Chapter 4

Tang’s Internal Evolution and its Foreign Policy

Before discussing in detail the relations between China and its
principal foreign rivals during Tang, we need to take an overview of the
internal evolution of China during these centuries. We must understand the
changes that took place in the internal power structure to understand the
ways in which these changes influenced the formation of policy and the
making of particular decisions dealing with external problems as they
arose.

Gaozu: Dynastic Consolidation

Even more than Emperor Wen of Sui, Gaozu, the dynastic founder
of Tang, displayed a cautious, pragmatic realism in his conduct of foreign
affairs. Unlike Yang Jian, who was already at the center of power when he
took the ambitious step of usurping the throne, Li Yuan was merely a
provincial governor who, despite his aristocratic background, would
probably have never conceived the ambition to supplant the Sui dynasty if
it had not been for the anarchic breakdown that resulted from Emperor
Yang’s obsession with conquering Koguryd.

While the standard account pictures him as having to be reluctantly
pushed into taking up arms by his brilliant son, Li Shimin, the role of the
future Taizong may have been exaggerated by historians endeavoring to
glorify the latter’s achievements. Nevertheless, the standard account seems
in general consistent with Gaozu’s character as reflected in the decisions
he took in dealing with foreign powers. As we shall see, while he was in
command of affairs, Gaozu showed little compunction in adopting a sub-
missive attitude towards the Turks and in giving up pretensions to suze-
rainty over Korea. During this period it was his ministers and not the em-
peror himself who wanted to insist on the traditional ideal of extending the
authority of the Chinese Son of Heaven beyond the frontier.

Building Frontier Defenses
Following Sui practice, Gaozu kept twelve large standing armies in
the capital region. These were staffed with soldiers recruited under the
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fubing system. Keeping the two levels of local government, the prefecture
and county of the Sui system, Gaozu also reestablished zongguan fu
(“local regional commands” or “area commands™) in frontier regions and
interior areas of strategic importance. The label for these changed to dudu
fu (“area commands™) after 624. The area commanders (zongguan or
dudu) were placed over the civilian administration of the area and were
responsible for such military matters as taking care of “the walls, moats,
soldiers, horses, armor and weapons, food supplies and defense arrange-
ments etc. in the prefectures.” Depending on the number of prefectures
under them, these dudu fu were later classified as grand, first, second and
third class, reépectively.1

Gaozu often appointed as area commanders former anti-Tang lead-
ers or former Sui officials who had submitted to Tang, thus also incorpo-
rating the military forces under them directly into the Tang chain of com-
mand. For example, Zhang Changxun, a former Sui official in Wuyuan,
attached himself to the Turks at the end of Sui, but he soon surrendered to
Tang with the territory he controlled, and was appointed the Fengzhou
zongguan.2 Yang Gongren, a former Sui official, submitted in 619, and
was appointed the Liangzhou zongguan as he had been the Prefect of
Ganzhou in the northwest and was familiar with frontier affairs. Soon af-
ter, he was brought to Chang’an and became a Chief Minister from 619 to
626.> Gaozu used the same winning-over policy for non-Chinese leaders.
In 618 Gaozu set up Yanzhou where the Mohe lived west of the Liao
River, and in 621 the Mohe leader was appointed Yanzhou zongguan. He
led his troops into battles against anti-Tang forces.*

Gaozu’s appeasement policy towards the Turks could not entirely
stop border incursions. It was left to the area commanders or local officials
to handle such incursions, using the troops already under them. In any
event, during that early period Tang was unable to organize major cam-
paigns beyond the frontier. Kang Le has suggested that Tang held its ma-
jor military forces in the capital region and that frontier area commands
were only responsible for providing information and for temporarily
checking invading forces. Battles with major invaders were fought mainly

' TD 32, pp. 185-6; ZZTJ 185, p. 5795; 190, p. 5977; Wechsler 1979, pp. 174-5.

2 JTS 57, p. 2301.

3 JTS 62, pp. 2381-2; ZZTJ 187, p. 5847; Wechsler 1979, p. 172. For former Sui officials
made zongguan, see ZZTJ 187, pp. 5851-2.

4 JTS 199B, p. 5359; ZZTJ 189, p. 5906.
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by the troops sent out from the capital region.5 Careful examination of the
period of Gaozu, however, shows that although it is not clear how large
the garrisons under their command were, the area commands often played
important roles in driving back the Turks.? In some cases, however, gen-
erals of expeditionary armies (xingjun) were stationed on the frontier for
defense.”

In 623, Dou Jing, Aide (zhangshi) of the Superior Area Command
of Bingzhou, presented a proposal to strengthen the frontiers by opening
up garrison fields in Taiyuan. Despite rejection by the court, Dou Jing
persisted and sent up several memorials arguing for garrison fields, and
was eventually summoned to the court to debate with the Chief Ministers.
The debate ended in his favor.®

After Tang brought all China under its control in 625, Gaozu made
plans to build ships for battles on the Yellow River, and to dig tunnels on
the northern frontiers to block invasions by the Turks.® The practice of
using the term shu, as used for communications between equals, to refer to
letters to the Turks was given up in 625, when China was preparing to at-
tack the Turks. Gaozu ordered substitution of the terms zhao or chi, “to
order” or “an order” from the emperor to his subjects.10 He also decided to
restore the Twelve Armies of the capital region, which had been estab-
lished in 619 and disbanded in 623. Their reestablishment ultimately
aimed at defeat of the Turks.""

