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Abstract

T’ang Confucianism has not been viewed as a distinctive body of
thought as are Han Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism. Studies on
T’ang Confucianism focus largely on ritual scholarship or on its con-
nection to the later Neo-Confucianism. Ironically, the T’ang dynasty,
despite its decline in mid-course, was most noted for Confucian state-
craft and splendid civil and military accomplishments. It produced one
of China’s most enlightened monarchs (Emperor T’ang T’si-tsung), sev-
eral other capable rulers and many competent ministers. Its government
was imitated by Japan and other neighboring states. Its culture has
elicited admiration not only from its neighboring people but also mod-
ern Chinese. It expanded its territory and was the most prosperous and
advanced country in the world during its heyday. The political ideas

behind the T’ang statecraft, however, have remained unexplored.

Studying the political ideas of Yiian Chen (779-831 A.D.), a promi-
nent literatus and Confucian who was active in contemporary intellectual
circles and deeply involved in top administrative decisions publicly and
privately with the emperor, this paper explores T’ang Confucian state-
craft (political ideas on governance). Focusing upon Yian’s ideas on
Heaven, the ideal ruler, the ideal government and administration, this
paper discovers that T’ang Confucian political thought was a synthesis
of different schools of ideas with the Taote ching, occupying an especially
crucial position. The popularity of the Taote ching in the preceding age
and the T’ang imperial promotion of this classic, enabled its ideas to

penetrate the minds of officials and emperors. The open and tolerant
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Taoist attitude enabled free adoption of ideas on politics and allowed a
benevolent Confucian government to operate on a pragmatic scale. This
study thus explores the interaction of ideologies prior to and during the
T’ang dynasty. In the process this paper also explores the dynamic na-
ture of the Tao-te ching and the influence of this short, evasive, and

subtle classic on T’ang imperial governance.
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