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Revisiting Abaoji’s Rise to Power:
Incongruous Historical Narratives and the
Translation of Steppe Tradition into Sinitic Culture

Runbo Miao
Center for Research on Ancient Chinese History, Peking University

One of the key questions in the study of the history of the founding of the Khitan
state is how Abaoji FI[frf% (posthumously known as Emperor Taizu of Liao, r. 916—
926) rose to power. Previous research has sought to confirm the story of his rise recorded
in either the sources produced by the Liao court or the accounts found scattered in
documents of the Central Plains, but none have been able to definitively determine which
narrative is correct. The record found within the History of Liao, wherein Abaoji assumes
the role of khagan through the bequest of the Yaonian Khagan, is far from what actually
happened, and the series of accounts that have arisen from its telling of events likewise
do not stand up to scrutiny. This is because the story was the result of the editorial work
of later Liao dynasty court historians, who were concerned with constructing a narrative
that conformed to Sinitic traditions of legitimate dynastic succession. In contrast, the
relevant accounts in the documents of the Central Plains come from different sources
and vary in degrees of usefulness. Their suggestions that Abaoji called himself “king”
(guowang B T) or that the Eight Tribes nominated him as khagan, for example, can be
supported as reliable and are seen to be more representative of the circumstances prior
to the founding of the Khitan state. However, the records of certain later incidents, such
as the ambush of tribal leaders at the salt ponds of a “Chinese City” (hancheng JE3),
were legends and embellishments.

It is the history of “Yaonian” %%, which is derived from the destination of the
Khitan northern migration—namely the Raole river—that provides a snapshot and
condensed account of the predynastic tradition of appointing khagan. Traditionally, there
were different khagans in the tribal coalition, but succession was restricted to members
of the old tribes of the Khitan. It was against this institutional background that the clan
of Abaoji, later arrivals to the Khitan coalition, managed to rise to the highest position

of power and usurp the ruling khagan house. The power shift from the Yaonian Khagan
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to Abaoji represents a change in the ruling house without a change in the name of the
polity. Such a change was not a particularly unusual occurrence in the political traditions
of the steppe, but is hard to trace in the historiographical writings of the Sinitic world.
The court historians of the late Liao, for example, dressed the transition up as a dying
imperial edict entrusting the state from the ruler to a different house. This anomalous
historical narrative, however, does not seem to fit, thereby demonstrating the problems
researchers encounter when steppe cultural traditions that had been in flux were
artificially inserted into the framework of political succession based on the Sinitic

tradition.

Keywords: Abaoji; Khitan; dynastic founding; political tradition; cultural

transition
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