The Decline of the Zhou Dynasty

In the late 8th century BCE, the power and influence of the Zhou state and kingship began to decline.  Despite its enjoying a more consolidated political system buttressed by philosophical and pseudo-religious ideas (such as ‘Heaven’), and despite the fact that on the whole the Zhou realm, along with its many tributary noble fiefdoms, enjoyed the good of a much more complex society and greater productivity than in the Shang period.  The Zhou state was also confronted with a great deal of problems that came with the troubled frontiers, not only of the Zhou royal domain itself, but also those of the noble fiefs, especially those that were in the outlying areas and abutted territory occupied and inhabited by the ‘barbarian tribes’.

In fact, the beginning of the political decline of the Zhou state is conventionally marked by an eruption of these troubles: legend has it that in 771 BCE (or thereabout) in the region of King You, the so called Quanyong (or ‘Dog Barbarians’) of the west, (probably the early ancestors of a vast and powerful confederation of tribes of nomadic peoples in the Gobi desert and southern steppes region who would later come to be known as the Xiongna), invaded the Zhou domain and sacked the Zhou capital of Hao (near modern Xian).  King You, who had alienated his nobles by his cruel treatment and neglect, failed to receive any support from the aristocracy, the legend goes, and so, this “external threat” episode sowed the seeds of “internal disintegration” that was to follow shortly.

Even though the capital of Hao was rebuilt, King You’s successors soon decided to relocate the capital of the Zhou royal domain eastward to past the Luo river (Luo Yang), perhaps in consideration of the vulnerability of the western flank of the original domain.

Although the relocation was but a short distance by modern standards, it was the geo-politics that mattered.  Not only did the Zhou kings relinquish a substantial portion  (esp. the western section) of the original Zhou royal domain to their own nobles who were appointed to the territory as guardians of the western gateway, but the location of the new capital in Luo Yang in fact placed the Zhou royal domain right in the midst of the fiefdom of their vassal nobles, and in time this would prove to be a very vulnerable position.

In the late 8th and early 7th centuries BCE, the kings of the so-called Eastern Zhou soon found that they may have over-estimated the reliability of noblemen whom they (or at least their predecessors) had systematically empowered.

On the practical side, the reduction of the size of the Zhou kings’ royal domain itself, along with the diminishing of the economy and the armed forces directly under the kings’ command and the relocation of the capital and the domain itself that placed the kings’ domains among the noble fiefs rather than set apart from them and making the king more and more reliant on the good will of the nobility.

Perhaps equally important is the fact that the Zhou kings’ political and cultural capital quickly spent.  Much of the early stability, political prosperity, and effectiveness of the Western Zhou rested on 1) the fact that the Zhou king’s had something substantial in terms of power and might to share with the nobles, but also 2) because of the Zhou king’s ability to command moral respect, an important cultural property, represented by such things as the noblemen’s buying into the idea of “Heaven” and the Zhou king being the “sign of Heaven”.

With the failure of King You and the sacking of the capital, much of this moral capital was lost.

To shorten a long story, by the end of the 8th century BCE and into the 7th century, the power of the Zhou domain declined beyond repair.  Not only did the political relationship between the Zhou king and his noblemen deteriorate, but along with that deterioration came the inability of the king to effectively rule and judge in matters of conflict of interests among the nobles themselves, something that had been a precious political commodity in the hands of the king.  With this decline came considerable social and political disorder, and the usurpation of power, which not only turned ‘normal’ relationships in the political and social order upside down, but would also lead to substantial ravaging of peoples lives in the form of war.

In the 1st period of this decline, from roughly the 7th century to the mid 5th century BCE, in the fading power of the Zhou king, a succession of nobles with large and powerful fiefs emerged as the new leaders of the nobility and to take the place of the powerless Zhou king to arbitrate and settle the disputes among the nobles.  These ‘hegemones’, as they were called, at least kept up the thin veneer of civility toward the Zhou king and invoked the legitimacy of the king and the Zhou traditions as they exercised their newfound power.  Often they would literally or figuratively hold the Zhou king hostage and compel the Zhou king to place a royal stamp of approval on the policies and decisions that they, the ‘hegemones’ themselves made.  Many of these ‘hegemones’ also worked hard engaging talented people as administrators of their own domains so as to enrich, strengthen, and provide exemplary order to their own fiefdoms and domains so that they could indeed exercise greater influence over the lesser nobles and their fiefdoms.  However, there is no doubt that this is the period that ‘might becomes right’ in this region, a condition which is exacerbated in the second phase of the decline that followed, from the mid 5th century to the 3rd century BCE, when the noble rulers of the fiefdoms shed all pretense of ever acknowledging the Zhou system (moral of otherwise), each fiefdom started to build up its armament and fortresses to protect itself and resort to nothing but war and armed conflict to settle its differences with its neighbors.  The entire society (or shall we say ‘societies’) of the Yellow River region and the region between the Yellow River and the Yangtze River was thrown into incessant turmoil in this period, which came to be known as the Zhauguo, or Warring Dynasties period.

A Framework for Understanding Chinese “Classical” Philosophies

As is the case of the pre-Mauryan, Vedic India, and pre-Socratic and pre-Aristotelian Greece, it was in the midst of such turmoil and warring among city-states that the schools of classical philosophy and the theories of political and social order which became the roots and foundations of subsequent Chinese ideologies of government emerged.

In the latter half of the 1st period of decline of the Zhou dynasty and in the Warring dynasties period, in the face of increasingly total collapse of the Zhou system and the emergence of new forces and powers, the thinkers and philosophers of this region of China, (and there were literally hundreds of these), came forth, each offering his own idea and solution to the problems facing society as a whole.

Some were very realistic, dealing with issues that were practical, even mundane, seeking to offer a way or ‘dao’, to bring new social and political order to a state hoping that by extension the solution can be applied to other states.  Others were very idealistic, looking for broader and more fundamental explanations for the problems of human life at the time.

Some, like Confucius and his disciples and the other thinkers who expanded upon or deepened Confucius’ ideas, proposed solutions in the ethical systems, believing in the need to explain the problems by ascribing them to attributions of human nature, and relying on education and moral cultivation of virtues and values to solve societies problems.

Others offered political methods such as law and order and effective statecraft, even Machiavellian measures as ways to re-establish order aggrandize the power of the state over unruly human nature, to restore political stability and security to an otherwise turbulent and confusing world.

Still others, like the Daoist’s, resorted to a far more naturalistic philosophy, believing that the root of all the problems lay in the human effort to bend and misshape natural forces to serve the interests of civilization, and that therefore the solution would not be in recreating any sort of ‘civilized’ order, but rather in transcending civilization and returning to a prime pristine state of nature.

Another prominent social theory of the time, subsequently diminished and lost, condemned all of these other schools of thought for being elitist and preoccupied with the interests of the rich and powerful; and instead claimed to speak for and protect the interests of the common people, the lowly.

Some of these philosophies, especially the practical ones, did not look too far back into history for examples of good government and social order.  Others, such as the idealist Confucians, looked back to the early days of the Zhou and to perhaps even earlier examples of the so-called ‘sage/philosopher’ kings of legend.  The Daoist’s, always the radicals, looked even further back to pre-civilized days for examples of the ideal society, and landed squarely in the lap of ancient mythology.

And so, I think, it is with this understanding and framework that you could come to grips better with these ancient Chinese philosophies and values and learn how they contended with one another in their own day as well as form the foundations for Chinese and generally East Asian value systems that the would develop in the centuries to come.  

