, p.176.
24 7GZY, p.176.
25 7GZY, p.176.
236 In ZGZY, p.176. The original passage can be found in LSWJ, p. 1060.
B717GZY, p.176.
38 7GZY, p.176.
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implement the fengjian system in order to emulate the sages of the past, Li Baiyao staunchly
opposed the plan. If a decentralized system of rule were reinstated, he reasoned, the realm would
descend into chaos, and “each successive generation [of hereditary lords],” he warned, “will
become increasingly cruel and licentious and more extravagant and overbearing than the preceding
one” [BAEFIE, FHIE, SHGEZME, WHARZSEE, SAMNEE, a5
@]_239

In addition, Li Baiyao anticipated that the results for the people would be disastrous. Once
the princes leave the capital and take over their fiefs, “some will punish the people and exhaust
their strength, others will convene with other lords and together enjoy [the pleasures of their state].”
[EHH N Aok als, B A R85 1 359%].240 L Baiyao might have had specific princes in mind,
since at least a handful of early Tang princes had a reputation for depravity and violence.?*! Again,
the question was how to ensure the moral quality of the imperial princes and ensure the proper
governance of the realm?

Different positions were articulated in response to this question. Some sought to correct
the faults of the system of investiture by designing mechanisms that would insure the quality of
the hereditary lords or prevent the conflicts between them. For example, in the second year of the
Zheénguan reign (628), Yan Shigl, one of the top ministers in Taizong’s court, submitted a
memorial to offer his views on the fengjian issue.?*? His main concern was to prevent the conflict
between princes, a conflict which had its roots in the unequal quality and size of the territories

granted to them. Thus, Yan Shigti argues that “the best policy for the times is to consider the distant

397GZY, p. 177.
240 ZGZY, p. 177. This version has “V%” instead of “%%” at the end of the sentence. See note 58 on p. 185.

241 On this point, see David L. McMullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures,” p. 64.
242 The date for the memorial is provided in THY 46.826.
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and close, to parcel the realm and grant the imperial princes territories of similar size and
population, so that the strong and the weak can aid each other, and to clearly draw their limits and
establish the boundaries so that none become too large.” [&42 B, SinmHiElx, 78 E
B, ¥WHFE, 55557, HEH 0, AEE K. 1% “By establishing such a system”, he
concludes, “[the dynasty] will endure for countless generations”. [— & $til, Ak A . ]2

Ma Zhou, a Grand Secretary at Taizong’s court, also raised his objections to the system of
investiture. His criticism is directed towards the hereditary principle, as he assumes the possibility
of worthy men fathering inadequate offspring. That is, once the emperor has decreed that certain

fief is to be passed on by successive generations of a single lineage, it becomes difficult to remove
a licentious lord, unless he commits a major offence. [ % 114, isF LB, 66 ki, Mok
Bt . 1%* More importantly, if any of the lords is arrogant, then not only will the people suffer,
but the dynasty will also be destabilized. [fifG %2 il H, &5k, RPDERER I, XK
2 H . 1%% Ma Zhou proposed to reward the meritorious ministers with the income from a
territory, without giving them any administrative duties, unless they proved to be able
administrators. [FLFS BERNCASE 1, BB P&, BEAAT, BT, ELmREER, 75
ALVESR IR, 1Y

In 642, the Grand Master of Remonstrance (jianyi dafii i#i% K %) Chii Suilidang #41% B

(597-658), recommended that imperial princes be invested with kingdoms in the provinces. In

support of the implementation of traditional féngjian practices, he rhetorically asks emperor

243 QTW, 147.1491-1.
24 QTW, 147.1491-2.
25 7GZY, p. 179.
26 7GZY, p. 179.
27 7GZY, p. 179.
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Taizong, “Why wouldn’t Your Majesty employ those of the royal flesh and bone to garrison and
defend the four quarters?” [P N B AL EZ B, $AFFIY A ? 1.2 Chu Suilidng, however,
sought to overcome the deficiencies of the system by assuring the quality of the incumbents, and
proposed that the central court establish mechanisms to prevent the kind of abuses noted by Li
Baiyao and others. The future princes, he recommended, should remain in the capital at a young
age to receive an education in the classics and court rituals. While underage, they would remain
under the supervision of a prefectural governor (cishi ¥ 52) who would be in charge of their
instruction.4

In his comment to the Book of the Later Zhou (Zhou shii [ 3) section on the imperial
princes, the court historian Linght Défen 4 JI4EZE (582-666), proposed a mixed system with
both hereditary lords protecting the borders and worthy men selected to act as magistrates [ H. 5%
FIEEE, @, EEee, BT, BARERE, FEMISEE]SC This kind of system
would ensure that no conflict arises. More significantly, such a system would guarantee the long
life of the dynasty because of the mutual assistance of both the invested members of the imperial
clan and the worthy men acting as imperial officials.?*

According to Li Baiyao, if the Tang emperor relied on the support of the various lords to
govern the realm, his position would be unstable. In order to illustrate his point, Li Baiyao provided
an overview of historical events in which rulers found themselves in a vulnerable — or even perilous

— position once confronted by powerful subjects.??

248 QTW, 149.1508-2.

29 7GZY, pp. 197-198.

250 | inghi Défen 4 JN1#2E (582-666), Book of the Later Zhou (Zhou shii J&2), edited by Yang Jialud 45 %5k,
(Taipei: Dingwén shiiji, 1980), 13.208.

31 Linght Défen, Book of the Later Zhou, 13.210.

%27GZY, p. 176.
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He also argued strongly against the privilege of the hereditary lords, and against the idea
that the sovereign should rely primarily on his kin. Noble rank should be granted on the basis of
meritorious service. Or as he succinctly puts it, “if noble rank is not hereditary, the road to
appointing virtuous men will be broadened; if the people are without a constant lord, their
attachment to the government officials will not be fixed.” [EFIET f, B 2 B, Ritg
T, Mt FZ %A ].258 Unlike the hereditary lords, Li Biiyao notes, the metropolitan and
provincial officials are selected by the central court from among the talented men of the realm,
whether shi or commoner [NAMEEE, 1 HFHE, #LJE LT 2 ].2* Moreover, unlike the
hereditary lords, officials’ administrative performance could be systematically assessed, and
promotions and demotions would be decided upon after consulting their records [ 7K &% PLEE 2 ,
TSI N, B LR ]2

Li Baiyao included a criticism of the financial hardships that some of the officials were
made to endure. In a passage that is reminiscent of Cui Shi’s discussion on the need to raise the
salaries of the imperial administrators, Li Baiyao notes disparagingly that for some, their income
“does not even cover the expenses of his own household” [ #kA AFAFT], and that some are
unable to bring their families with them to the locality of their official appointment, or even to feed
or clothe themselves appropriately.?®

In the last sections of the “Discussion of the System of Investiture”, Li Baiyao first offers

a concise history of the dynasties that preceded the Tang, and then moves on to list the ways in

which Taizong’s had equalled or surpassed the sage rulers of antiquity. There is little in these

253 7GZY, p. 177.
24 7GZY, p.

25 7GZY, p. 177.
26 7GZY, p. 177.
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passages that relates to the issue of fengjian, but the section is full of explicit references to those
virtues that made Taizong a model emperor. I interpret these passages as an instance in which the
minister attempts to perfect the sovereign by presenting the models of antiquity, and suggesting
that Taizong has already become a greater ruler, and hence a model for future generations.

Li Baiyao stresses Taizong’s untiring devotion to matters of governance, his frugality, and
his close relationship with his ministers. The brief survey of the previous dynasties contains a
cautionary note for the emperor. Li Baiyao suggests that although the Tang founder had established
the dynasty, the realm had not been completely pacified. In such circumstances, it would be rash
for Taizong to distribute lands among kin.

In the final passage, Li Baiyao borrows the authority of the Book of Changes to highlight,
once more, the central point of his essay, namely, that institutions of the past are not sure to work

in the present: “In Heaven and Earth, all things wax and wane and are replaced by others, with
time everything changes or ceases to be; how could this not apply to mankind?” [ KM &, B
FEE R, SURAT? 7

According to the final comment on the Zhénguan zhéngyao version, Emperor Taizong
decided to follow their advice, and refused to grant hereditary fiefs to kin and meritorious
ministers.?®® An edict of the 11" year of the Zhénguan period (637), however, states Taizong’s
intention to combine the virtues of both systems, by “establishing officials to rule [the land] within
the seas and setting up [lords] as protective barriers to support the royal house”, so that “nobody

can fail to understand the decrees and regulations” [#&'E & CAHIVEE N, 22 5f DA £ =, 554

271 ZGZY, p.179. Paraphrasing the “Féng > section of the Book of Changes, which reads: “ KM i, BLREH 2
WA N F-2” See Changes, p. 18.
28 JTS, 72.2576. Also ZGZY, 3.93.
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H i 75]1.%%° Also, the Tang Huiyao chapter on fengjian notes that after considering different
proposals, Taizong stated: “to parcel the realm to invest meritorious servants is the constant
principle of the past and present” [E|Hh PAEf D, v 4> 2 1 55 14].260

Finally, A Model for the Emperor (Di Fan 77 %), a work composed to serve as a guide to

future Tang rulers, an aged Taizong proposed to revive the fengjian System but to keep the
hereditary fiefdoms under check, so that they cannot pose a threat to the central court.?5! Jack Chen
suggested that this chapter gives proof of Taizong’s “undimmed confidence in the Zhou model of
empire” and his lack of trust in his heirs’ political abilities.?%?