The militia system was further rationalized and improved under the
second emperor, Taizong. The militiamen were organized into “assault-
resisting garrisons” or “intrepid militias” (zhechong fu). Each militia con-
sisted of 800, 1,000 or 1,200 men. These militias were heavily concen-
trated in the metropolitan area, and a small proportion of them were based
in the frontier regions. For example, Liangzhou had seven units, and thus
7,000 militiamen; Shazhou had three, Guazhou one, and Ganzhou two (all
of them in present Gansu).12 In addition to these militiamen serving in the

* Kang Le 1979, p. 19.

® See the chronological summary of the battles during Gaozu’s reign in Cen Zhongmian
1958, pp. 118-71.

7 ZZTJ 187, pp. 5860-1.

$ JTS 61, p. 2369; ZZTJ 190, p. 5974.

’ CFYG 990, p. 11634.

' XTS 215A, p. 6032; ZZTJ 191, p. 5996; CFYG 990, p. 11635.

" ZZTJ 191, p. 5995; CFYG 990, p. 11635.

2 Gu Jiguang 1955, p. 7659.
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frontier garrisons, soldiers were recruited by other methods for the same
purpose and there were also long-service garrison troops. For major mili-
tary frontier campaigns, expeditionary armies would be organized consist-
ing of militiamen, conscripts and non-Chinese troops.13

Taizong: Expansion

The transfer of the throne from Gaozu to his second son, Li
Shimin, known to history as Taizong, was dramatic. In the sixth month of
626, a band led by Li Shimin ambushed and killed the heir apparent, Li
Jiancheng and his younger brother at the Xuanwu Gate of the Imperial
Palace. Three days later he became the heir apparent and within two
months he made Gaozu abdicate the throne."

There can be no doubt that, unlike his father, Tang Taizong was a
man of large vision as well as driving personal ambition, the latter quality
demonstrated by his ruthless elimination of two of his brothers and seizure
of power. After completing the consolidation of Tang dynastic power
within the country, he undertook to expand its frontiers to those of the Han
empire by conquering the Turks, establishing Chinese control over the
Western Regions and extending Chinese rule over Liaodong and North
Korea. Taizong was not uniformly successful in his undertakings, notably
in his campaigns against Koguryd, and he himself did not live to see their-
success, which was achieved, however incompletely, under his successor,
Gaozong.

These efforts all seem to be a continuation of Emperor Yang’s ex-
pansive policies. Yet, instead of being criticized by traditional Chinese
historians, Taizong has been held up for admiration as one of the greatest
emperors in Chinese history. He has maintained this image among modern
Chinese in general as well as among Chinese and Western scholars. He is
given credit not only for wise and effective government but also for his
conquests that made Tang China into a cosmopolitan world empire.

What made him different from Emperor Yang? The answer seems
to be simple: he succeeded in making China internally united and exter-
nally powerful, while Emperor Yang was not only defeated abroad but
also destroyed his own dynasty’s internal stability and left China in chaos.

It has been argued that Taizong’s rule constituted a model of good
government, in which the emperor encouraged scholar-official participa-

" pulleyblank 1955, pp. 61-8; Wechsler 1979, pp. 207-8.
1 Li Shutong 1965, pp. 153-91; Wechsler 1974, pp. 67-78.
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tion in government. Taizong is credited with paying special attention to
their advice, criticisms and remonstrance. His government has become
famous for the emperor’s deep personal rapport with a group of capable
administrators.’> The formalization of the system of the Three Depart-
ments, Department of State Affairs, Secretariat and Chancellery, as the
governing body under Taizong, it is held, prevented both the emperor and
his Chief Ministers from monopolizing power.16

This idealized image of Taizong has, however, been challenged as
misleadingly turning him into a larger than life figure, and in any event as
appropriate only to the first years of Taizong’s reign.17 As Wechsler con-
cludes, from the late 630’s on, Taizong was not as willing as before to
heed opinions from such officials as Wei Zheng, especially on important
issues. '®

Taizong nevertheless was a capable military leader with a compre-
hensive vision. Early in his reign, Taizong’s policy was generally cautious,
and he was unwilling to stretch his forces too far and wide. When some
officials in their memorials advocated that the ruler must be the sole
authority and power, that he should not delegate any authority to under-
lings, and should engage in aggressive wars designed to cow the
“barbarians” into submission, Taizong approved the opposite policy, rely-
ing instead upon the advice of Wei Zheng to “stop wars, promote the val-
ues of peace, spread virtue and extend kindness. If the Middle Kingdom
was in peace, people from far away would submit willingly.”19

In 630, when his ministers proposed an attack against Linyi be-
cause of the latter’s insubordinate language in its memorial to Tang, Tai-
zong refused, claiming that war was an ill-omened instrument to be used
only as a last resort. He pointed out that the repeated and unsuccessful
campaigns of Emperor Yang had only resulted in stirring up his own peo-
ple against him and in bringing about his own death. It was a waste of ef-
fort, said Taizong, to launch an expedition just to punish objectionable
la.nguage:.?'0 In 631, when Kang (Samarkand) asked to submit to China,
Taizong did not give permission on the grounds that if the request were

' Wechsler 1979, pp. 190-1.
' Sun Guodong 1957, p. 23.
'” Wechsler 1979, p. 191.

