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The Significance of the Northern Wei
in Chinese History

Andrew Eisenberg

This essay will explore the collapse of the Northern Wei regime beginning
in 528 in terms of the long term impact of the conversion of this regime from a
nomad confederacy to a full blown patrimonial empire upon the neo-traditional
members of the court elite. I will focus upon the increasing factional fragmentation of
the court after 500 and the accompanying increase in factionally related intra-Tuoba
violence as a significant factor in precipitating the collapse of the regime. An
important element in my discussion will be that the Northern Wei, due to its
nomadic kinship polity heritage, retained in diluted form a still effective concept
of Xianbei/Tuoba lineage as determinative of access to the court and participation in
court political and social affairs. This lineage orientation did not seem to be tied
to Xiaowendi’s 496 edict identifying Xianbei and Chinese court elite lines (the
creation of Chinese style “pure” and “turbid” lines eligible for differential high
status court positions) and long pre-dated this edict. If anything, the 496 edict
seemed to be granting grudging partial recognition to this semi-subterranean
lineage orientation. This was a highly diluted form, in the context of a developing

patrimonial empire (understood in the Weberian sense), of the corporate or
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“collective sovereignty” phenomenon described by David Sneath as typical of

Turkic and post-Turkic steppe political entities (Sneath 7).

Summarization of the Early Northern Wei Experience

Of all the various non-Chinese ethnic conquest regimes that surfaced on the
North China Plain during the 300’s and 400’s A.D., the Northern Wei was almost
the only one that could claim a direct, immediate Inner Asian nomadic steppe
heritage (the Murong Xianbei from central and southern Manchuria would be the
other candidate). Additionally, only the Northern Wei founded by the Tuoba
Xianbei survived and endured over one hundred years (late 380’s—530’s). Because
of its durability this regime offers us the opportunity to investigate and evaluate
how a nomad confederacy handles the transition to a structurally distinct
patrimonial empire.

Beginning in 398 with the decision to establish a fixed, urban capital at
Pingcheng (modern Datong) the Northern Wei utilized a combination of well
known techniques and more uniquely crafted institutions to establish a stable,
ethnic minority dominated patrimonial empire. The regime made use of the by
then well known apartheid modes of military organization (overwhelmingly
Altaic cavalry) and administrative organization, using “darughaci” type personnel
(ethnic “doubles” used to maintain surveillance over Han Chinese personnel) in
many court and provincial positions.

The unique structural features invented by the early Northern Wei tended to
be focused on stabilizing a vertical imperial succession from father to one of his
designated sons. One of these measures was the mandatory suicide of the birth
mother of (usually) the eldest son who it was assumed would succeed to the
father. At the same time the early and middle Northern Wei manifested a sporadic
disregard for formally designating a son as “heir apparent” or for bothering to
formally name a court female as Empress. In this latter case, since the birth

mother of the assumed heir had to die the title of Empress would seem to be
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