The fluctuations of official policy on féngjian during the two decades of Taizong’s reign
can be read in several ways. For one, it might reflect Taizong’s own strategic ambiguity on the
issue, that is, his cynical use of the system to foster his own personal interests. In this sense,
granting territories to kin and eminent ministers could be used as a means of removing them from
the court and the everyday decision-making processes. It is no surprise then that several of the
invested ministers refused to go to their fiefdoms, and instead decided to remain in the capital,
where they could continue to exert their influence in the administration of the realm.23

Another possibility is to assume that even though Taizong would have preferred to follow
the precedents of old and devolve power to the imperial princes, the conditions of the time were

not adequate for this.?®* The Southern Song scholar Tang Zhongydu & /&, an advocate of

B9 WXTK, 2182-2

260 THY, 46.829.

261 See Tang Taizong JFH K% (599-649), A Model for the Emperor (Di Fan 7 &), Qing Qianlong chi k¢ Wityingdian
ju zhénbén 775 5z B U BUIE R ZR 2 R, especially the chapter on “Establishing One’s Kin” (Jian gin ##t), 1.3-2/8-
2. For a full translation and commentaries see Dennis Twitchett, “How to Be an Emperor: T’an T ai-tsung’s Vision
of his Role,” in Asia Major. Third Series Vol. 9, Part 1 (1996), pp. 33-100.

262 See Jack Chen, The Poetics of Sovereignty, p. 97.

263 See Howard Wechsler, “The Confucian Impact on Early T’ang Decision-Making,” p. 30.

264 David McMullen, “The Big Cats will Play,” p. 315.
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fengjian, argued that Taizong desired to carry on the model of the Three Dynasties, but the
divisions among his ministers forced the emperor to shrink away from his original plan.?%® Finally,
Taizong could have been taking a pragmatic approach, and used the investiture of kin with
territories as a means to help him secure the services of agnates in the preservation of the realm,
as Eisenberg has suggested. 2®® Whatever the case, the several instances discussed above
demonstrates that in the early Tang, the fengjian debates were as much part of a tradition of
political philosophy, as they were eloquent advice on political structures and administrative

mechanisms of governance.

Concluding remarks

In an article published some decades ago, Howard Wechsler noted that the choice between
the Zhou and Qin models of rule constituted the most momentous issues in the early years of
Taizong’s reign. 2’ This chapter shows, that whether the administration of the realm should be
based on the fengjian system or, on the contrary, based on the centralized system of the Qin, was
also perhaps the most divisive issue for members of the ruling elite.

Many early Tang thinkers took the Han as a model of virtuous rule for the empire, since it
was able to improve upon the institutional heritage of the Qin while at the same time avoiding the
structural deficiencies of the Zhou system of investiture. Hence, high points of Han rule were used
to illustrate the benefits of a junxian system with a minor fengjian component. It should also be

noted that although the early Tang debates on fengjian took place during the apex of the dynasty's

265 See Wang Hul T4 (1323-1374), Dashiji xubian KF1c 44w, 51.6a. Cited in Jaecyoon Song. “Shifting Paradigms
in Theories of Government: Histories, Classic and Public Philosophy in 11th to 14th Century China” (PhD dissertation,
Harvard University, 2007), pp. 222-223.

266 Andrew Eisenberg, Kingship in Early Medieval China, p. 197.

27 Howard Wechsler, “The Confucian Impact on Early T ang Decision-Making,” T oung Pao (Second Series) 66.1/3
(1980), p. 29-31.
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power, when Taizong’s position was largely secured, this does not mean that these discussions
were irrelevant for the administrative organization of the body politic.2®8

Li Baiyao’s essay and the other textual sources analyzed in this chapter provide sufficient
evidence to support the thesis that during the early Tang period, the fengjian system was discussed
not only as administrative policy, but also as part and parcel of the discourses of proper governance.
Writing nearly a thousand years after the foundation of the empire, Tang thinkers continued to
base their discussions on fengjian and junxian with reference to longstanding models of virtuous
rule and specific historical events and used these as evidence to point to the benefits and
shortcomings of each system. The criteria by which they measured the performance of each system
in history was nothing novel. Basically, they remained tied to fundamental notions of the well-
being of the people, or at least the lesser disruption, and the effects of the system in securing the
long life of the imperial dynasty.

Moreover, the historical precedents and intellectual reflections on the féngjian issue during
the reign of Taizong constituted an enduring legacy for later generations of statecraft thinkers, not
only in China, but also in Korea and Japan. In addition, the Zhénguan zhéngyao became a reference
for Tangut, Mongol and Manchu rulers wishing to govern China.?®® Under Taizong’s rule, the
empire was unified, the sovereign’s position was secured, and the borders had been pacified.

Whether or not the historical narrative accurately describes Taizong’s personality is not as

28 Jack Chen states, “the proposal to share power among the members of the imperial house was chiefly ideological,
and not born out of urgent political necessity.” Jack Chen, The Poetics of Sovereignty, p. 60. David McMullen
criticizes Chen’s idea that féngjian debates in the Tang dynasty were mostly ideological, and stresses its very concrete
implications in politics. See David McMullen, “The Big Cats will Play: Tang Taizong and his Advisors,” Journal of
Chinese Studies No. 57 (2013), p. 318.

269 For a list of translations of the Zhénguan zhéngydo see Dennis Twitchett, “How to Be an Emperor,” p. 6. Also, the
History of Tokugawa mentions that Tokugawa leyasu (1543-1616), the founder of the Tokugawa shogunate,
considered the Zhenguan zhéngydo one of the most important texts to learn about the way of bringing peace to the
realm. See Wm. Theodore de Bary, Sources of East Asian Traditions. Volume 2: The Modern Period (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2008), pp. 125, 127.

101



important as the fact that he established his legacy in Chinese political thought and practice through
a conscious embodiment of the virtuous sovereign ideal. Discussing with his ministers the viability
of reinstituting the fengjian system was one more aspect of his success in becoming a model for

later generations.
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CHAPTER 4

Adapting to the Circumstances: Litl Zongyuan and the mid-Tang program for centralization

Liti Zongyuan #i5Z 70 (773-819), courtesy name Zihou 1%, is recognized as one of the
most prominent literary figures of the mid-Tang period.?’® He was a member of one of the most

prestigious clans of his time, the Liti family of Hédong 7] 5 All. Despite the declining fortunes of

his own family branch, Liti Zongyuan could still enjoy the benefits of his illustrious pedigree.?’

During his own life, he managed to make a name for himself as a poet and a prose-writer, and he
also occupied different posts in the imperial bureaucracy.?’? Lii Zongyuan extant works include
numerous rhyme-prose pieces, poems, memorials and a treatises discussing political and social
issues of his time.2"

Liti Zongyuan is also one of the best known figures of the “Ancient Style Prose” (guwén
7 3) intellectual group led by Han YU #% 7 (768-824).27% Like most figures in the giiwén
movement, Litl Zongyuan was concerned not only with the practicalities of government control in
a period when the empire was unified only in name, but also with the transformation of the role of

the educated elite as a whole.

270 JTS, 160.4213-4214.

2L Anthony DeBlasi, Reform in the Balance, p. 116, and note 6 in p.185.

212 JTS, 160.4213. Also, Jo-shui Chen, Liu Tsung-ytian and Intellectual Change in T'ang China, 773-819 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. 1992), pp. 41-47.

213 The QTW includes twenty-five sections of Lili Zongyuan’s works, arranged by genre. See QTW, 569.5753-
2/593.6003-1. Liti Zdongyuan entrusted Lit Yuxi %5 #5 (772-842), one of his lifelong friends, with his collected
writings shortly before his death.

274 Anthony DeBlasi, Reform in the Balance, pp. 1-7; 115-145.
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In political terms, Lili Zongyuan associated with the reformist group led by Wang Shiiwén

FAHL (d. 806) during the brief reign of emperor Shunzong JIH5E (r. 805). During this time he
was appointed Deputy Minister for the Board of Rites (Shangshi Libii yudnwailang #4455 B
#MER). Once opposing factions came to power early in the reign of emperor Xianzong &% (r.

805-820), Litt Zongyuan suffered the subsequent political backlash. He was demoted and banished
twice to remote locations to serve as a low level administrator.2”® Although displaced from the
higher decision-making bodies in the central court, he remained informed and active in discussing
political affairs.

Liu Zongyuan’s works in prose and poetry attest to his desire to improve the moral situation
of his time, and his enduring appeal to the literati elite to be the agents of this revival.?’® It should
also be noted that his “Discussion of the System of Investiture”, written in the volatile political
climate of the early ninth century and a product of a transformed intellectual milieu, was not
intended primarily for the court, but rather for a private audience of like-minded readers.?’’

Considering the dislocation of administrative structures that followed An Lushan’s
rebellion, Lii Zongyuan argued strongly for the recovery of the system of centralized
administration. His advocacy of the junxian model was rooted in a perspective shared by a
significant part of the bureaucratic officials, one in which the interest of the imperial family need

to be kept in check in order to secure the proper governance of the realm.2’® In his ideal political

275 JTS, 160.4214. Jo-shui Chen, Liu Tsung-ytian and Intellectual Change in T'ang China, pp. 66-80.

278 Litt Zongyuan and his group were convinced that the times could be improved only with the efforts of cultivated
shi. He contrasted the honest man of letters with the sycophantic men at court, who had secured their positions by
flattery and deceit, and was convinced that the tables would turn and the righteous shi would be called back to serve
at the central court. See Charles Hartman, “Alieniloquium: Liu Tsung-yiian’s Other Voice,” Chinese Literature:
Essays, Articles and Reviews 4.1 (1982), pp. 23-73. Y. Edmund Lien, “The Moral High Ground: Two Admonitory
Fu by Liu Zongyuan,” T’ang Studies No. 23-24 (2005-06), pp.169-186.