' Wechsler 1974, pp. 149-51.
1 11571, p. 2558.

20 XT5222C, p. 6298; ZZTJ 193, pp. 6078-9.
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accepted, Tang would have to come to the rescue whenever Kang was in
danger.21 Taizong made it clear that Tang did not have the ability to
stretch its resources that far.

None of this means that Taizong did not have any political ambi-
tions to build an empire, though not necessarily one slavishly imitating the
Han model. Taizong was a product of his time, and presented a new image
of a ruler which combined Chinese and non-Chinese attributes. He was
motivated both by the Chinese belief in the legitimacy of the Son of
Heaven to rule All-under-Heaven, and by a desire to be looked up to as a
ruler of the non-Chinese as Heavenly Qaghan. He envisioned a grand em-
pire on this.dual basis, and step by step he carried out his design. He ac-
cepted Wen Yanbo’s idea to use the jimi system as a way to gradually
sinicize the nomads into the Chinese way (Chapter 5). Taizong also en-
listed non-Chinese generals and nomadic military forces into the Tang
armies. Without this policy, Tang success would not have been possible.

Always a capable ruler, Taizong kept firm hold on his authority to
formulate foreign policy. After the conquest of the Eastern Turks he
steadily carried forward his long range plan of empire building. On
China’s northwestern frontiers, Taizong established Yizhou in Hami in
630. Four years later in 634-635, Tang launched a military expedition to
subdue the Tuyuhun and convert their state into an outer subject on the
route to the Western Regions. Although Taizong made peace with Tibet, a
new rival force, by forming a marriage alliance in 640, in 639 he ordered
an attack on Gaochang, and upon its success in 640 he established Xizhou,
Tingzhou and the post of Protector-general of Anxi, thus creating a foot-
hold in the Western Regions. This set the stage for the later Tang victory
over the Western Turks, whose territory was west of the Altai Mountains,
with its influence extending into the Western Regions.

From 644 until the end of his reign five years later, Taizong
launched military expeditions every year. In 644 the Protector-general of
Anxi attacked Karashahr. In the northeast, Taizong ordered three major
expeditions against Koguryd in 644-645 under his personal command, and
in 647 and 648. All were aimed at establishing Chinese control over the
Korean peninsula. In the year 646 Tang conquered the Xueyantuo and im-
posed the jimi system over all the Tiele people on their steppe land, which
meant that Tang administration extended to north of the Gobi Desert. In
648 after a Tang military success over Kucha, the nearby oasis states gave

21 ZZTJ 193, p. 6091.
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their allegiance to the Tang court. The Western Turks under Helu also
submitted to Tang. Taizong was then able to move the seat of the Protec-
torate of Anxi further west to Kucha and to establish the Four Garrisons in
the Western Regions.

Although his reign ended with his failure to conquer Koguryd Tai-
zong was on the whole successful in achieving the objectives of his for-
eign policy. This was due to the strength of the militia system, his success
in getting the cooperation of nomadic allies, and his own superior leader-
ship. Growing up as a military man and well experienced in political af-
fairs before he became emperor, he was a master of strategy, cautious and
skillful, and showed a much better understanding of the external situation
and sounder assessment of events than his predecessors. Seeing the inter-
nal political weakness within the Turkish rulership, he knew when to take
advantage of it. He first made an alliance with the Xueyantuo and then
broke that alliance when the time was ripe. His persistence in launching
campaigns to penetrate the Western Regions made possible the eventual
conquest of the Western Turks during Gaozong’s reign.

The Making of Foreign Policy under Taizong

Chief Ministers under Taizong were mostly pragmatic men, and
some had practical experience in both military and civilian administration.
Taizong intentionally excluded imperial relatives from top positions with
the one exception of his brother-in-law, Zhangsun Wuji.22 These men
were not isolated from reality, sitting in the court with knowledge only of
beautiful prose and calligraphy. They actively participated in state affairs,
and their opinions were not necessarily dependent on their official posi-
tions, civil or military.

Zhangsun Wuji, for example, was an able military strategist, but
often followed a cautious line. Before the final conquest of the Eastern
Turks, he favored keeping the peace agreement, whereas Xiao Yu, with
both military and civilian official background, advocated military action.
Wen Yanbo, with experience as a civilian official, was expansionist when
he rejected Gaozu’s.idea that China should not make Kogury6 a tributary.
In the debate on how to settle the Turks after 630, he proposed a plan of
gradual sinicization of the nomads aimed at expanding Chinese influence
through peaceful means.

