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Discussing the Spatial Expression of the Order of Monarchs and Ministers

in the Zhou Dynasty from the Shanghai Museum Bamboo Slips Wu Wang Jianzuo
Deng Guojun

Abstract: Space is one of the essential constituents of human society, and also a basic perspective to explore the order of human
society and its evolution. The ritual order captured in the aphorism “the ruler faces south” was a ruler—subject identity order established
by Zhou rulers, which was based on architectural space. It played an overall guiding role in the spacial expression of Zhou rulers—sub-
jects identity order. It was a spatial expression of the overall directionality of the status dynamics between Zhou period rulers and their
subjects. During Zhou period, “the ruler faces south” ritual order developed aspects of both continuity and change. With respect to
change ; firstly, there was a “downward shift” , namely, a downward shift in the status of those who could “face south” from monarchs
alone to eventually encompass various hegemons, strongmen, and bureaucrats, and there was a dilution of “ruler faces south” ritual or-
der; secondly, there was an “upward shift” , namely, with the inception of a movement of “sage—creation” during the Eastern Zhou,
the prerogative to “face south” was also bestowed upon “sage—kings” , thus there developed the idea that “the sage—king faces south” ,
and as such there was a theorization of the “ruler faces south” ritual order. By the middle—late Warring States period, ritualists and
thinkers employed a sort of appeal to antiquity, and in combining this with the realities of the existing social order, they constructed a
theory which would constrain monarchical power. This to some degree eroded the monopoly held by monarchs over the “supreme posi-
tion” in the spatial expression of power, and the portrayals of King Wu as “facing east” and/or “facing north” in the Shanghai Muse-
um Bamboo Slips Wu Wang Jianzuo are prime exemplars thereof. At the micro-level, gradual changes in the spatial expression of ruler
—subject during Zhou reveal that “space” was greatly valued in the construction of Zhou’ s political order, and as such, the construc-
tion of a methodology of “spatial positioning—power relations—identity order” allows us a glimpse of the effects of “space” on the for-
mation of political order in early China.

Keywords : Shanghai Museum Bamboo Slips; ruler faces south; Wu Wang Jianzuo; ruler—subject identity order in Zhou Period
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