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From Unity to Mutuality: The Ritual Governance Ideal of Shared Rule Between Monarch and
Ministers in the Song Dynasty

Lei Jing

Abstract: Based on the awareness of hardships in the Book of Changes, the scholar—officials of the Northern Song
Dynasty, drawing upon the Confucian thoughts of Benevolence for living things and people, advocated for the shared
responsibility of literati and the people, and of the emperor and his officials. They emphasized mutual moral
accountability, with the emperor and his officials guiding each other based on the principle of their conduct. This
represented a mutually restraining ethical—political relationship. In the Southern Song Dynasty, this evolved into the
literati s understanding of ritual governance in the relationship between the emperor and his officials. Ye Shi’s Li Jing
Hui Yuan (Collection of Interpretations of the Book of Rites) interpreted the concept of shared governance between the
emperor and his officials. Zheng Bogian’ s Taiping Jingguo Shu (Book of Governing the Country in Times of Peace)
proposed prime minister system as the basis of the governmental system, and Zhou Li Ji Shuo (Collected Explanations
of the Rites of Zhou) in the late Southern Song further elaborated on prime minister system as the national system. The
Neo—Confucian scholars of the Song Dynasty provided a systematic framework for governance, encompassing a holistic
philosophy of shared rule, the concept of ritual governance, and mechanisms of checks and balances. These elements
already embodied the fundamental principles of governance. It can be said that the Song Dynasty contributed a political
tradition of governance theory to later generations.

Keywords: integration; Prime Minister system; political propriety; emperor and officials; ruling by the rites
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