% For these chief ministers, see Wechsler 1979, pp. 193-200; see also Guisso 1978, pp.
167-98, for a list of chief ministers from 618 to 705.
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Fang Xuanling, a member of the first generation of civil service
examination graduates, was opposed to the wars against Kogury6 but he
had very practical views on the comparative feasibility of war or peace in
dealing with the nomads. In his historian’s comment in the Zhoushu he
says that since the situation changed frequently and the balance of power
did not remain the same, in choosing between subjugating “barbarians” or
appeasing them, and in in choosing between going to war or forming a
marriage alliance, the best strategy was to adapt plans to the actual situa-
tion.”2 Zhang Liang, with both military and civilian experience, strongly
opposed Taizong’s campaign against Koguryd when he was Minister of
Justice with the status of Chief Minister in 643. But when his opinions
were rejected he became one of the commanders in the campaign.24
Among officials outside the Chief Minister rank, there were also military
officials, such as Jiang Xingben and Yuchi Jingde, who opposed the war
against Koguryc').25

It is true that military officials were often inclined toward military
solutions. Military action was their profession, and promotion for them
depended on their military success. As we shall see (Chapter 5), in a court
discussion on whether to attack the Turks, Chief Minister Du Ruhui,
speaking as the Minister of War, insisted on a bellicose attitude. Chief
Ministers Li Shiji and Li Jing were of primarily military background. Both
Li Shiji and Li Jing were supporters of the war against Kogury6 (Chapter
6). They exerted a strong influence on Taizong.z(5

Among Taizong’s Chief Ministers, the most Confucian-minded
was Wei Zheng.27 As a firmly Confucian scholar-official he consistently
opposed the policy of extending Chinese rule over non-Chinese. In the de-
bate on how to resettle the Turks, he and many others drew a clear line
between the “civilized” Chinese and the “savage barbarians,” and insisted
that the Chinese were the roots of All-under-Heaven while the
“barbarians” were merely like branches and leaves. He opposed Taizong’s
decision to make Gaochang a Chinese prefecture and upheld the Confu-
cian principle of opposing war.

It is interesting to note that Wei Zheng also opposed Taizong’s ef-

B s 50, p. 921. Biographies of the four are in JTS 61, 63, 65, 66; XTS 91, 96, 101, 105.
2 JTS 69, pp. 2514-5.

» JTS 59, p. 2334; 68, p. 2500.

% Biographies are in JTS 67, 69; XTS 93, 94.

%7 Wechsler has a detailed study on Wei Zheng, see his 1974.
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forts to entice foreign countries to come to pay tribute to the Tang court,
for he held that political prestige gained from the tributary practice would
not benefit China economically and would in fact exhaust China’s re-
sources. He believed, on the other hand, that trade between the non-
Chinese and frontier Chinese people should be encouraged, since it bene-
fitted the common people.28

Chu Suiliang was another Confucian-minded scholar-official who
took over the role of Wei Zheng after Wei’s death and became a Chief
Minister in 644. He was opposed to the establishment of a prefecture in
Gaochang and to war against Koguryd. But Taizong did not follow his
opinions on all these matters.

~ Under both Gaozu and Taizong, frontier officials played an impor-
tant role in the formulation of foreign policy. In 622 Li Daen, the Daizhou
zongguan, suggested an attack on Mayi, an important frontier town then
under Turkish control. Gaozu followed his advice.?® In 623 Dou Jing, a
member of the famous northwestern aristocratic Dou family, as Aide of
the Superior Area Command of Bingzhou, presented a memorial suggest-
ing opening up garrison fields in Taiyuan to support frontier defense pur-
poses. He persisted with several memorials and was eventually summoned
to the court to debate with the Chief Ministers. The debate ended in his
favor. In Taizong’s time, when he was the Area Commander of Xiazhou,
he sent spies into the Turks lands to divide them and enticed them to
submit to Tang. In the debate on how to settle the Eastern Turks after 630
he participated in the court discussion. 30
‘ In the 643 discussion on whether to carry out the marriage promise
made to the Xueyantuo, Taizong followed the opinion of Qibi Heli to ref-
use the marriage. Qibi was then a general in the capital, but as a former
chief of the Qibi tribe and having just returned from the capture of the
Xueyantuo, he had actual knowledge of the internal situation among the
Xueyantuo.

In 644, when the Protector-general of Anxi, Guo Xiaoke, proposed
an attack on Karashahr, Taizong agreed.31 In the late 640’s Taizong
adopted an aggressive policy towards the non-Chinese in the region of
Nanning. This was suggested by the Area Commander of Suizhou, Liu

2 JTS 71, p. 2548.

¥ 7ZTJ 190, pp. 5950-1.

0 JTS 61, p. 2369.

3! JTS 198, p. 5302; XTS 221A, p. 6229; ZZTJ 197, p. 6211.
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Boying, who in his memorial proposed that Tang send out an expedition-
ary force to chastise the Man peoples so that Tang could establish com-
munications along the route through the Erhai Lake region in Yunnan to
India.*?