277 David McMullen, State and Scholars in T'ang China, p. 102, p. 197.

278 David McMullen, “Views of the State in Du You and Liu Zongyuan,” p. 77.
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structure, the realm would be administered by officials appointed for their integrity and talent, who
would ensure the well-being of the population. These high-minded bureaucratic officials would
not only be in charge of the administration of the provinces, but would also serve to subject the
imperial authority to bureaucratic control.?”

In view of his literary achievements and political activism, it is no surprise that Liu
Zongyuan is one of the most renowned figures of the mid-Tang intellectual milieu, nor that this
works received so much attention among scholars of the Tang dynasty.?®® An analysis of Liu
Zongyuan’s numerous surviving works, however, exceeds by far the aims of the present chapter.
Instead, I propose to examine his “Discussion of the System of Investiture” in connection to other
perspectives on the issue of investiture and on proper governance articulated in the mid-Tang
period.

Because of its author’s reputation and the force of its arguments, Lid Zongyuan’s
“Discussion of the System of Investiture” has been preserved in several collections. It was included
in one section of the Complete Works of the Tang Dynasty that collects several of Lili Zongyuan’s

discussions.?! These include short treatises on topics such as the four social bonds (siwéi JU4),

on guarding the Way, and on the distinction between punitive expeditions and [illicit] invasions in

the Spring and Autumn period.??

219 David McMullen, “Views of the State in Du You and Liu Zongyuan,” in S. R. Schram (ed.), Foundations and
Limits of State Power in China (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1987), p. 62.

280 Several of Liti Zongyuan’s works have been translated into English and other Western languages. John Minford
and D.C. Lau include several of his poems and prose in, Classical Chinese Literature. Volume I: From Antiquity to
the Tang Dynasty (New York and Hong Kong: Columbia University Press and Chinese University Press, 2000), pp.
864-867; 1009-1017; 1072-1076. Liti Zongyuan’s “Essay on Feudalism” is included in Wm. Theodore de Bary and
Irene Bloom (comp.), Sources of Chinese Tradition. Volume I: From Earliest Times to 1600 (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1999), pp.

81 QTW, 582.5875-1/5877-1.

282 QTW, 582.5874-2/5882-1
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The New Tang History (Xin Tdng shii #7 5 &) offers a condensed version of Lil
Zongyuan’s arguments at the end of the section on the imperial family (zongshi 5% %). There, it

follows a summary of earlier iterations of the fengjian debates.?® In the final commentary, the
compilers implicitly criticize Litt Zongyuan and other disputers of centralization by noting that the
Tang had been successful in establishing a mixed system that achieved balance between the
284

interests of the ruling clan and those of the bureaucracy.

M3 Duanlin’s 5% Comprehensive Examination of Documents (Wénxian Tongkdo SC
JikiE %) offers a summary of Lill Zongyuan’s position in one of its many sections devoted to the

historical practice and theoretical discussions of féngjian, from the earliest recorded history to the
late Tang.?®® Liti Zongyuan’s “Discussion of the System of Investiture” is also one of several
essays on the topic included in the Ming dynasty scholar Tang Shunzhi’s FJIH2 (1507-1560)
collection Bai Bian ##w 2%

In this chapter, I concentrate on Lili Zongyuan’s “Discussion of the System of Investiture”
(Fengjian Inn ¥ 2 5@ ), which offers the strongest intellectual reaction to the mid-Tang

administrative decentralization. Litl Zongyuan has been regarded as the most articulate opponent
of fengjian by later generations of Chinese scholars. The famous Northern Song dynasty

statesman-scholar Sii Shi #f i (1036-1101) declared that Liti Zongyuan’s treatise offered the final

283 Quyang Xiti X7 1& (1007-1072) and Song Qi A4/t (998-1061), New Tang History (Xin Tdang shii #7 5 &), edited
by Yang Jialud #5558 (Taipei: Dingwén shiijti, 1981) [hereafter XTS], 78.3537—-3538.

284 The comment reads: “Thus, to set up lords and to establish provincial administrators, is like combining the essential
and the ornate, there is nothing better than this. With regards to assisting the country in times of trouble, nothing is as
good as the hereditary lords; with regards to avoiding a situation where “the tail becomes too big,” nothing is as good
as setting up provincial administrators and ministers.” [JAEEEE S, WHE SRR, IAIA—MEM. KLz
B, sWnEsErs; HIR R, FEuESFSE]. See XTS, 78.3538.

285 Ma Duanlin il (1245-1322), Comprehensive Examination of Documents (Weénxian Tongkdo CJERiE %)
(Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 1987) [hereafter WXTK], 260.2060-1.

286 Tang Shunzhi f#IH2 (1507-1560) (comp.), Bai bian 24k (Taipei: Xinxing shiija, 1972), pp. 6266—6275.
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word with regards to the system of investiture.?8” However, his views also made him the target of
several attacks by influential supporters of féngjian ideals, such as the Neo-Confucian scholars Hu
Yin 55 (1098-1156) and Zhii X1 = (1130-1200). In view of its enduring importance for latter
political thinkers debating the possibilities of fengjian and junxian | propose to highlight the

centrality of Liti Zongyuan’s essay in mid-Tang discussions on proper governance.

Efforts at centralization in the mid-Tang

In the final years of emperor Xuanzong’s % 5% (r. 712-756) long and largely successful

reign, the An Lushan rebellion (755-763) altered the conditions and the possibilities of governance
for the Tang central court. The military threat of the rebel armies forced the imperial court out of
the capital. In the midst of the imperial family’s retreat to the south, an elderly and weakened
Xuanzong was forced to abdicate in favour of one of his sons, who would rule as emperor Suzong

5% (755-763). To make matters worse, much of the court’s revenue was lost once the Northern

provinces fell under the control of rebel forces. These conditions prompted several Tang statesmen
and political thinkers of the second half of the eighth century to discuss the viability of reinstating
the system of investiture with renewed vitality.

LiG Zhi 2%k (d. after 758) and Fang Guin 5FE (697-763), two of emperor Xuanzong’s
closest advisors, recommended a return to the model of the Zhou. Both men were involved in
drafting the 756 edict investing the imperial princes with larger territories and assigning them
greater responsibility in the defense of the realm.?® Lia Zhi, for one, suggested that the princes be

given greater administrative autonomy and even direct military command to supress the rebellion.

287 See also Jaeyoon Song, “Redefining Good Government: Shifting Paradigms in Song Dynasty (960-1279) Discourse
on ‘Fengjian’,” T’oung Pao 97 (2011), pp. 301-343.
288 David McMullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures,” p. 49.
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In a passage that resonates with Cao Jiong’s and other early medieval arguments in favor of
fengjian, Lia Zhi wrote: “In the present, when imperial kinsmen are invested, they all have their
corresponding titles yet they have no kingdoms [to administer]; they are in charge of appointing

officials but are not allowed to handle affairs. Instead they remain in the capital and live off the
state’s taxes. Thus, the imperial treasury is never enough.” [4& 2 F 5, A H 458 m EIHLH &,
RS BRI AL, SR E R, AR, B P DAAS L 4].299

Lia Zhi was, nonetheless, very aware of the difficulty of returning to the system of

investiture as it had existed in the early Zhou, since both the “public spirit” (gongxin 2y:[») as well
as the “proper model” (lidng fa %) that had existed in the Three Dynasties had been lost.?%° Lit

Zhi defines the first of these principles in terms of the actions of the sage rulers of the past who
measured the virtue and achievements of their subjects to invest them with territories and did not

take for granted that such territories should be conferred upon those of their own family as a private
possession. [AEA? H3C. B . B REFHEW, HEF hE R 2 VAR E H5 LR
H o2 #1].2°! The “proper model” in turn, is defined as the ideal working of the system of investiture
as established by the early rulers, where “above there are fangbé and the lidnshuai, below there
are the gong, héu, bd, zi and nan [the five ranks of noble lords], the small and the great protect

each other, and seniors and juniors each rules what corresponds to them [ A 7 HIER, F A A

G555, /INKARAE, 25 LA ] 2%
Fang Guan, for his part, was put in charge of the military counteroffensive to retake the

capital. However, he suffered a devastating defeat at Chéntao [5i7F at the hands of the rebel troops.

29 THY, 47.830.

20 Bai bian, p.6275-6278.
21 Bai bian, p.6256.

292 Bai bian, p.6257.
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According to some accounts, this was because he attempted to use military tactics of the Spring
and Autumn period to face a superior enemy. Based on this episode, Fang Guan has been ridiculed
in some accounts for his excessive attachment to the past. Edwin Pulleyblank, for one, noted that
Xuanzong’s decision to invest imperial princes with territories and assign them greater military

and administrative responsibilities, following Fang Guin proposal, led to Li Lin’s 22§ (d. 757)

attempt to set up an independent state in the south.?®®> Anthony DeBlasi, for his part, argues that
Fang Guan support of féngjian practices is indicative of his “extreme antiquarianism.”?®* In this
view, the scant records on Fang Gudn’s perspectives on political and military affairs are used as
evidence of his “blind imitation of the way of the former kings.”?%

Critics, however, might have exaggerated his lack of understanding of the conditions of his
time. David Graff cogently shows that his use of oxen-drawn carts to face the more mobile rebel
cavalry was not the result of military ineptitude. Despite Fang Guan’s lack of field experience, the
tactics employed were not necessarily anachronistic, nor were they employed in imitation of the
models of the past.?®® In a similar vein, his advocacy of fengjian was not necessarily out of touch
with the realities of his time. The investiture of imperial princes with territories and the actual
delegation of administrative and military responsibilities continued to show unpredictable results.

