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Aristocrats and the Appointment System: An Analysis of
Politics in the Middle and Late Western Zhou
Han Wei
Peking University

Most of the sustantial bronze inscriptions from the Western Zhou concern bureaucratic ap-
pointments; they are among the basic materials relied on by historians who study the
dynasty’s central govemment, its political system, and how power was consolidated and
deployed. In this article, the author examines the evolution of this category of inscriptions
during the middle and late Western Zhou, closely inspecting .the family background of
youzhe 745 % (guardians) and appointees and their political connections.. The result is
some new ideas about the periodization of and overall development in Western Zhou polit-
ical history. During the reign of King Gong #% % , the ritual surrounding appointments came
to play a central role in politics. At the same time, several large noble families occupied
core positions in the central government. This dual phenomenon continued to the reign of
King Li J& . As that sovereign consolidated his grip’on power, the contradictions be-

tween kingship and the claims of the noble families intensified, friggering the People’s Re-
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bellion( B A £ &)) of 841BC. After his enthronement, King Xuan & E continued to
strengthen royal power, precipitating the disintegration of the appointment system‘and the
termination of the aristocracy. Appointment records can shed considerable light on the or-

igin of absolute monarchy and the premature demise of the aristocracy in early China.

Keywords: absolutism, appointments, aristocracy, bronze inscriptions, bureaucracy,

monarchy, politics
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