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Rethinking the Institutions of
“Empress” and “Empress-Mother” in the Northern Wei

Ya-ju Cheng
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This article reexamines the development of the Northern Wei institutions of
“empress” and “empress-mother” between the reigns of Emperor Daowu (r. 386-409)
and Emperor Xiaoming (r. 515-528). The article clarifies the characteristics of these
institutions by assessing the influence of Northern Asian culture on the Northern Wei
and highlighting the contrasts between the Confucian ritual system and the marriage and
succession customs of the Tuoba.

Before Emperor Xiaowen (r. 471-499) began to intensify the sinicization of the
Northern Wei, the establishment of empresses and empress-mothers, the powers of these
positions, the relationship between emperors and empress-mothers, and the connection
between the positions of empress and empress-mother were all deeply influenced by
Northern Asian culture, and differed greatly from the Chinese system. The changes
Emperor Xiaowen made to the institution of empress were a key turning point,
associating the authority of a Northern Wei empress with her status as a “wife” in the
Chinese ritual system.

Female rulers were not uncommon in medieval China. In the Northern Wei, for
instance, there were two emperor’s wet nurses who became empress-mothers and were
involved in politics, and two empress-mothers who ruled the entire country. From a
careful examination of how these empress-mothers rose to power, the sources of their
political authority, how their authority was expressed (and limited), and the place of the
empress-mother within the political system as a whole, this article shows that the
authority of a Northern Wei empress-mother came not from being the former emperor’s
wife but from being the mother (or wet nurse) of the current emperor. She was not merely
acting as a temporary regent for a young emperor, but ruling together with him in her
capacity as “the mother of the emperor.” In the Northern Wei, the idea of the emperor as

the sole sovereign ruler gave way to a system in which “two sages,” the emperor and his
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mother, held power together. The political and cultural heritage of the institution of the
empress-mother would later become one of the resources used by Wu Zhao (r. 683-705)

to found China’s only female emperorship.

Keywords: empress, empress-mother, culture of Northern Asian tribes, Chinese

emperorship, female ruler
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