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The aristocratic system and the five-rank system in the Liu Song dynasty

Yoshihiro WATANABE
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Abstract

The “Confucian state” of the Western Jin Dynasty established an aristocratic system as a national class system,
including the proximity to the emperor, with the implementation of the five-rank system at the end of the Cao Wei
period. The Eastern Jin Dynasty also continued with the five-rank system and the aristocratic system as a national
class system, but unlike the Western Jin Dynasty, it did not express proximity to the emperor as a rank-based
order. This was because the emperor rarely commanded the military himself, and due to the continued warfare,
the five-rank system was granted indiscriminately.

Liu Yu, who founded the Liu Song dynasty, placed both the Northern and Western Palaces under the control of
the imperial family, aiming to monopolize military power through imperial authority. Additionally, he inherited
the system of the two Jin dynasties and granted the five-rank system, with a total of 147 individuals known to
have received the titles. In the Liu Song dynasty, titles were generally granted based on proximity to the emperor.
However, unlike the two Jin dynasties, there was no provision allowing those holding the five-rank system to start
their careers at the sixth rank, and holding a title did not automatically confer noble status.

In the Liu Song dynasty, the aristocratic system was not determined by whether or not the aristocracy held mili-
tary power. Even those who had achieved military success and obtained a five-rank system and those from humble
backgrounds who were talented and skilled in administrative affairs had no means of advancing in society other
than relying on the imperial family's favour. The first representative of this group was Liu Yikang. This was the
social background to the internal strife within the imperial family that was unique to the Southern Dynasties.

Amidst such circumstances, some aristocrats of the Liu Song dynasty, such as Wang Zhun-zhi, who propagated
the “Wang family’s Qingxiang Thought,” engaged in practical affairs. However, others devoted themselves to cul-
ture, particularly Xuanxue and literature, which were the fundamental basis of their existence, and distanced
themselves from politics and military affairs. The cultural values that distinguished these nobles are codified in
Liu Yijing’s compilation, “Shuisi Xinyu.” In this context, Emperor Wen respected the culture that formed the
foundation of the nobility and protected even Xuanxue, which was incompatible with imperial power, by includ-
ing it in the “Four Academies.” Having regained his power with the support of the nobility, Emperor Wen
imprisoned Liu Yikang, eventually causing his death. However, he himself was later killed by his own crown
prince, Liu Shao. Even after that incident, the killings continued within the imperial family, and the nobility
became increasingly detached from the dangerous politics and military affairs, eventually leading to the downfall

of the Liu Song dynasty.
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