The emperors often consulted the frontier officials for detailed in-
formation and recommendations on strategy. In 623 Gaozu asked the for-
mer Bingzhou zongguan Liu Shirang, of military official background,
about frontier defense, and acted upon his advice.*® Before his campaign
against Kogury® Taizong summoned Zhang Jian, the Area Commander of
Yingzhou, and Cheng Mingzhen, the Prefect of Mingzhou, to the court, to
tap their first hand knowledge of the geographical conditions of Liaodong
and their opinions on military strategy.“ Early in Taizong’s reign Cui
Dunli often acted as Chinese envoy to the Turks and then was appointed
the Area Commander of Lingzhou. After he became the Minister of War,
he went as commissioner to the Uighurs several times. Because he knew
the situation among the nomads very well, his proposals were often
adopted.35 :
The important role of the frontier officials can be also seen in the
fact that their administration often affected relations with nearby non-
Chinese. They would often make their own decisions without previous
permission from the top. Whether successful or not, these decisions often
had lasting consequences for the relations of China with its foreign neigh-
bors. These frontier officials continued to play important roles during sub-
sequent reigns.

Gaozong and Empress Wu: from Expansion to Defense

After his death in 649, Taizong was succeeded by his son Gao-
zong. From 660, however, Gaozong’s empress, Wu Zetian, became the
actual ruler because of the emperor’s poor health. She took part in court
audiences, albeit from behind a screen. On his death in 684, Gaozong was
succeeded by the elder of his two surviving sons by Wu Zetian, later
known as Zhongzong. A brief power struggle then ensued between Wu
Zetian and the new emperor’s consort, Empress Wei, also a strong and
ambitious woman who dominated her husband. When Zhongzong began

*2 Backus 1981, p- 17.

3 JTS 69, p. 2523; ZZTJ 190, p. 5968.

3 JTS 83, p. 2776; p. 2784; ZZTJ 197, p. 6213.
35 JTS 81, pp. 2747-8.
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to give high offices to his wife’s relatives, Wu Zetian accused him of
planning to hand over the empire to them and, using her authority as Em-
press Dowager, deposed him and placed her younger son, the later Rui-
zong, on the throne. Ruizong was not allowed to function as emperor, but
was kept sequestered while the Empress Dowager, now dispensing with
the pretence of a screen, presided openly over the court. In 690 she pro-
claimed herself emperor of the Zhou dynasty (690-705), the only female
ruler in name as well as fact in Chinese history.

During the early part of his reign Gaozong faithfully continued his -
father’s expansionist policy, carried on by the momentum of China’s pre-
vious military successes. This policy was in accord with Gaozong’s own
personal interests and ambitions. As the third choice for succession to the
throne, and being in no way as strong as his father, Gaozong felt keenly
the need to live up to his father’s reputation and to prove himself a worthy
ruler.®® He succeeded in extending the boundaries of the Chinese empire
to the farthest limits that it ever attained in the course of history, with his
conquests of the Western Turks in 659, Paekche in 660 and Koguryd in
668.

Gaozong and Empress Wu made serious efforts to live up to the
ideal of a universal empire. The jimi fuzhou system was extended to the
Western Regions and the Korean peninsula. Military actions were resorted
to whenever rebellions by subject peoples took place. The trans-frontier
administrative system was improved through various adjustments and
through the establishment of six major Protectorates surrounding China.

However, this expansion placed a heavy burden on China’s re-
sources which were overextended and unable to sustain control over so
wide a territory. Empress Wu, while supporting the expansionist policy
after 660, when she took actual control of the central power, gradually
changed to a policy with more emphasis on defense than expansion.

From 670 the newly enlarged Chinese empire was forced into re-
treat when .it was severely defeated by Tibet in the battle at Koko Nor.
While the court persisted in competing with Tibet for control over the
Western Regions, from this time on China under Empress Wu turned away
from aggression and concentrated more on defense, accepting the reality
that China was in no position to maintain its administration in its overex-
tended territory.

The Protectorate of Andong on the Korean peninsula was with-

* Guisso 1978, pp. 109-10.
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drawn back into Liaodong in 676. In 679 the Eastern Turks broke away
from Chinese control and in 682 revived their empire. Empress Wu re-
cognized the gaghan’s rule and accommodated the Turkish demands for
material goods and a marriage contract so as to appease and prevent them
from attacking, so that Tang could concentrate on dealing with the Khitan
invasion of Hebei in 696-697.

And yet Empress Wu was by no means a weak ruler. She demon-
strated a firm attitude in competing with Tibet over the Western Regions,
and did not hesitate to resort to military force in frontier defense. At the
same time, though it hardly reflects on Empress Wu personally, the fact
that she was a usurper and a woman undoubtedly weakened her position in
dealing with external affairs. The Turkish qaghan made it an excuse for
using arrogant, insulting language and the Khitan used a demand for the
restoration of Tang as propaganda in their invasion (Chapter 8). In the end
she was forced to give up her plans to establish her own dynasty and fi-
nally, as an old woman, to abdicate in favor of her deposed son.

