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Concerning Emperor Xuan and the Study
of Guliang
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Culture, National Taiwan Ocean University

Abstract

The death of the Crown Prince Wei in the Case of Witchcraft shattered the scheme
of Emperor Wu of the Western Han Dynasty to install the Prince as the next emperor. The
succession of the two Han emperors, Emperor Zhao and Emperor Xuan, jeopardized his
plans, which resulted in controversial issues concerning the political regime of these two
emperors. Emperor Xuan encountered the most serious challenges, particularly from the
related Liu Xu, Liu He and powerful minister Huo Guang. Meanwhile, the destitute,
crude life of his earlier years provoked damaging rumors that challenged his claim to
royal lineage. The book Gongyang was a work that vehemently opposed Prince Wei. In
addition, it was said that Prince Wei had studied the book Guliang, but had gone against
its Confucian teachings of righteousness. More importantly, the moral teaching of the
Guliang emphasized, “The central idea of the Spring and Autumn Annals is that the
throne is for the man of righteousness, not the sage” which in turn justified the regime of
Emperor Xuan. Therefore, Emperor Xuan, supported by the legacy of scholars of fifth
and sixth generations inherent within the Guliang, conducted a grand debate on the
Confucian Classics with the Gongyang scholars which lasted over a decade. In the end,
he finally succeeded in establishing the Doctrine of the Guliang in the third year of Ganlu

to claim the authority to interpret the Confucian Classics.
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