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An Investigation of the Northwestern Geographical
Location of the “Yifang” Barbarian Tribes Based on
the Bronze and Oracle Inscriptions of the Yin and

Zhou Periods

(A Summary)

Jao Tsung-i

A discussion on the geographical location of “Yifang” in the territory of the Yin and Zhou
kingdoms has remained a very important topic in the study of the political geography of the
Shang dynasty. The main contention is whether the location and routing of the campaign of
Lord Yi and Lord Xin of the late Yin against Yifang were in the east or the west of the
kingdom. As a result of cumulative historical changes when a geographical name can be
splintered into a number of sub-names, historians over a long period of time have not been
able to reach a consensus.

The Shang royal domain faced numerous tribes and communities on its four sides.
According to the territorial divisions of the royal house, all those that lay in the surrounding
suburbs were the lands of the Yi peoples. It was recorded in the Zhushu jinian: “After
Houfen ascended the throne, for three years he was attended by nine Yi (barbarian) tribes,
namely, the Quan Yi, Yu Yi, Fang Yi, Huang Yi, Bai Yi, Chi Yi, Xuan Yi, Feng Yi and Yang
Yi.” In Shang’s territorial divisions, there were not only the Eastern Yi, Western Yi, but also
the Northern Yi and Southern Yi. Employing the unearthed artifacts of the Yin-Zhou to study
and identify the location of each of the various states and tribes which the Shang king had
mounted his punitive campaigns, and then ascertain the distance between the location of
each of these states and tribes deems to be one of the veritable means of studying the
historical geography of the Shang dynasty. The same methodology should be applied to
ascertain the route taken by the Shang king in his campaigns against Yifang as recorded in
the oracle and bronze inscriptions of the Yin-Zhou in our study of this problem.

Yifang was a generic name for the numerous barbarian tribes and communities in
Shang times. The Jiang and Rong tribes situated in the northwest of the Shang borderland
had waged frequent rebellions; they posed a perennial threat to the Shang kingdom and were
one of the main sources of the political and social instability of Shang-Zhou. As shown by
the oracle and bronze inscriptions, the route taken by the Shang king against Yifang should
be on the west side of the Yellow River. This is also in accord with the written records.
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