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Fengzeng System in Song China

ABSTRACT

Generally speaking, Fengzeng is a kind of bureaucratic system by which the government could
award official positions to officials’ relatives (mainly to their wives, parents, grandparents and
great grandparents). Of course, the official positions are nominal. In spite of its considerable
importance in ancient China, the system has been marginalized in present historical studies, with
lots of relevant questions remaining unresolved. This dissertation will provide a detailed

discussion on the system by focusing on the following five questions.

Firstly, what is ‘Fengzeng system’? Although the Chinese Historical Dictionary has offered a
rough definition, many elements are still under discussion. In this part, I will try to redefine the
system from three perspectives. 1), how to differ Feng £ from Zeng %2 Some have argued that
the difference between Feng and Zeng is life and dead: Feng means to award official titles to
living people, while Zeng means to award posthumous honor. However, I will demonstrate that
this criterion is only valid when awarding honors to female persons. As for granting official titles
to male persons, Feng means awarding noble status while Zeng means awarding official
positions. 2), where does the system originate from and when did it start? Some have proposed
that zhuiwang i& 1, a practice firstly introduced in the Zhou dynasty which respectfully
addresses the first Emperor’s deceased father or grandfather as an emperor, is the basis of the
Fengzeng system. But | will prove that it is more reasonable to refer to zhuiming i i, a practice
also introduced in the Zhou dynasty which awards official positions to the various Marquises i#
7T, as the predecessor of the Fengzeng system. 3), what ethical principles does the system
represent? Some have suggested that the system is an embodiment of filial piety. But | would say
filial piety is not the only ethical principle the system represents. Others such as loyalty should
also be included. Compared with filial piety, the idea of rewarding “f%” M4 as a much

broader concept is more comprehensive.

Secondly, when could officials be awarded the honor of Fengzeng? During the Song period, it
has been referred to as a law that officials could be awarded the honor of Fengzeng when Some
Great Ceremonies A 4L are held. This is the most common way for officials to get the honor. At
the same time, officials will also be awarded the honor of Fengzeng during the coronation

ceremony or at the birthday ceremony of the Emperor’s father of mother. When some natural



disasters or auspicious signs occur, the Emperor will connect those with current politics and
decide if it is needed to award the honor of Fengzeng; he will equally determine, among other
things, to whom the honor will be given. Thus the system would be closely linked with politics.
Besides, during an official’s political career, there are plenty of opportunities to earn the honor.
For instance, when an official is promoted, his parents and grandparents will also be granted an
honor. However, this is regarded as a kind of privilege only belonging to the Grand Councilors
SEHH. For other officials, they could return their official positions in exchange for honors for
their parents.

Thirdly, how does the government deal with officials’ requests for Fengzeng? In order to have
their relatives honored, officials should first make applications. The application has to fulfill
some requirements. For example, officials could not apply for honors for their wives if their
parents haven’t been honored yet. If officials still do so, they will be punished. Nevertheless,
sometimes the requirements remained only dead letter, since some officials would do anything
to earn honors for their relatives even by falsifying documents. Following some procedures,
applications will finally be submitted to the decision- making institution. The authority of making
a final decision is shared by three parties, the Bureau of Honors )&% in the Department of
State Affairs 11544, the Department of the Secretariat ' 1544, and the Emperor. The Bureau of
Honors is the institution which has the responsibility to propose preliminary suggestions on how
to deal with officials’ applications. The suggestions will then be handed over to the Department
of the Secretariat. Because ofa wide range of administrative rules, controversies are unavoidable.
The Emperor will then make a final decision. In this part, I will try to examine the whole
application procedure from a macro-micro perspective and discuss the interaction between

administrative rules and human behavior.

Fourthly, I will provide an examination of the appointment certificates. Although it has been
constantly changing during the Song period, the Appointment Verification Office & %[t could
be referred to as the main administrative authority of appointment certificates. As signs of
official positions, appointment certificates differ substantially from each other in material and
craftwork. Due to the material and craftwork, certificates come with a certain cost, which
implies that officials should pay for them. On the other hand, in order to make profit, the
government sells certificates at a much higher price to common people who are not eligible for
the honor of Fengzeng. That shows the added-value of the certificate based on the people’s

desire of having their parents honored.



Fifthly, how does the Fengzeng system evolve in Tang-Song China? During the period from
mid-Tang to Song, aristocratic politics is gradually replaced by intellectual bureaucratic politics.
Along with the establishment of bureaucracy, the Fengzeng system shows an institutionalized
trend. While institutionalization could be referred to as a feature of the external development of
the Fengzeng system in this period, a closer combination with the official ranking system & A&
% is a sign of its inner evolving tendency. In this part, | will analyze the evolution of the
Fengzeng system in the Tang-Song period and try to reveal the characteristics it shows during
this process.

KEY WORDS: Fengzeng, Song Period, Bureaucracy
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