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Abstract

The central theme of this book is the system of noble titles in medieval
China. The contemporaneous import of fengjian (sometimes translated as
the feudal order) is also discussed, as is the relationship between the system
of noble titles and the political order. Ostensibly, the fengjian order in use
in medieval China adhered closely to that of the Western Zhou, in reality,
it was the product of centuries of attempts to retrace and reconstruct the
Western Zhou fenjian order by Confucians and scholar-officials of the
Warring-States and Han periods, a set of historical memories recalling that

ancient institution.

The practice of conferring actual noble titles in the Han later evolved in
the Tang into a system of nominal titles, but the transition from actual to
nominal was neither simple nor direct. Rather, it resulted from very
complex developments. The five-degree hierarchy instituted in the
Western Jin represented a revolutionary change in the system of noble
titles: the feudal princes and lords were all enfeoffed and received
corresponding privileges and tax income from agricultural settlements,
while the extended imperial family and wealthy houses outside the
imperial family held the status of feudal lords, according to strict principles

set out in the Confucian classics. By the period of the Southern and



Northern Dynasties, the political status of the feudal lords in the official
bureaucracy sharply declined, the relationship between the feudal princes
and lords and the feudal lands grew more and more distant, and the

ceremonial treatment of feudal lords gradually disappeared.

When attempting to understand the fengjian order during the Wei, the
Jin, and the Southern and Northern Dynasties, it is helpful to be familiar
with various norms established within the system of noble titles, including
kaiguo (the founding of a state), maotu (the conferring of land to vassals),
and cefeng (the conferring of titles on the princes of other states). The term
kaiguo comes from the Zhouyi (Book of Changes) and originally referred
to the emperor’s order to confer titles on the feudal lords, allowing them to
found a hereditary state, and admonishing them not to employ mean
persons. Later, kaiguo gradually came to be used a metonym for the feudal
lords. From the Eastern Jin on, the term was incorporated into a compound
title in the form: “commandary + county + kaiguo + noble title.” At the
same time, a system of nominal titles in the traditional five degrees that
corresponded with the actual kaiguo title began to be used. During the
period of the Northern Dynasties, the relationship between kaiguo and the
conferring of feudal lands became less and less absolute; furthermore,
special noble titles such as honorary noble and inactive noble came into
use, and institutions such as the shigan and the jishi sometimes replaced

the taxes of agricultural settlements. By the Sui and the Tang, those



conferred the title of kaiguo no longer founded states. In other words, the
period from the Wei to the Tang saw the dissemination and the
institutionalization of the term kaiguo, processes that gradually restricted

the prerogative of feudal lords to found states.

A second institution, maotu, was traditionally held to have been passed
down from the time of Zhougong, but in reality, its origins are both
complicated and chaotic, as evidenced by the fact that white grass and the
five colored earth, both central to the institution of maotu, were not
incorporated into the imperial rites before the time of Emperor Wu of the
Han. Beginning with the latter period of the Western Han, maotu gradually
became a metonym for the feudal princes and adjunct marquises; from the
Eastern Han forward, the usage of the phrase “zhaoshu shouyu maotu” was
all but standardized. In concept and in practice, the institution of maotu
was inextricably linked to the feudal lords, yet even the emperor used the
theory of maotu, in combination with the Yugong passage from the Book
of Documents, to strengthen the legitimacy of his claim to rule over “all

under heaven.”

Furthermore, during the period of the Wei, the Jin, and the Southern and
Northern Dynasties, multiple dynasties claiming political legitimacy
existed simultaneously, each claiming to be the ultimate leader of “all
under heaven.” This situation created a complex matrix of titular lands and
interstate relations. Titles from ceshi to kaiguo and feudal prince all

incorporated elements form the commandery and county naming system



of the Han to Jin period, communicating that they possessed the power that
comes with political office and that they were recognized as being located
within the reach of the emperor’s moral integrity. Vassals without these
advantages would be excluded. The Han period dichotomy of eunuch and
outer minister, within the context of all-under-heaven, continued to obtain
during the period of the Wei, the Jin, and the Southern and Northern
Dynasties, and the standard of division remained the boarders of
commanderies and counties that were established from the Han to the Jin.
In sum, having lost the power originally associated with the fengjian
system, the feudal titles of the Wei, the Jin, and the Northern and Southern
Dynasties became an integral part of the contemporary political order. This
book will offer a fresh examination of change in the political sphere and
government institutions of medieval China, taking the above themes as its

central focus.
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