Despite the repeated military successes of An Lushan’s forces, their leaders were unable

to translate their victories on the field into a strong administrative base. Without a solid political

foundation, the rebellion was ultimately supressed by the Tang armies. However, after almost a

2% Edwin G. Pulleyblank, “Neo-Confucianism and Neo-Legalism in T’ang Intellectual Life, 755-805,” in Arthur F.
Wright (ed.), The Confucian Persuasion (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1960), p. 99.

2% Anthony DeBlasi, Reform in the Balance: The Defense of Literary Culture in mid-Tang China (Albany: SUNY
Press, 2002), p. 65.

2% Edwin G. Pulleyblank, “Neo-Confucianism and Neo-Legalism in T ang Intellectual Life,” p. 99.

2% Fang Guin is said to have attempted to use Spring and Autumn military tactics to face the rebel armies, which
caused his swift defeat. See David A. Graff, “Fang Guan's Chariots: Scholarship, War, and Character Assassination
in the Middle Tang,” Asia Major (Third Series) 12.1 (2009), pp. 105-130.
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decade of fighting, the central government's authority was notably diminished. The realm was now
constituted of an uneven patchwork of provinces under the rule of a handful of military governors,
each with his particular interests and with different degrees of local autonomy. These semi-
independent generals were able to challenge court authority, maintain control of their own armies,
appoint regional officials, and even collect local taxes.?®” In response to this situation, a handful
of ministers proposed that the semi-independent military governors of the provinces be created
territorial lords with hereditary privileges, just like the imperial kin. In this way, some supporters
of the system of investiture in the post An Lushan period were motivated not so much by the
putative desire to emulate the ancients, but by efforts to produce a rhetorical justification to the
status quo.

The political conditions for the granting of fiefs in the second half of the eighth century
differed greatly from those of the early Tang. As David McMullen aptly notes, “By the late eighth
century, a generational change had taken place and few imperial clansmen serving in the political
system might have seemed capable of fulfilling the classic ideals of fengjian.”?®® Moreover, the
emperor’s authority had greatly eroded and several provinces were under direct control of their
local governors. In view of this situation, defining what administrative system would better suit
the needs of the empire seemed one of the most pressing concerns for mid-Tang political thinkers.

In the aftermath of the rebellion, a new generation of theorists of statecraft made their
policy recommendations and articulated their perspectives on proper governance based on both
recent and remote historical experiences. In their discourses, both fengjian and junxian remained

competing alternatives for government administration. Unlike the early-Tang discussions

297 According to Charles A. Peterson, this situation was only reversed during the reign of Tang Xianzong (r. 805-820).
See "The Restoration Completed: Emperor Hsien-tsung and the Provinces," in Perspectives on the T ‘ang, eds. Wright
and Twitchett, 151-91.

2% David L. McMullen, “The Emperor, the Princes, and the Prefectures,” p. 96.
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examined in the previous chapter, however, those of the mid-Tang period were submitted by
literati who did not enjoy the same proximity to the imperial figure. Therefore, their
recommendations did not always reach the throne, and when they did, the authors ran a higher risk

of being punished for offending the ruler. Although men like Han YU, the historian DU You #1:4f,
or the celebrated official Bai Jiyi [ /& % (772-846) remained politically active throughout most

of their lives, they oftentimes offered their criticism “from outside the functioning administrative
structure,” as David McMullen succinctly puts it.2%

This, of course, does not mean that such men did not serve in government positions, nor
that they were unable to climb the administrative ladder to the top. However, there is a clear
distinction between those early Tang ministers whose destinies were intrinsically tied to those of
the ruling house since the founding of the dynasty, on one side, and those mid-Tang literati who
were involved with court politics after a life of study and administrative work. In addition, many
mid-Tang literati assumed that moral self-cultivation was essential to restore the age, and although
they understood that this transformation required a committed ruler, they assigned greater
importance to the role of the educated elite than their early Tang counterparts.

Nonetheless, the debate about proper form of government remained an enduring concern
for several mid-Tang scholar-officials. Bai Jayi, for one, wrote a short discussion of féngjian and
junxian in preparation for the imperial examinations, under the title “Considering the system of
investiture and discussing the prefectural system” (yi féngjian lun junxian 53R ANER) and
made a case for the adequacy of both systems, depending on the times and provided that the
sovereign abides by the constant principles of government. After briefly reviewing the traditional

arguments in favour of each system, Bai Jiyi concludes that “if indeed the roots [of proper

29 David McMullen, “Traditions of Political Dissent in Tang China,” Journal of Chinese Studies 44 (2004), p. 412.
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governance] are established and their source is properly guided, prefectures and fiefdoms can both
be used to administer [the realm] and bring about peace. If [on the contrary] restrictions are

transgressed and the handle [of government] is lost, lords and magistrates can both bring about

chaos and threaten [the court]” [ [&] H A, B, SRR B[] 45 v BE T 22 52 ; HE BT, R HAR,

B 5 B (R AL LS 52 %0

Litt Zongyuan and the foundation of social life

Liu Zongyuan begins his discussion with a systematic explanation of the origins of the
systems of fengjian and junxian as the result of historical contingencies. Against claims that
fengjian was first established by the sages, he stresses that it had nothing to do with their vision of
an ideal political order, but that it was determined by the intrinsic dynamics of human interaction.
“Even the sage rulers of antiquity Yéo, Shun, YU, Tang, Wén and Wu,” he writes, “were not able
to discard it. This was not because they did not wish to do so, but rather because circumstances
did not permit it.” [fEEH, HHEEFE, 55, &, & L. RMEREEL. BIEAKZE
2 A, BARHET 1.3 Hence, he concludes that the system of investiture should not be regarded as
a timeless or eternally valid institution, or as he succinctly states, “the system of investiture did
not reflect the intent of the sages” [Ff & JF 82 A\ & t1].302

Liu Zongyudn rejected the idea that any institution enshrined the sage’s insight into
transcendental patterns. Furthermore, he explains the disparities between the social dynamics of

antiquity and the present in terms of the single theme; the interplay between competition (zhéng

300 Baj Jayi ()& 5 (772-846), Collected Works of Bdi Jiayi (Bdi Jiyi ji jian jiao )& 582 K), annotated by Zhii

301 QTW, 582.5875-1.
302.QTW, 582.5875-1, and reiterated in 582.5875-2.
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), on the one hand, and contingent circumstances (shi %), on the other. The latter has been

translated in various ways, for example as ‘objective conditions’ or ‘conditions beyond one’s
control.” It can also refer to “expediency”, that is, the willingness to abandon conventional
303

standards or morality to achieve one’s aims.

This use of shi is clearest in the Art of War (Siinzi Bingfa {41 £%7%), where the authors

urge readers to disregard established playbooks or values. “Avail yourself,” the text reads, “of any

helpful circumstances over and beyond the ordinary rules, and [be ready to] modify plans
according to the favorability of circumstances” [ FJVARE, JhZ&2 3%, DMEHAN, 23,
FI i 1 HE 1], In practical terms, this meant that there were no hard and fast rules of war, no

proven or timeless strategies for winning. Just as generals had to be prepared to modify their
strategy according to ever-changing circumstances, in a world where the only constant was the
existence of conflict, rulers too had to be willing to go over and beyond existing practices and
precedents. In this way, the system of investiture reflected nothing more than expediency,3% hence
it was no different from the strategies employed by generals at war.

In the next paragraph, Lill Zongyuan moves on to describe the initial circumstances that
brought about the system of investiture. For this, he constructs a primeval moment in the formation
of societies as the point of departure of his narrative, and argues that struggling for survival in a
hostile environment, men created instruments for defense for the first time in history. As a

background to his discussion, he sketched out a vision of the origins and evolution of human

308 For a discussion of the term shi see Roger T. Ames, trans., Sun-Tzu: The Art of Warfare (New York: Ballantine
Books, 1993), p. 70.

304 Sitnzi Bingfd 4 5%y, annotated by Wei Riilin #2% %% (Taipei: Taiwan Commercial Press, 1988) [hereafter
Sunzi], p. 64.

305 QTW, 582.5875-1-2. On Liti Zongyuén and other Tang writers on the issue of intelligent design, see Stephen Owen,
The End of the Chinese 'Middle Ages': Essays in Mid-Tang Literary Culture (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1996), 34-54.
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society, in which competition for resources (zhéng) ultimately reflected the need of primitive men
to survive in the wild, where they had no natural advantage against beasts. Li Zongyuan’s
description largely follows that of the Warring States philosopher Xunzi #j ¥ (third century BCE).
Xunzi’s account received much attention in later times as well. The celebrated Han dynasty
historian Ban Gu ¥E[i] (32-92), also espoused the idea that the earliest human societies were
founded on the common need for protection against wild beasts.>%

In Lit Zdongyuan’s account, however, the focus swiftly moves from the conflict of man
against nature to the enduring problem of man against man. The cultural innovation of artifacts
constituted the first cause for contention between human beings [ RAR4)# 24 F].2°7 Nature no
longer poses a significant threat. The struggle is no longer a matter of survival, but a matter of
acquisition of resources. It is this new dynamic that generates the need for political authority to be
established. Political authority stems from a common recognition of the individual qualities of the
leader, a charismatic figure who attracts the masses with his wisdom, and keeps them in check by
means of fear [FL& M A, ATk A, &2 LLETIALL, DI 1% ££].3% Thus, the ruler is
established to overcome the deleterious and potentially destructive effects of competition among
men [ H R HEAE 5300

According to Litt Zongyuan, however, this resulted in the divisions between groups (qun

), which unleashed a series of unanticipated consequences:

For this reason, those proximate to each other gathered together as a group, but because of

the divisions between groups, the strife between them necessarily became greater. Once

308 See David McMullen, “Views of the State in Du You and Liu Zongyuan,” p. 63.
307 QTW, 582.5875-1.
308 QTW, 582.5875-1.
309 QTW, 582.5875-1.
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the strife increased, armies arose. Those among the leaders of the many groups with virtue
and large armies were able to make the other leaders follow and take orders from them,
thereby causing their followings to be pacified. From this arose the categories of the noble
lords and the commanders-in-chief. Yet as a result, the level of strife became still greater.
Those with virtue and large followers among the categories of feudal prince and
commander-in-chief were able to get the others to follow and take orders from them, which
resulted in the pacification of such persons. For this reason, all under Heaven afterwards

came to be joined as one.

