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The ""Law-Abiding" Controversy and the Change of Political
System in the Sui and Early Tang Dynasties

Wang, Te-chuan

Professor, Department of History, National Chengchi University

This article explores the "law-abiding" controversies that frequently
occurred during the Sui and early Tang Dynasties from the perspective
of political history. The main questions that the article will ask are why
did the "law-abiding" controversy frequently occur in this period, why
did the officials insist on a "law-abiding" policy, and how did they
persuade the emperor when the officials put forward their demand for
the policy.

"Law-abiding" controversies frequently occurred during the Sui and
early Tang dynasties, and were a consequence of their political systems.
During this period there were a number of changes to the dynasties’
political systems. These included a strengthening of centralization, a
transformation of the process of imperial organization, and a shift in the
ways that the emperor presided over the government. The organizational
process under the government’s centralization led to the need for law
codes and their application, which was demonstrated by the frequent
compilation of new codes, and at the same time forced officials to prove
their decisions were based on legal texts. This policy of using existing
laws to compile formal legal codes allowed officials to use uniform legal

texts as the basis of their legal decisions. It also influenced the political
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culture of the empire, prompting the Emperor Taizong of Tang to reflect,
"To manage the country and abide by the law, everything must be
unanimous."

The emperor was in charge of the court, and there was always
the latent possibility of arbitrary extrajudicial executions. These sorts of
decisions that deviated from laws and regulations risked making the
many officials superfluous and endangering the operations of the
political system. Zhang Xuansu criticized the rapid demise of the Sui
dynasty, writing “His majesty was arbitrary, and his laws became daily
more chaotic.” This became the common understanding of the emperor
and his ministers during the Zhenguan era and early Tang dynasty.

The officials put forward a "law-abiding" appeals that were
seemingly plain and simple, and these were accepted by most emperors,
who would withdraw their original decisions, and allow a return to the
impartial operation of the law. The reason for this common
understanding in the early Tang dynasty was the terrifying example set
by the Sui dynasty’s rapid collapse, which was often cited during the
controversies.

The "law-abiding" controversies during the early Sui and Tang
dynasties was a part of the wider political struggles of the empire. It
developed a new form of interaction between the emperor and his
ministers within the ongoing transformation of the political system. If
the "way of harmony between the emperor and his ministers" was the
core principle of the empire, the "law-abiding" controversy was its

outward expression.
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