One major development in the shift of China’s foreign policy from
aggression to defense was the establishment of permanent armies on the
frontiers. Previously under Taizong, militiamen would only serve in the
frontier garrisons for a period of time. There were also long-service garri-
son troops composed of Chinese and of nomads who had submitted. For
major military frontier campaigns, expeditionary armies would be organ-
ized consisting of militiamen, conscripts from other areas, and non-Chin-
ese troops.37

With the more frequent warfare in Gaozong’s and Empress Wu’s
time such an arrangement was not sufficient. From the later part of the
reign of Gaozong onwards, the court started to build up larger and perma-
nent defensive units on the frontiers with such labels as “armies” (jurn) and
“fortresses” (cheng). These units were intended to be permanently ready to
do the jobs formerly performed by expeditionary armies.’® In 677 the first
permanent armies were established in China’s northwest under the names
of Heyuan, Jishi and Momen. Their primary responsibility was to defend
against the Tibetans.*® The Protectorate of Anxi in the Western Regions in
640 had 1,000 troops and the size of the permanent garrison reached

37 Pulleyblank 1955, pp. 61-8; Wechsler 1979, pp. 207-8; Lai 1986, pp. 50-1.

** pulleyblank 1955, pp. 67-8.

3 Pulleyblank 1955, p. 68; p. 147, note 30. For more details, see Lai 1986, chapters 4
and 5.
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30,000 by 692.*° The Protectorate of Andong set up in P’yOngyang after
the conquest of Koguryo in 668 was manned by 20,000 troops.41

The armies in the northwest functioned effectively to defend China
against the Turks, other nomads and the Tibetans up to the time of the An
Lushan rebellion in 755. During his seven year-tenure as the Commis-
sioner of the Heyuan Army (ca. 677-684), Heichi Changzhi set up garri-
sons, watchtowers, opened garrison fields and led attacks against the Ti-
betans in Qinghai. The Tibetans, according to Chinese sources, “were
afraid of Changzhi and did not dare to raid again.”42

Between 701 and 706, when Guo Yuanzhen was Area Commander
of Liangzhou, he set up the Fortress of Herong in the south and the Baiting
Army in the north to defend against the Tibetans and Turks, and ordered
the Prefect of Liangzhou to open up garrison fields. Thus, an area that was
previously troubled by the Turks and Tibetans enjoyed peace and order.
Guo’s good government won the support of both Chinese and non-
Chinese.*® Before the end of Empress Wu’s reign in 705 more armies were
set u‘g on the northeastern and northern frontiers to form the basic defense
line.

Chief Ministers with Experience in Frontier Affairs under Gaozong
and Empress Wu

Neither Gaozong nor Empress Wu had the kind of experience
Gaozu and Taizong had had in military affairs or the same degree of actual
contact with the social reality of China. Internal disputes within the leader-
ship during their reigns also sometimes damaged Tang frontier policy, as
we shall see in the cases of Liu Rengui and Li Jingxuan in 678 concerning
the campaign against Tibet, and Pei Yan and Pei Xingjian in dealing with
the Turkish rebellion in 681. Despite these limitations, Gaozong and Em-
press Wu had some capable Chief Ministers and well-established political
institutions inherited from earlier reigns.

Empress Wu relied on a group of Northern Gate scholars (Beimen
‘xueshi), her personal secretaries, for decision-making while at the same
time her own intelligence and skillful mastery of court politics were also

“ XTS 221A, p. 6222; p. 6232.

' ZZTJ 201, p. 6357. ‘

2 JTS 109, p. 3295; Sato 1958, p. 334; for military farms, see pp. 367-8.

“ JTS 97, p. 3044; ZZTJ 207, pp. 6557-8.

* For the locations, names and dates of these armies, see Pulleyblank 1955, Map II.
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assets. Most scholars recognize that her leadership brought innovations
and improvements into the bureaucracy. There has been controversy
among modern scholars whether and to what extent Empress Wu deliber-
ately adopted policies seeking support from groups formerly excluded
from the ruling aristocracy. It does seem clear, however, that the reign of
Gaozong and Empress Wu saw a broadening of the ruling class’s social
background, and Empress Wu showed an obvious talent for choosing ca-
pable officials.

During this period, the court increased the number of non-Chinese
generals appointed,"’5 but the constant interactions with foreign countries
also brought forth a group of experienced and talented Chinese frontier
officials and generals. Some of them were promoted to be chief ministers
and in that position they continued to perform their duties on the frontiers.
Some holding such dual appointments did not participate in decision-
making at court while others contributed to decision-making at the central
level.* The following are some examples.