(Mol R &de, 2y, Hpnk, Rinkal. AEXAGRE, BE
ZRX RS, U HE. TRAEEZY, MESFNARES. Y
K&, R HIDORIMAE R, UeHE., TR2A0H. Hah 8, S
NARER. EXKE, i B2 OO mEEam S, URHEN, BER

T

Several points of this passage bear greater discussion. First, Lill Zongyuan offers a model
by which to study the development of human civilizations, based on an underlying pattern that
allows societies to evolve “from chaos to unity.”3!! He saw history as unfolding in response to the
interplay of contingent circumstances (shi) and strife (zzéng), which in turn gave rise to the only
two constant elements in human activity, that is, conflict and continuous efforts to resolve conflict.

Second, Lit Zongyuan’s intuitions about the “state of nature” in which men of ancient
times found themselves also resonate with models found in the works of Western political
philosophers, especially Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), who saw the creation of the state as a
necessary stage to prevent the war of all men against each other. In both cases, he undisputed

sovereignty of a single ruler above all lords and lower chieftains is thus the only partial guarantee

310 QTW, 582.5875-1.
311 William H. Nienhauser, Jr. et al., Liu Tsung-ylian (New York: Twayne, 1973), p. 55.
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against the threat that cycles of increased physical violence will annihilate a large part of the
population.

Finally, Liti Zongyuan argues that the process of incorporation of groups culminated with
the unification of the realm under the mythical rulers of antiquity. He offers a bottom-to-top
narrative of the establishment of the sovereign. The point of departure of his socio-historical
explanation is the constitution of “groups formed by those who are close” [{T 3 H 1M Z#f]. In
this sense, his explanation reverses the top-down directionality presented in several Warring States

texts. For example, in the “Shang tong ¥ [F]” chapter of the Mozi 5 ¥, Heaven establishes the

ruler, the ruler invests the regional lords, and they in turn appoint the officials.'? D You, for his
part, also considers the role of Heaven in both giving birth to the masses of people and establishing

the ruler and his officials to rule over them [R4= 7% A\, 7 @) 4k].313

Liti Zongyudn’s account, by contrast, veers away from the narratives of Heavenly origins
of political institutions. In the Féngjian lun, it is human groups responding to contingent conditions
that produce the larger political aggregate. Hence, the smaller political units not only predate the
formation of the royal domain, but more importantly, they constitute the very foundation upon
which the power of the sovereign rests. Since the realm was won with the support of the various
territorial lords, it was a sound policy not to alienate those lords by denying them of their fiefdoms.

It was for this very reason that neither the sages of antiquity nor the paragon rulers of the past

could not dismantle the system of investiture. [ZUAsEfEimits =T 5%, BLABLE . BAEIN

312 Mozi 5% “Shang tong shang ¥ [H] [, edited by Siin Yirang #4565 (1848-1908) and annotated by Stin Yikii {4
PAME (Taipei: Huazhéng shiija, 1987) [herafter Mozi], 3.68.
813 TD, 31.849.
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Bt B \H R, B DB R, R EA 1 55131 Once the fengjian system was set in place, those
who benefitted from it secured their own interests by promoting the perpetuation of the system.

Lit Zongyuan’s description of the process by which the system of investiture came into
being has also raised some interesting points of comparison with the stage theories of modern
historiography. He understood that the solutions undertaken in response to structural conditions
had the effect of transforming the scale of violence and dynamics of history, thereby rendering
older institutions obsolete. As he saw it, the more effective a polity was at mediating the play of
interest and neutralizing competition, the greater cycles of violence would subsequently be, at least
until a ruler is established with the consent of all the parties involved.3'® Based on this perspective,
his analysis has been appropriated by historians of China who sought to frame its society’s
development in terms of predetermined stages. Some historians have even argued that Liu
Zongyuan’s narrative of the origins of political institutions can be read as an early form of the
“social evolutionist” model.3'® However, unlike the teleological fallacies that underpin most
modern evolutionist narratives, Lill Zongyuan’s essay argues that disparate institutions could arise
from the same underlying tension. Moreover, in explaining how specific systems of rule came into
being, his account takes into consideration the processes that determined their constitution while
highlighting the tensions resulting from their historical application.

In this regard, Liti Zongyuan acknowledged the early success of the Zhou: “when the
Western Zhou ruled All under Heaven,” he writes, “it divided the realm, establishing lords of the

five ranks and granting them territories” [J& 5K T, £ H MR 732, ik A4, FHEfE].3Y These

lords could be “summoned to court for audiences with the king and dispatched to their cities to

314 QTW, 582.5876-2.
315 QTW, 582.5875-1.
316 For example, Jo-shui Chen, Liu Tsung-ytian and Intellectual Change in T'ang China, p. 96.
317 QTW, 582.5875-2.
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protect the realm” [& 235 EH & [|], #2557 FLFT48].31® With time, the Zhou rulers lost control of

the lords, and the system fell into decline once the territorial lords began to challenge— and even,
in some cases, usurp — the authority of the central court. Once the “tail became too large for the
head,” the realm descended into internecine warfare.3'°

The anxiety about the hereditary lords usurping the power of the sovereign has a long
tradition in Chinese political thought. In the Analects, the Master is reported as saying “when the
world is properly governed, then the rituals, the music, and the punitive expeditions are sent forth
by the Son of Heaven; when it is not properly governed, then the rituals, the music, and the punitive
expeditions proceed from the territorial lords” [K N ATE, HIFELEAERH KT H; K NEIHE,
HIJAE B4 1E A% H 76 125 H1].%2° Liu Zongyuan, for his part, argues for the superiority of the system of
prefectures by pointing out that in times of crises, the officials remain loyal to the throne. This was

the case during the uprisings that brought an end to the Qin, when “the common people rebelled
but none of the officials did” [F¢ R4 ¥ A\ 8 H 55],%22 and once again during the Rebellion of
the Seven Kingdoms in the early Western Han [55 H1 5k [ 1T 4% 5 1] . 322

Litu Zongyuan’s concerns about the possibility of rebellion from the hereditary lords could
also be a reflection on more recent history. Although he did not directly experience the trauma of
An Lushan’s rebellion, the episode was still fresh in the collective memory of mid-Tang elites, and
this might have influenced Liti Zongyudn’s views on the topic. He implicitly mentions the events

that lead to An Lushan’s uprising in the following passage:

318 QTW, 582.5875-2.
319 QTW, 582.5875-2.
820 Analects, 16.2.

%21 QTW, 582.5875-2.
822, QTW, 582.5876-1.
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When the Tang dynasty came to power, they set up prefectures and appointed officials in
charge of them. This was what was appropriate for the realm. Although there still were
some cruel and cunning men who from time to time would rise in revolt and bring harm to
the area under their jurisdiction, the faults did not lie in the system of prefectures itself, but
in the military governors. During that time, military governors rebelled, but the magistrates
did not rebel. Once established, the system of prefectures and counties should not be
modified.

DB, PN &, SEsp 52, ST DLA B . ARMAERIRGE, jE 3 7 I8F#, RAE
JAPHTTAE I B, e B ks i B o JHBR 2 A%, [ AN A 4 ]38

Several other Tang thinkers writing in the aftermath of the An Lushan rebellion reassessed

the historical lessons offered by the centralized model associated with the Qin state. Han Yu, for
one, highlighted the contributions of figures such as Guin Zhong % ' and Shang Yang i #t who
had benefitted their respective states.®?* For his part, Du You also praised Shang Yang’s reforms
for “enriching the state and strengthening the armies,” which established the foundation for the
first emperor of Qin to “pacify All under Heaven” [Z H 2 AFNRT LR, = BRI &%, fHiEE
ZIEMER HELEEON . IBGRE, F RT3

Du You provided his perspectives on historical events and political institutions in the
Comprehensive Classic (Tongdidn i ), a monumental compilation that testifies to his
knowledge of history and active engagement with governance. The compilation discloses Du
You’s personal position in contemporary policy debates. For example, when commenting on the
system of investiture, Du You stated that “while setting up princedoms brings benefits to a single

clan, establishing prefectures brings benefits to masses of the people” [Z:BIF]—5%, FIELF] &

323 QTW, 582.5876-1.
324 See Charles Hartman, Han Yii and The T'ang Search for Unity, p.130.
325 TD, 13.310.
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#].3% The reason for this is the larger scale and greater complexity of recent polities, which he
argues, required adopting new methods of governance. Different methods, however, should follow
the “principle of increase and decrease” [of population size] (sinyi zhi Ii 48 75 2 F1). 3%

According to Du You, the rulers of earlier dynasties presided over smaller states, which
paled in comparison to the scale and complexity of later polities. The Zhou sovereigns, for example,
were able to govern effectively because of the relatively small size of the population. However,
Du You notes, the Zhou arrangement was ill suited for a populous state like the Tang. Centralized

dynasties that had been able to unify the realm counted with larger registered population [¥%£. &«

KB, WN&—, NP #5].%8 Thus although it suffered from some inherent flaws

(particularly the tendency to produce short-lived regimes), the prefectural system in fact was better
adapted for the administrative challenges of the Tang.
Du You is also critical of previous discussions of the issue of investiture. In noting the

shortcomings of earlier participants in the debate, he writes:

If we analyze the discussions by Cao [Jiong] and Lu [J1], indeed they can be said to express
their writing is of the highest elegance and their reasoning is clear, [yet] they do not take
as their root the notion that the ruler is established for the sake of the people, and they do
not examine whether the population increases or decreases. If we observe the admonitions
of Li [Baiyao] and Ma [Zhou], in fact they can be said to be based on notions of fate, [yet]
they are not based on the gains and losses brought forth by the application of the laws nor
do they concern themselves with the negative and positive principles of governance. Thus,

the saying: “In the end they do not analyze in detail” can be applied to such works!

