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The Characteristics of Exile
in the Tang Dynasty:
Also on the Transformation
in Han and Tang Penal System

CHAN Chun Keung*

This article briefly outlines the establishment of exile (/iu xing Jiiff]) in
the early Tang Dynasty, and summarizes its important characteristics. In
addition, it also makes some observations from a comparative perspective on
the changes in punishment that gradually arose during the centuries between
the Han and Tang Dynasties.

The punishment of exile in the Tang Dynasty may have been
established when the “Fifty-three Rules” were formulated in the first year of
the Wude H{E era. Its classical basis shifted from the Shundian %
section to the Lizheng 7 EI section of the Shangshu 5. In the fourteenth
year of Emperor Taizong’s K57 reign in the Tang Dynasty, a new system
was promulgated. During the transportation of exiles, there was “no
restriction on the number of miles” (buxian yi lishu FELLE ), with
considerations mainly focusing on “strategic places on the border” (bianyao
220 and “faraway harsh places” (yuane 3E5).

Exile was composed of “far expulsion” (yuanzhu 323&) and “hard
labor” (kuyi ¥ 7%). It was the only compound punishment among the five
punishments (wu xing FijH|), and it was also the only punishment that
involved family members. The exile did not take place in the original county

or province, and the manpower and material resources involved in feeding,

transporting and guarding the exiled person and those who followed him into

Distinguished Professor, Department of History, National Taipei University.
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exile were significant. In addition, as a punishment, the intimidating power
of exile came largely from “imagination.”

The “classical system of punishment” of ancient times, with corporal
punishment as its core, had approximately four characteristics: 1) direct
application and damage to the human body; 2) inflicting of pain and physical
mutilation of an extremely cruel nature; 3) an emphasis on “display” to
achieve intimidation; 4) the leaving of obvious marks on the prisoners’
bodies, so that despite “returning” to their hometowns, they were actually
cast aside and expelled from society.

The “traditional system of punishment” in the Sui and Tang Dynasties
centered around exile and penal servitude also had four characteristics: 1)
punishment was no longer applied directly to the human body; 2) the
suffering inflicted by the punishment included hard labor, long journeys, and
even deprivation of personal freedom; 3) punishment was transformed into
fear based on “imagination”; 4) although the offenders were expelled from
their hometowns to distant places, they were allowed to reintegrate into

society within the assigned locations.

Keywords: Tang Dynasty, exile (/iu xing), classical punishment, traditional
punishment, penal reform
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