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The Fangbo System and Regional Governance of the Zhou Dynasty

Cao Shenggao

Abstract: During the Shang and Zhou dynasties, the regional governance was organized through the system of
Fangbo. The Royal Regulations in The Book of Rites states that the Zhou Dynasty appointed two ministers, who were in
charge of all Fangbo across the land. Basic Annals of Zhou in The Records of the Grand Historian mentions that during
the Eastern Zhou period the whole country was governed through the system of Fangbo. The Second Year of Duke
Cheng in Zuo’ s Commentary stated the five Fangbo exerted considerable dominance. By leveraging their authority to
wage war, these five Fangbo in the Spring and Autumn period continuously expanded their power and thus influenced
the broader national landscape. Therefore, the system of Fangbo was an important way of regional governance during the
Zhou dynasty and became the institutional origin of the continuous rise of Fangbo during the Spring and Autumn
period. Analyzing the system of Fangbo and its impact on the formation of the regional governance model during the
Zhou dynasty can reveal the early Chinese state governance strategies. The Fangbo system was a widely practiced and
effective regional governance model during the Zhou dynasty. Fangbo held authority to launch punitive expeditions
against disobedient states and mediate conflicts between subordinate polities. When royal authority was robust, Fangbo
would guide feudal lords to pay homage to the king. However, with the decline of the Zhou court, Fangbo began
annexing vassal states within their domains and engaged in power struggles, leading to the protracted hegemonic politics
of the Spring and Autumn period, which to a certain extent sustained the regional governance framework of the Zhou
dynasty.

Key words: the Zhou Dynasty; Fangbo; institutional design;the Five Hegemons of the Spring and Autumn period;
regional governance
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