326 TD, 31.849.
327 7D, 31.849.
387D, 31.849
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Moreover, DU You was convinced that the emperor should occupy the most revered
position, while the ministers should aid him in government but always remain humble, just like
the trunk, i.e., the emperor, should be strengthened and the branches, i.e., the lords, weakened, so
that the people can prosper and the dynasty last for many years. [{ESZ# 7] A, MG EH, HE
B, BRoEf S, FAEE, ZACEIE]. “The way of proper governance,” Du You concludes,
“resides in this!” [P 2 18, HAEZ5F].3%0

Like Du You and other supporters of centralized administration, Litt Zongyudn assumed
the system had clear advantages, but expressed his reservations when it came to assessing the Qin
policies. He notes that despite the fact that the Qin ruler had managed to conquer all under Heaven,
the collapsed within a couple of decades. In order to account for the dynasty’s short life, Liu
Zongyuan followed the conventional explanation first articulated by Jid Yi in “The Faults of Qin”:
this was because it had “conscripted thousands of men and imposed harsh punishments upon the
population” [ 1% & N, % H g H, 35 H £ 61,3 which caused the people to rise against the
dynasty.

Furthermore, he notes that the Qin implementation of the junxian system might have been

somewhat extreme. In fact, the one of the reasons the system did not work properly was because

329TD, 31.850.
307D, 31.850.
31 QTW, 582.5875-2.
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the Qin central court did not allow enough leeway to its magistrates, so that the decisions that came
formulated from the central court had to be applied regardless of local conditions, hence “local
magistrates were unable to correct the faults of the system and the provincial governors were
unable to manage their jurisdictions properly” [HB & A3 IEIC I, 57 52 AT H ]33 It was
precisely this lack of autonomy that contributed to the malfunctioning of the system as a whole.
However, as Liti Zongyuan argues, neither the popular uprisings, nor the deficiencies in

administration were faults inherent to the system of prefectures [4:7E A\ 2%, AEER & 2 i 2 #].3%

The Qin dynasty’s sudden demise had nothing to do with its application of the junxian system, but
was caused by alienating the people and restricting the magistrates’ autonomy. Whereas the demise
of the Zhou can be explained by examining its system of rule [ & 7E A, ALEAEL, FFHAH],
that of the Qin was the result of poor policies [J7EFABL, ANTE A, 22 ZH9R11].3% In this regard,
Liu Zongyuan offers a clear historical distinction between the excesses in the application of
specific policies and the institutional design with which those policies came to be associated.

Lit Zongyuan uses the experience of the Han dynasty to further illustrate his point. Early
in the dynasty, Han Gaozu had resorted to investing or merely recognizing the claim of several of
his most important supporters as princes of their own states, while the area closest to the capital
was made into prefectures and counties and remained under the direct administration of the central
court. This dual system, Liti Zongyuan argues, created the conditions for the de facto independence

of most of the princes.

332 QTW, 582.5876-1.
333 QTW, 582.5875-2.
33 QTW, 582.5876-1.
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After the founding of the Han dynasty, the policies of the Son of Heaven were followed in
the prefectures, but not in the fiefdoms; He had control over the appointed officials, but did
not have control over the princes and territorial lords. Even if the domain of a prince or
territorial lord was in utter chaos, He could not replace him; even if the people were
suffering, He could not relieve their suffering. Only if the princes or lords were openly in
rebellion could the central government dispatch troops to arrest them, and then replace
them, or mobilize the army [for full scale war against the rebellious prince or lords] to
completely destroy them. But as long as the crime of treason was not obvious, the princes
and lords could continue to amass great wealth illegally, abusing their power, or severely
harming the people, was there nothing that could be done about this?

LB, JoF 2 BT, AT, #IF, AR, BT, R
1, BB, AT, Bk AR, SRR T, IR R . K
R, BRI, WS, KR R, i 2 2]

This paragraph illustrates the twin concerns of consolidating the authority of the emperor
and guaranteeing the well-being of the population as the yardsticks with which to measure proper
governance. With regards to the first concern, Liti Zongyuan argues that the territorial lords of the
Western Han did not feel compelled to follow the emperors’ commands. In addition, one of the
main drawbacks of the fengjian system is that since the behavior of the imperial princes and
territorial lords is difficult to monitor and assess, they can cause great damage to the people without
the court learning about it. Furthermore, if the emperor found out about their transgressions, unless
they were severe enough to deserve a severe punishment, all he could do is reprimand the princes

in hopes that they would reform themselves. The imperial princes and territorial lords, for their

part, could easily feign compliance and carry on as before [##1fi i > , FF 5% 1B £ i& £1.3%

335 QTW, 582.5876-1.
33 QTW, 582.5876-2.
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However, when the imperial princes’ territories were reduced, or they were prohibited from
establishing direct contact to prevent collusion between them, then they rose in anger, forming
alliances and challenging the imperial armies [~ 41 Hll .2, #6542 & 1€ < 55t A A [E 51, R AR REZR
ik, hoRm ]33

During such times, Liti Zongyuan notes, none of the imperial magistrates joined the
rebellions.®*® Granted, in remaining, or at least appearing, loyal to the dynasty, the imperial
officials could very well have been merely acting in their own interest. Unlike the territorial lords,
the officials were regularly monitored by the central court and they could be promoted or dismissed
with relative ease and without a significant cost. Or as Litt Zongyuan succinctly puts it, “if someone
is appointed in the morning but then proves to be unfit, he can be dismissed in the evening; if he
is honored in the evening and then proves to be lacking, he can be dismissed the following morning”
AR ANIE, & FF 25 & 5200 ANk, 12 5213

Lit Zongyuan criticizes the partial implementation of the system of investiture in the early
Han, and asks whether it would have been better not to invest imperial princes in the first place.34
Curiously enough, he fails to mention the overall circumstances under which this decision was
made. After a prolonged military conflict among the contenders to the throne, he Han founder
made use of the fengjian system to rule a significant part of the realm. The decision was largely
determined by the relation of forces after the Han conquest. For someone who based his discussion
of the development of political institutions in the interplay of zhéng and shi, to overlook the

contingencies faced by Gaozii and his successors is quite unusual.

37 QTW, 582.5876-1.
38 QTW, 582.5876-1.
39 QTW, 582.5876-2.
340 QTW, 582.5876-2.
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Liu Zongyuan also followed Du You’s idea that the system of investiture brings about
larger periods of contestation of power in which the common people were made to suffer. Du You
understood that centralized administration is preferable despite the shorter duration of the
dynasties because it causes less disruption at the end.3*! From these experiences, Lili Zongyuan

concludes: “the merits of the Qin system can easily be discerned” [Z=#l|.2 15, 7K LA £22].342

In addition, Lit Zongyudn discussion focuses on how each of these two systems of rule
can foster public-mindedness and restrain selfish interest. First, he refutes the idea that the invested
lords’ private interest fosters their responsibility towards the people in their fiefdoms. “Some might
say that the invested lords take care of their land as their own possession, and look after the people

in their kingdoms as their own children” [8# FI: £ #%, UAAH L, FH A3

More importantly, he notes that intention has little effect on actual political practice. That
is, a system of rule needs to be judged by its effects, not by the stated intentions behind it. In one
noteworthy passage, he examines how the system established by the Qin fostered the larger public

mindedness, despite the fact that it was intended to serve the private interests of the ruling house.

When the Qin dynasty abolished the system of investiture and established an impartial
system instead, it was done out of selfish motivations: it was to strengthen the power of the
emperor and to have everyone in the realm submit to his personal authority. However, the

fact is that the realm became a public concern starting with the Qin.

(R, Al a 2 K&, HEAE, BHE— Dz gid, RHHER

R RIA KT 2 EFRih. P

341 See David McMullen, “Han Yii: An Alternative Picture. Reviewed Work: Han Yii and The T'ang Search for Unity
by Charles Hartman,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 49.2 (1989), pp. 603-657.

32 QTW, 582.5876-1.

33 QTW, 582.5876-1.

344 QTW, 582.5876-2/5877-1.
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Although the concern with public spirit was hardly novel, Tang statecraft thinkers took the
discussion to a whole new level. Some even suggested that the imperial treasure was not to be
considered the private funds of the ruling family, while others stressed that matters of succession
and appointment of the crown prince concerned the realm as a whole.3*

Another commonly noted outcome of the system of prefectures is that it undermines the
hereditary principle. In this respect, Lit Zongyuan noted early in his essay that the reason why
positions were made hereditary in the beginnings of the féngjian system was because those who
had established themselves as lords at various levels of the political hierarchy sought to perpetuate
their privilege by bequeathing their position to their descendants [ [ K 7 Z it LA, HftfE N 3,
HE05 3R He il 1 Z8 2. 1.3% The right to hereditary succession can be treated as part of a socially
accepted practice, one based in the accumulated merit of the founding figure as well as the popular
expectation that the offspring would follow in their predecessors’ footsteps. In a later passage, Liu
Zongyuan returns to the idea that it was the impulse to preserve the benefits of the state for
themselves and their descendants that drove the rulers to implement the hereditary principle. [#A
HIo74 Ctl, B HETA TR 0]

Lit Zongyuan returns to the issue of aristocratic privilege in the final paragraph of the

“Discussion of the System of Investiture.”

