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The Role of Rituals of the Zhou Dynasty in the Governance of Local Tribal-States: Insights
from Bronze Inscriptions of the Western Zhou Dynasty

Wang Kunpeng

Abstract: Bronze inscriptions from the Western Zhou Dynasty document ritual audiences of the Zhou king hosting
visits to regional tribal states, reflecting historical details such as the local tribal chiefs pledging allegiance to the Zhou
and their familiarity with Zhou ritual practices. The Zhou king’ s visits to local tribal-states served mnot only to foster
friendly relations, but more importantly, to convey political directives. These visits were driven by various political,
military, and economic considerations. According to the inscriptions, the Zhou king met leaders of local tribal chiefs
both within and beyond the royal domain, engaging in activities like archery ceremonies and banquets. These
correspond to the “timely assembly” rites (shihui) recorded in ritual texts. The royal court also dispatched officials to
convene with these leaders, a practice corresponding to the “grand assembly” rites (yintong) described in ritual texts.
These varied forms of audience rituals served multiple functions: discussing governance, consolidating political order,
and assessing the competence and loyalty of regional tribal chiefs. The inscriptions also record instances of regional
tribal chiefs attending the Zhou court. The ceremonial sequence of “enfeoffment, royal audience, and gift-bestowal”
aligns precisely with accounts in classical texts. Additionally, the royal court summoned these chiefs to attend court,
indicating that both voluntary attendance (chaojin) and court summons (zhengchao) had gradually evolved into
institutionalized practices for governing regional tribal states. Overall, the bronze inscription evidence reflects how Zhou
ritual culture, as a form of cultural soft power, played a significant role in the governance of regional tribal states and
in the process of ethnic integration during that period.

Keywords: Zhou rituals; bronze inscriptions; ritualized visits; royal audiences; local governance
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