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A New Investigation of “the Politics of Cruel
Officials” in the Era of Wu Zetian:
The Treaties of Penal Law of the Old Book of
Tang as the Main Axis of Analysis

HUANG Ting-shuo™, WANG Chi-sheng™*, and SHIH Hou-yu™**

“The politics of cruel officials (kuli FE57)” during the period between
Wu Zetian’s m{H|°K reign and her accession to the throne (684-705) has
always been a prominent topic in scholarly discourse. While significant
insights have been gained from political history, social history, and gender
history, the interaction between “the politics of cruel officials” and the legal
system remains further exploration.

This article seeks to address this gap by examining the interaction
between the cruel officialdom and the legal system of the Tang and Zhou
dynasties through the lens of legal history, focusing on the Treaties of Penal
Law (Xingfa zhi H[i£7R) in the Old Book of Tang (Jiu Tangshu EFEZE).
The article argues that Wu Zetian strategically circumvented the formal
judicial system to enforce strict rule by law by establishing the “system of
casket-delivery (tougui zhidu 1% B FE),” deploying the “Commanding
Investigating Censors (she jiancha yushih BEESZZHIH)” to detect illegal
affairs, and tacitly permitting the formation of the “Court of Reasoning
Commissioners (fuishishi yuan HEZEH[5E)” under the leadership of the cruel
officials. In response, officials who opposed the cruel officials sought to

preserve the existing legal system. While they were unsuccessful in blocking
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ek

PhD Candidate, Department of History, National Taiwan University
“** PhD Candidate, Department of History, National Taiwan University
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the new policies at the institutional level, they did manage to persuade the
emperor to grant pardons in individual cases—an approach more acceptable
to Wu Zetian. This somewhat helped to curtail the cruel officials’ power to
execute political rivals.

Following the end of “the politics of cruel officials,” the edicts issued
during the late Wu-Zhou I J& (690-705), Zhongzong H15= (705-710), and
Xuanzong 5% (712-756) reigns reflected the Tang court's efforts to
exonerate the victims of the cruel officials, but the identification of the group
of cruel officials and the disposition of their descendants varied with changes
in political power. This article contributes to the study of Wu Zetian’s reign
by examining the lesser-known facets of “the politics of cruel officials” and

highlighting the dynamic interplay between legal and political history.

Keywords: Wu Zetian, cruel officials (kuli), Treaties of Penal Law (Xingfa
zhi), Legal History
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