If men of virtue occupy the high positions, and the unworthy are placed below, then good
governance and peace can be secured. With the system of investiture, successive

generations of hereditary rulers take up the affairs of government. When someone inherits

345 David McMullen, “Views of the State in Du You and Liu Zongyuan,” p. 76.
346 QTW, 582.5875-1.
347 QTW, 582.5875-2.
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the administration of government, is it possible to ensure that men of virtue are appointed

to high positions? Is it possible to keep unworthy men in lower positions?

B E L, AHEET, mga 2. SREEH, @itmA. @iz

¥, FRET R R T

Again, the juxtaposition is clear, men of worth ought to be honoured and placed above, that
is, in charge of governance, whereas the unworthy should be placed below. The twin risks of the
system of hereditary rank is that it can maintain unfit men in charge of governance, while it can
also prevent able and virtuous men from entering or moving forward in the administrative
apparatus. A staunch supporter of the government by the worthy, meaning the application of
somewhat impartial procedures to assess individual talent and incorporate capable men to the
imperial bureaucracy, Lill Zongyuan supports his arguments in favour of centralized
administration with a reference to the recommendation system of the Han dynasty.34°

Lit Zongyuan’s concern here resonates with that expressed in Ma Zhou’s memorial
discussed in the previous chapter; heredity would only function if the quality of the offspring were
guaranteed by birth. In the final remark, Lili Zongyuan argues that the system of investiture’s flaw
of potentially blocking the access of talented men to the bureaucracy, is further proof that it was
not the conscious design of the sages.

It should be borne in mind, however, that neither Liti Zongyuan, nor Md Zhou before him,
called into question the legitimacy of intra-family heredity in the imperial succession. Liu
Zongyuan himself only went as far to suggest that proper behavior should take precedence over

birth rank when choosing the crown prince, but he did not dare oppose the practice of choosing

38 QTW, 582.5877-1.
349QTW, 582.5876-1-5876-2.
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from among the imperial offspring, as long as the emperor had fathered an heir. In this sense, as
long as the ministers served the dynasty, it was their duty to assist the ruling family preserve “the

altars of the soil and grains.”

The Impact of Liti Zongyuan’s “Féngjian lun”

Latter advocates of the system of investiture took Lili Zongyuan’s essay as the target of
their criticism of the junxian system. For example, In his “Discussing Master Lit’s ‘On the System
of Investiture’” (Bian Liuzi Fengjian lin #H-+ 3} i), the Northern Song scholar HG Yin #5
(1098-1156) notes that while Litt Zongyuan’s discussion of the system of investiture blames the
hereditary lords for the weakening of the Zhou, it omits the instances in which the royal house was
assisted by the lords. Hu Yin sarcastically remarks that “to focus on these few episodes in order to
argue against the system of investiture would be like wishing to eliminate all the shoes in the world
after seeing a man who had his feet amputated [as punishment]” [4# B Bl 2 — — Ak B 3} 2 11 Ja¢
ARG RN B AR R T Z AP0

Furthermore, Hu Yin challenges both Lili Zongyuan’s notion that the sages did not intend
to set up a system of hereditary lords, as well as the assumption that the centrally appointed
administrators of the system of prefectures, unlike the hereditary lords, are not prone to rebelling.
Hu Yin concludes his critique of Liti Zongyudn with what he considered irrefutable evidence of
the superiority of the féngjian system, that is, the longevity of the Three Dynasties and the brevity
of the Qin and short-life, comparatively speaking, of all subsequent regimes, including the Han

and Tang. In this regard, Hu Yin focuses on the last rulers of the Xia and Shang dynasties to

30 HU Yin #8 (1098-1156), “Bian Liuzi Fengjian lan H¥AF3 &5, in Tang Shunzhi JHE 2 (1507-1560)
(comp.), Bai bian ¥4 (Taipei: Xinxing shiiju, 1972), p. 6276.
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suggest that if it hadn’t been for Jié and Zhou, their dynasties would not have fallen. Hi Yin,
however, fails to mention anything about the causes of the downfall of the Zhou or the ensuing
conflicts of the Warring States period.!

A latter critic of Liti Zongyuan’s attitude towards investiture was the famous scholar Wang

Fizhi £k (1619-1692). In a commentary to the “Discussion on the System of Investiture”

Wang Fiizhi describes Lit Zongyuan’s advocacy of the prefectural system stems from a one-sided
point of view. Wang Fiizhi contends that the territorial lords had been an essential component in
the governance of the realm since the earliest times, and that their significance is attested in
numerous passages in the classics. More importantly, he claims that neither the territorial lords nor
the court appointed magistrates are of much significance. All matters of governance, Wang Fuzhi
argues, stem from the emperor, without whose virtuous rule, neither territorial lords nor appointed

magistrates would be able to perform their duties [ 52 F 5 3R, HIFEEE N, 720 EN; Ik

SR MG, RIRE AT, 52 IR A2 1.3

Concluding remarks

Liu Zongyuan’s criticisms of the system of investiture are inscribed into a larger trend
amongst mid-Tang thinkers who sought to reassert the authority of the central court against the
provincial military governors, on the one hand, and to restore the primacy of the bureaucracy over
imperial kin and eunuchs, on the other. His policy recommendation is clear: the prefectural system

must be kept in place, and the court should increase the efforts to control the military and improve

31 Bai bian, p.6275-6278.
%2 it Zongyuan ji #5504 (Beijing: Zhonghua shiju, 1979), p. 75.
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the mechanisms for the selection and appointment of officials [4 [ 5 & HEF &, 3 & 57 52, HA
RIS 2 . S, RS, BT ]398

Liu Zongyuan uses history to discuss contemporary politics. At times it would appear that
he misrepresents the evidence at hand to serve his larger argument. For example, in order to
challenge the longstanding notion that that dynasties that relied on the investiture of kin were able
to preserve their mandate for a longer period of time, he argues that both the Wei and Jin dynasties

also used the system of investiture, yet did not last for very long [Bi2 &V, #ERiE. &2

B, RIS . T R B, AR REAE].

As discussed in the previous chapters, there were significant differences in the use of
fengjian in the early medieval dynasties. While the Wei founders opted to keep its invested kin
under close surveillance and deprive them of any significant administrative or military functions,
the Jin, in contrast, had placed great responsibility and granted enormous autonomy to the imperial
kin. However, in Lit Zongyuan defense, we should stress the fact that there was more than one
reading of the events of the past among Tang dynasty political thinkers. For example, Xiao Yu
argued that the reason why the Wei and Jin dynasties collapsed after only a brief period in power
was because they had discarded the system of investiture.® It is thus, very likely that TAng dynasty
thinkers, much like present day historians, made use of the pasts, both remote as well as recent,
not as a stable repository of events to be cited, but of narratives to be appropriated and contested.

Perhaps what is most remarkable about Liti Zongyuan’s presentation is that it offers a
theory of the formation of human societies based on the dynamics of conflict and cooperation

under contingent historical circumstances. His comparative analysis of the systems of governance,

33 QTW, 582.5876-2.
34 QTW, 582.5876-2.
35 TD, 31.867. THY, 46.824. Cited in the previous chapter.
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although framed as institutional history, still leaves plenty of room for the intervention of specific
personalities and the transformation of structures. In sum, Litl Zongyuan’s analysis of the system
of investiture offers a multi-dimensional and open-ended reading of the development of political

institutions.
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CHAPTER 5

Epilogue and Conclusion

In the preceding chapters | have engaged with medieval Chinese debates on féngjian and
junxian in order to show that the two models of territorial administration continued to exist as
models of virtuous governance throughout much of the imperial period. Certainly, many thinkers
assumed that the institutions of the centralized state would foster unity against the impending
danger of secession posed by the territorial lords, but this was never a hegemonic view. Instead of
attempting to find the establishment of a form of orthodoxy of the state formation or a shift in
paradigm, | approached these debates as historically-informed polemics between politically
engaged scholars. | focused on the rhetorical strategies, the use of historical figures and the
underlying moral choices that medieval statecraft thinkers employed in their discussions of each
system, to show that the polar model actually left enough room for disagreement.

This final chapter argues that that the positions articulated in medieval debates on féngjian
and junxian became almost mandatory reference for scholars discussing the proper administrative
structure for the empire in later periods. For this, I will provide an overview of the continuity and

importance of these earlier debates in later imperial discourses on proper governance.