Cui Dunli was experienced in frontier affairs when he was ap-
pointed Minister of War under Taizong. His proposals were often adopted
by the court. In 653, under Gaozong he was made Chief Minister.*” He
had a family background in frontier affairs. His grandfather Cui Zhong-
fang had been a Regional Military Commander (zongguan) during the Sui
period.48

Ren Yaxiang, as the Protector-general of Yanran, participated in
military expeditions against the Western Turks in 657, and was promoted
to be Minister of War. He became a Chief Minister in 659. In 661 he was
one of the commanders of the expeditions against Koguryd and died while
on active service in the army the following yeaI.49

Liu Rengui, of poor and lowly background, rose to be Chief Minis-
ter in 665 primarily due to his performance in dealing with Korea. He
continued to be in charge of campaigns against Silla and in defense against
Tibet.”°

Cui Zhiwen, with an aristocratic family background, started as a

% Zhang Qun 1986, pp. 236-7.

% For a list and brief summary of the careers of the chief ministers during 681-705, see
Guisso 1978, Appendix B.

47 JTS 81, pp. 2747-8; XTS 106, p. 4044.

“8 SUIS 60, pp. 1449.

“ JTS 194B, p. 5187; ZZTJ 200, p. 6324; p. 6327; Twitchett 1979, p. 254.

50 JTS 84, pp. 2789-96; XTS 108, pp. 4081-5.
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frontier officer. While holding a minor position in Lingzhou he presented
fifteen memorials to the court around 664, proposing to move the Tiele
tribes back north of the Yellow River because they could not live peace-
fully with the agricultural Chinese. Eventually the court agreed with him,
and according to the Chinese sources, the nomads were also grateful to
him because they were moved to good pasture land. When Cui was the
Prefect of Lanzhou his good government attracted the Dangxiang people
to submit. He was made Chief Minister in 679.”"

Wei Daijia, from an official family, distinguished himself for his
bravery on the battle field. He was then appointed as a frontier official. He
was made Chief Minister under Empress Wu in 685, and continued to lead
military campaigns against the Turks. Aware of his lack of literary ability,
he requested demotion and expressed the wish to continue his military ca-
reer, to which Empress Wu agreed. After he suffered a defeat in the war
with the Tibetans in 689 he was exiled and died soon after.”

Lou Shide, of obscure family background, got his examination jin-
shi degree before the age of 20. He later volunteered for service in the
army sent against the Tibetans and acted as envoy to Tibet. He distin-
guished himself through military achievements and good government as a
frontier official. In 693 he was made Chief Minister and continued to use
his expertise as commissioner for frontier garrison fields and as a general.
As a result of defeat in battle against Tibet in 695 he was demoted but was
soon reestablished as Chief Minister.>

Wang Xiaojie, of an obscure family background, was promoted to
Chief Minister in 694 after his success in recapturing the Four Garrisons.
An excellent general, he continued to command in battles, and died fight-
ing against the Khitan in 697.>*

Tang Xiujing, of official family background, was known for his
literary and military abilities. He obtained his examination mingjing de-
gree before the age of 20 and became a military officer, participating in
several battles against the Turks. He opposed the court’s plan to give up
Fengzhou, and it was on his advice that China recovered the Four Garri-
sons. He once served as Vice Protector-General of Anxi and had a good
mastery of the frontier situation, being familiar with all the strategic points

5! JTS 185A, p. 4791; XTS 106, p. 4040.

52 JTS 77, pp. 2671; XTS 98, p. 3904.

% JTS 93, pp. 2975-6; XTS 108, pp. 4092-3.
3 JTS 93, pp. 2977-8; XTS 111, p. 4148.
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along northwestern frontier. Even before he became Chief Minister in 703
he was often asked to participate in court discussions with the Chief Min-
isters concerning the Western Regions because of his expertise on the
subject. Empress Wu once remarked to her Chief Ministers: “Xiujing has
profound knowledge of frontier affairs; ten of you are not his equal.”
During later reigns he continued to be a Chief Minister.>

Xuanzong: from Defense to Aggression

In 705, already in her eighties, Empress Wu was forced to abdicate
the throne in favor of her son, Emperor Zhongzong. The Li royal family
restored the name of the Tang dynasty. Political authority was, however,
in the hands of Zhongzong’s consort, Empress Wei, and her daughter. The
throne passed to Ruizong, Empress Wu’s other son, after a bloody coup in
710, and two years later Ruizong abdicated in favor of his third son Li
Longji, the major leader in the coup. The new emperor, known posthu-
mously as Xuanzong, and informally to posterity as Minghuang, the Bril-
liant Emperor, ruled from 712 to 756, a long and eventful period which
was the high point of the Tang dynasty in terms of internal peace and
prosperity. It is also remembered as a golden age for its achievements in
arts and literature, but despite the political sophistication of its institutional
arrangements, the reign ended in the catastrophe known as the An Lushan
rebellion, which changed China drastically and permanently.

