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A Study on Emperor Xuanzong of Tang’s Prefaces to the
Imperial Commentaries on the Three Classics and His
Governance Ideals of Confucianism and Daoism

LI He-Shu
Assistant Professor, Department of Religious Studies of Fu Jen Catholic

University
Abstract

This study focuses on the prefaces to the Imperial Annotations on the
Classic of Filial Piety, the Imperial Annotations on the Dao De Jing, and the
Imperial Annotations on the Diamond Sutra, all authored by Emperor
Xuanzong of Tang (685-762; r.712-756). By situating these texts within the
historical and cultural policy context of Xuanzong’s reign, this paper seeks to
explore their relationship to his broader political philosophy. The findings
reveal that among Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism, Xuanzong
emphasized the moral and educational functions of Confucianism and
Daoism while adopting a more reserved and respectful stance toward
Buddhism. His views shifted over time from privileging Confucianism alone
to a more balanced appreciation of Confucianism and Daoism. However,
Confucianism remained primary in actual governance, with Daoism serving
a supplementary role.

Further analysis of the figures and institutions involved in the
compilation and promulgation of the Imperial Commentary on the Classic of
Filial Piety and the Imperial Commentary on the Dao De Jing highlights the
pivotal role played by the Academy of Scholarly Worthies (Jixianyuan) and
its scholars. The establishment of the Academy itself reflects Xuanzong’s
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governing principle of “ruling the empire through filial piety.” The study
concludes that under this principle, Xuanzong gradually developed a model
of governance integrating both Confucian and Daoist thought. Policies such
as establishing the Taiqing Palace and the Chongxuan Institute from the late
Kaiyuan era onward were likely not merely expressions of personal religious
belief but concrete implementations of this dual-governance ideal. Earlier
initiatives to institutionalize Daoist rites for the Five Sacred Peaks and the
Three Sacred Mountains may be seen as the first step toward realizing this
vision and may have served as a conceptual precursor to the creation of the

Taiqing Palace and the Chongxuan Institute.

Keywords: Imperial Commentary on the Classic of Filial Piety, Imperial
Commentary on the Daodejing, Tang Xuanzong, Jixian Academy,

Taiqing Palace
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