Discussions of fengjian and junxian in later dynasties

According to Jaeyoon Song, several Northern Song “intellectual leaders,” including St Shi,

Stmi Guang, Fan Zuyu #itH & (1041-1098) and Wang Anshi agreed with Lili Zongyuan’s idea
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that the system of investiture was the result of historical contingency, and that the junxian system
provided a much better model to rule the realm.®®® By contrast, scholars in the Southern Song
produced extensive and elaborate refutations of Liti Zongyuan’s arguments. Zhti Xi, for one
assumed that the ways of the ancient past were morally superior and could be revived to help bring
order and transform the customs of his own time. Jaeyoon Song focuses on the contrast between
these two moments to argue that it represents a “fundamental shift of paradigm in Southern Song
political thinking.”®®’

Jaeyoon Song brings sufficient evidence to support his claim that voices in support of the
fengjian system became all the more pervasive in the Southern Song, and his suggestion that this
was related to larger intellectual changes in the elite.>*® Although I will not call into question the
carefully researched argument, | would propose that the repeated arguments in favor of fengjian
in the Southern Song point to the continuity of the junxian principles in policy-making and political
discourse. Among the Southern Song scholars, some continued to argue in favor of a mixed system

that would allow for both central control and relative autonomy of the invested lords. Lué Bi #&

W (1131-1189), for example, argued for a system with more and smaller states, with each with a

high degree of autonomy.*
This debate continued into the late imperial period, especially in the works of three of its

most influential thinkers: Huang Zongx1 2 5% 2% (1610-1695), Wang Fuizhi £k (1619-1692),

and Gu Yanwu i 78 2 (1613-1682), who often proposed a form of compromise between both

356 Jaeyoon Song, "Shifting Paradigms in Theories of Government,” p. 210.

357 Jaeyoon Song, "Shifting Paradigms in Theories of Government,” p. 337.

358 «Unlike their Northern Song counterparts, Southern Song intellectuals unflinchingly talked of fengjian ideals.”
Jaeyoon Song, "Shifting Paradigms in Theories of Government,” p. 312.

39 See Lien-sheng Yang, “Ming Local Administration,” in Charles O. Hucker (ed.), Chinese Government in Ming
Times: Seven Studies (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969), p. 9.
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models. Gu Yanwu, for one, argued that both the system of investiture and the imperial system
presented significant problems, the former granting too much power to the lords and the latter
concentrating all power in the emperor. Gu Yanwu particularly focused on the mecahnisms of
surveillance and rotation of officials, which he saw as an unnecessary, even counterproductive,
measure limiting the autonomy of the imperial magistrates. *° For his part, Wang Fiizhi,
undermined Liti Zongyuan’s arguments in favor of the junxian system simply by stating that the
only guarantee of good governance is a virtuous and vigilant emperor, and that the administrative
system had little impact on the lives of the common people. Finally, Huang Zongxi argued for the
combination of highly autonomous domains in the periphery and prefectures under centrally

appointed, rotating officials in the areas closer to the court.®!

Fengjian and junxian in modern political discourse

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the term féngjian came to designate
both a context-specific institution that existed since before the Zhou dynasty until the early
twentieth century, as well as a translation for the European term feudalism in Chinese
historiography. In the former sense, it becomes a marker of institutional practices by which the
sovereign granted territories to local lords for their administration; in the latter sense, it represented
both the cluster of political institutions and relations of production in the European historical
experience, as well as a preconceived stage of development in Marxist and other historiographies

with pretensions of universal applicability.

360 See Miranda Brown. “Returning the Gaze,” p. 64. Also John Delury,” Gu Yanwu’s Mixed Model and the
Problem of Two Despotisms,” Late Imperial China 34.1 (2013), pp. 1-27.

31 See Wm. Theodore de Bary, Waiting for the Dawn: A Plan for the Prince. Huang Tsung-hsi’s Ming-i Tai-fang lu
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 51.
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Japanese scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries also grappled with the problem
of fengjian in Chinese history. For many of them, the question was both historiographical as well
as political, since the thesis that China had remained stagnant for the past millennium would serve
to legitimize Japan imperialism as the sole harbinger of modernity in Asia. The divisions among
Japanese schools on this matter nurtured some of the most elaborate works in the study of Chinese
elites of the medieval period.3?

Beyond its contested meanings in academic circles, another significant shifts in the
discourse of fengjian in late imperial China was its use to represent forms of local autonomy
associated with the provincial assemblies. Chinese intellectuals at the turn of the twentieth century
were able to articulate their demands for loosening the central control of the Manchu court by
reference to the system of local lords of earlier times.

One of the most interesting interpretations was that provided by the famous Chinese

reformist Kang Youwéi FEA 4 (1858-1927), who asserted that fengjian should be understood as
a set of political institutions based on local autonomy that existed in China’s earliest dynasties and
that the officials were often responsive to local interests more than they were to directives from
the central court.®® For his part, Huang Ziinxian # & % (1848-1905), another important
intellectual figure of the early twentieth century, advocated for a system of local self-governance

that would foster public-mindedness from the village to the national levels.*®* Finally, Zhang

%2 For a summary of these discussions, see Noriko Kamachi, “Feudalism or Absolute Monarchism? Japanese

Discourse on the Nature of the State and Society in Late Imperial China,” Modern China 16.3 (1990), pp.330-370.
Also Féng Tianyu, “”Feéngjian” kdolin,” pp. 164-185.

363 See Viren Murthy, “The Politics of Fengjian in Late-Qing and Early Republican China” in Kai-Wing Chow et al.
(eds.), Beyond the May Fourth Paradigm: In Search of Chinese Modernity (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2008), p.151—
182.

364 Murata Y{ijiro, "Dynasty, State, and Society: the Case of Modern China", in Joshua A. Fogel and Peter G. Zarrow
(eds.), Imagining the People: Chinese Intellectuals and the Concept of Citizenship, 1890-1920 (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E.
Sharpe, 1997), p. 129.
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Shizhao # 1%l (1885-1973) offered a more sophisticated interpretation of the potentialities of

local self-rule to discuss the need to found political participation in the actions of local talent during
the early Republican period.®® All of them made reference to China’s long history of féngjian as
a historical experience that could be appropriated to push forward a decentralizing agenda of
political reform.,

Revolutionary intellectuals, for their part, presented fengjian in a very different light. Chén

Duxiu B 75 (1879-1942), for example, attacked the fengjian system as inimical to the interests

of the majority of the population.®® In the ensuing decades, Marxist historians in China were trying
to fit the Chinese experiences of féngjian and junxian into the universal five-stage scheme of
societal development of orthodox Marxism. Once these scholars accepted the teleological
framework of Marxist historiography, it became necessary to translate local concepts and
experiences and find their place in this normative model. Many scholars were convinced that China
had undergone a feudal stage, they disagreed, however, in the precise chronological markers of its
transitions. In this context, delimiting the period when “feudalism” existed in China was of primary
political importance, it required strenuous intellectual efforts and became the point of contention
in many heated debates. In what would become the officially sanctioned view of China’s

development, historian Gud Moruo F8iK# (1892-1978) was the first one to propose that China

had gone from a slave society to a feudal organization in the Western Zhou.%®” The fact that the

early imperial Chinese rulers replaced a system based on hereditary privilege for one in which the

365 For a full discussion of Zhang Shizhao’s views on local governance, see Leigh K. Jenco, Making the Political:
Founding and Action in the Political Theory of Zhang Shizhao (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010),
pp.176-185.

366 Viren Murthy, “The Politics of Fengjian in Late-Qing and Early Republican China,” p.172.

367 Arif Dirlik, “The Universalization of a concept: ‘feudalism’ to ‘Feudalism’ in Chinese Marxist Historiography”, in
T.J. Byres and Harbans Mukhia (eds.), Feudalism and non-European Societies (London: Frank Cass, 1985), p. 207.
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realm was administered by court-appointed officials was seen by some as an early, albeit
incomplete, superseding of the feudal stage of development.3®

It is worth noting that stage theory is not a pitfall exclusive to Chinese Marxist
historiography of the twentieth century. In a more recent years, historian John E. Schrecker has
discussed fengjian and junxian as subsequent eras in Chinese history. In his monograph, he
presents a brief overview of the imperial period by describing the situation of the early Han as the
result of an incomplete transition from fengjian to junxian, one in which the resistance to the
centralizing efforts of the Qin was made possible because “féngjian values were still deeply held
in society.”*® Besides several inconsistencies and historical inaccuracies in his analysis, the
fundamental flaw of this work is the assumption that the two terms can be correlated with specific
periods in Chinese history; namely, a “fengjian era” dating from the Han to the Tang, and a

“junxian era” from Song to Qing. His description of the latter is worth quoting in full;

Overall, in the junxian era, China had a centralized government with no competing political
units. The elite was of wealth or talent and not of birth. Families moved up and down the
social hierarchy, and class lines grew vague. Education and political sophistication spread,
and the population at large played an important role in politics. The economy rested on

private enterprise, and values were comparatively civilian and humanistic.3"

Concluding remarks
In this dissertation, | have argued that fengjian and junxian were not just systems of

governance that existed in a specific periods of Chinese history, but integral aspect of discourses

368 For a summary of accounts on Qin centralization as a superior stage of historical development see Lué Xianwén
B T 20 SRR B 5 AL E A8 224 in Journal of Xiangtan Normal University (Social Science
Edition), Vol. 24 No. 5 (2002).

369 John E. Schrecker, The Chinese Revolution in Historical Perspective (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2004), p. 33.

370 John E. Schrecker, The Chinese Revolution in Historical Perspective, p. 41.
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of proper governance throughout the imperial period and beyond. The medieval discussions on
these two systems were only the point of departure to a larger debate that incorporated ideas about
the morality of government institutions and practices, about the social transformations and
historical contingencies that conditioned the functioning of these systems, and of the more concrete
aspects of rule, such as the administrative division of the territory or the mechanisms for the
selection of officials. | have read these enduring debates not as signs as intellectual stagnation, but
as a shared language used by political theorists of imperial China across the centuries. No doubt,
much additional research is necessary to present a complete account of all the participants in the
debate, and the many nuances that a wider corpus would surely bring to our attention. However, |
stand confident that this exploration of medieval Chinese debates on féngjian and junxian will
serve to correct some of the unwarranted assumptions about the ideological hegemony of the

centralized state in Chinese history.
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