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The Last Words of Gao Huan and the Politics of Northern Qi

Hu, Sheng-yuan

Postdoctor, Guanghua Law School, Zhejiang University

Many scholarly works have explained the political characteristics of
Northern Qi and its cause of demise through the lenses of Hu-Han conflict and its
many variations. This article explores another dimension of the political
developments in Northern Qi. The focus of this inquiry is the ideas expressed in
the last words of Gao Huan, namely the system of royals and nobles living in two
separate capitals of Jinyang and Ye, the removal of Western Wei, the last advice
on the succession of father to son, and the mode of brother-to-brother succession
brought to the fore by the sudden death of Gao Cheng. This article considers
Eastern Wei to be a political power established jointly by Gao Huan and the
nobles, which was administered from its two capitals specialized respectively in
military and political functions. At the end of Gao Huan’s life, the situation was
extremely disadvantageous towards him. Not only he had an unqualified
successor, but Hou Jing was also on the verge of a rebellion. The only hope was
for his sons Gao Cheng and Gao Yang, who separately managed the two capitals
along with the nobles to join together in stabilizing the situation. This is the core
idea of the last words of Gao Huan. The reason that Gao Cheng successfully
pacified the rebellion by Hou Jing was because he followed this idea in spirit.
Afterwards, even though the internal rebellions were pacified and Gao Yang had
already established the Northern Qi, the general internal and external framework
of having two capitals specialized respectively in military and political functions
with the Western Wei and Northern Zhou as looming threat from the outside

remained unchanged. Therefore, the successive rulers of Northern Qi, Gao Yang,
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Gao Yan, and Gao Zhan all followed this idea and invested in the royal family
while giving great responsibilities to the nobles to maintain the internal peace and
stand against external threats. Even though he himself took the throne after his
elder brother’s sudden death, Gao Yang, however, intended to have his own son
Gao Yin to succeed him. He was suspicious of the royal family and the nobles
and asked external relatives to aid in governing. This led to the Qianming
Rebellion by the royal family and the nobles. After returning to the
brother-to-brother succession model, the old guards supported Gao Yan’s
takeover of the throne. This led to the deep distrust of the royals and nobles by
Gao Yan and Gao Zhan, even as the emperors still assigned high positions to such
members. Once Gao Wei took over the throne himself, he was worried about
following Gao Yin’s footsteps, and initiated a wanton slaughter of royals and
nobles. This led to the final and thorough collapse of the last words of Gao Huan.
Even when Northern Zhou was invading, there was still so much fear of a coup
by the royals that they were not entrusted with leading the army against the

invaders. This led to the final demise of Northern Qi.

Keywords: Northern Qi, the last words of Gao Huan, the Qianming
Rebellion
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