During the early years of Xuanzong’s reign, Chief Ministers Yao
Chong and Song Jing urged caution in foreign policy. But Xuanzong dis-
played his ambition for military success as early as 714 in supporting the
recapture of Yingzhou in the northeast from the Khitan by force, and in
proposing to assume personal command in a campaign against Tibet. In
716 a Hu (Sogdian) suggested to the court that the countries “south of the
sea” (Southeast Asia) were rich in marvelous treasuries and profitable for
trade and asked that he should be sent to go and obtain them. He also pro-
posed to go to Shiziguo (modern Srilanka) to acquire medicines and
women doctors who could be brought into the imperial palace. Xuanzong
was tempted. He ordered a censor to accompany the Sogdian on such an
expedition but changed his mind when the censor memorialized against
the plan, arguing that to compete with merchants for profits was not the
kingly way.56 Such caution was increasingly atypical. Minghuang’s nor-

55 JTS 93, pp. 2978-80; XTS 111, pp. 4149-51.
%6 ZZTJ 211, p. 6718. '
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mal tendency was to support aggressive actions by his generals.

Throughout his reign Xuanzong followed the policy of reinforcing
frontier defenses as his main strategy for dealing with foreign issues. Sev-
eral important changes were made in the frontier system. Despite tempo-
rary adjustments, there was a steady rise in the number of armies and in
their complement of troops. By 722 the total number of frontier soldiers
was said to be 600,000. Chief Minister Zhang Yue proposed a cut of
200,000 on the grounds that there was no severe foreign threat at the time.
When the emperor expressed his doubt about this, Zhang, well experi-
enced in military and frontier affairs, insisted that he had been on battle
fields for a long time and understood the situation of the Chinese armies
well. Excessively large numbers of troops were, he pointed out, often kept
by generals for their own private use. Xuanzong was finally persuaded to
follow his suggestlon 7 For 742 alone, however, altogether forty-seven
frontier armies are listed by name. -

A second major change was the recruitment of permanent profes-
sional soldiers both as palace guards and as frontier troops ® The fubing
system, already in decay, continued to exist in name but ceased to function
in practice. On the frontier, while some troops were still recruited from the
ranks of militiamen for an average period of service of three years, the
government also recruited permanent soldiers who would live with their
families on the frontiers to meet the needs of frequent military expedi-
tions.*° By 742 the total number of troops under the ten Military Com-
missioners had again grown to around 500, 000.%" These permanent armies
worked garrison fields to support part of their needs. In the Western Re-
gions merchants were taxed to partly supply the garnsons 2 The bulk of
the expenses of frontier armies, however, was borne by the central gov-
ernment. Around 713 the annual frontier expenditure was approximately
2,000,000 strings of cash. By 741 it had already reached 10,000,000. By
755 it had again increased to 14 or 15 million, and constituted a heavy fi-
nancial burden.®®
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Third, with the decline of the Turks, many non-Chinese came to
submit to Tang. They were incorporated into the Chinese arm1es to serve
in frontier garrisons and participate in military expedltlons At the same
time the court, having learned from earlier experience, was on guard
against nomads who had submitted, fearing possible rebellions. For ex-
ample, on the northern frontiers, the Tianbing Army, first set up in 699,
was reestablished in 717 in Taiyuan in order to meet the perceived need to
guard against the Tiele Turks, who had recently surrendered and were
scattered north of Taiyuan. Soon after, the Tiele Turks were organized into
Chinese-style military formations, and the Tianbing Army was charged
with direct supervision of these non-Chinese armies.>

The large number of non-Chinese in the Tang armies can be seen
in an edict issued in 714 announcing Xuanzong’s taking over personal
command of a campaign against the Tibetans. It states that there were
200,000 non-Chinese soldiers in this army.‘56

After their submission, the Khitan were organized into the Jingxi
Army in 716 and their chief was appointed Military Commissioner
(jinglue dashi). At about the same time the Xi were organized into the
Baosai Army and their chief was appointed Military Commissioner.”’

This increasing reliance on non-Chinese troops and generals, on
the one hand, shows the growing influence of the non-Chinese component
of Tang society, and on the other, the weakening of the Chinese compo-
nent of the military.®®

The fourth and the most important change was the organization of
frontier armies into various “regional commands” (fanzhen or fangzhen)
under military commissioners (jiedu shi) on the northern, western and
southwestern frontiers. This was intended to increase the effectiveness and
coordination of these armies in military manoeuvres. The Military Com-
missionership eventually became a very powerful post. Its holder was to
supervise one of the large frontier armies and coordinate its subordinate
units during wartime.

& Zhang Qun 1990, pp. 2-3.
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Between 710 and 733 nine regional commands were organized. In
the far south a Lingnan jinglue shi was set up. The post was lower in rank
than a jiedu shi but the responsibilities were similar.*® In 756, during the
An Lushan rebellion, Lingnan was promoted to be a regional command
under a jiedu shi.”®

A military commissioner assumed more military power and was in
control of larger standing armies and wider areas than an area commander
or protector-general. Among the six major protectorates, the Protectors-
General of Beiting and Anxi were changed to Military Commissioners of
Beiting and Anxi. The Protectors-General of Chanyu and Anbei were
brought under the Military Commissioner of Shuofang. Andong was under
Pinglu, and Annan under Lingnan.71 In the Western Regions, the Military
Commissioners of Anxi and Beiting by 714 had altogether 44,000
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