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The Configuration of the Commandery-Regional Kingdom
System and the Distribution of Power Between Central and
Local Governments in the Early Reign of Han Emperor Wen:
Notes upon Reading the Ordinances on Merits
from the Zhangjiashan Tomb No. 336

(Abstract)

TONG Chun Fung

This article explores the design, practice, and development of the so-called Commandery-
Regional Kingdom system in the early years of Emperor Wen (r. 180-157 B.C.E.) of
the Western Han dynasty (202 B.c.E.—9 c.E.). First, based on the newly published
Ordinances on Merits manuscript from Zhangjiashan tomb no. 336, the article shows
that although regional lords in the early Western Han period maintained a high degree of
autonomy in the internal policies of their kingdoms, and the Han court might not have
been able to coerce the regional kingdoms to follow the Han law, regional kingdoms
were theoretically under the control of the Han central government by institutional
design; implementing Han laws would not have granted regional lords equal status with
the Han emperor. Hence, it is imprudent to view the regional kingdoms merely as the
members within the so-called system of sharing all-under-heaven.

The second section examines several Ordinances on Merits pertaining to the reforms
on the submission of merits and the appointment of subordinance officials serving in
the fiefs of imperial family members located both in the Han territory and regional
kingdoms. The memorials of policy initiators indicate that these reforms were primarily
motivated by pragmatic concerns, in that palace officials in the Han central government
tried to reduce the travel and administrative expenses of personnel and commoners
commuting between the Han capital and the fiefs in the regional kingdoms by partly
assigning the power of appointing subordinate officials in the fiefs to the Metropolitan
Scribe, Commandery Governors, and regional lords. Considering that the reforms on
imperial fiefs were promulgated together with the policy of ordering the Arrayed Lords
to return to their fiefdoms in the second year of Emperor Wen (178 B.C.E.), and that
the latter also emphasized economic factors such as reducing travel expenses, Emperor
Wen’s policy against the Arrayed Lords might have indeed aimed at alleviating the
huge financial burden caused by the long-distance transportation of personnel and
commodities, rather than being pure political shenanigans to weaken the power of
the Arrayed Lords.
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