
Chapter 8

China, the Second Turkish Empire and the Western Turks,
679-755

Even as the Tang royal power was passing into the hands of Em­
press Wu and her family, as always, internal political dissension in China 
provided the opportunity for nomadic power to reemerge in Mongolia. In 
this chapter we will examine Chinese relations with the revived Eastern 
Turkish power, known as the second Tmkish empire (682-745), as well as 
with the Khitan and Xi on their eastern flank, and with the Turgish, who 
became the leading force among the Western Turks. A new factor in the 
far west were the Arabs, who first made their appearance in Central Asia 
during this period. Other complicating factors that weakened China’s abil­
ity to respond were the exhausting campaigns in Korea (Chapter 6) and the 
emergence of Tibet as a major power (Chapter 7).

The Restoration of the Second Turkish Empire
In 679, the Eastern Turks, then under Chinese sovereignty, began a 

movement to restore their independent power. Chieftains subject to the 
Grand Protectorate of Chanyu revolted and set up a descendant of the 
royal Ashina clan as qaghan. Almost all the Eastern Turks who had for­
merly submitted joined in and the jimi fuzhou administrative structure 
quickly broke down. The court under Empress Wu acted immediately by 
despatching troops to put down the rebellion. However, after initial suc­
cesses the Chinese general became overconfident and suffered a serious 
defeat.

The following year, another Chinese general, Pei Xingjian, in­
flicted a major defeat on the Turks, who put to death their newly created 
qaghan and offered his head as a sign of their submission. They were not 
yet ready to return to their subject status, however, and in 681 they set up 
another scion of the royal clan, Ashina Funian as qaghan. Pei Xingjian 
succeeded in persuading Funian to surrender with the promise that he 
would not be punished. In the court, however. Chief Minister Pei Yan, 
who was jealous of Pei Xingjian’s military merit, insisted that Funian be 
executed. The fact that Funian and other Turkish chiefs lost their lives as a
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result of Chinese court politics,^ led to even stronger anti-Chinese senti­
ment, and the following year saw yet more forceful military attacks on the 
Tang frontiers led by the new Turkish qaghan Guduolu (Qutlugh). It is 
generally considered that the second Turkish empire began in 682, when 
Qutlugh became the qaghan.

As in the Former Han dynasty, when the resettlement of the South­
ern Xiongnu eventually helped restore the nomadic power, the Turks who 
had been brought under the Tangyz/ni administration were able to recover 
their strength. Chinese control over such people was inherently vulnerable 
because it was sustained by only a small number of troops and depended 
mainly on the willingness or cooperation of the non-Chinese themselves. 
Under the jimi system, the Turks had kept their customs, their military or­
ganization and their own cultural identity. The period from 630 to the re­
vival of the Turkish empire in 682 was considered by the Turks as a time 
of national subjugation and humiliation. The Turkish inscriptions present 
the perspective of the Turks on their relations with China all too clearly:

Since the lords and peoples were not in accord, and the Chinese people 
were wily and deceitful, since they were tricky and created a rift be­
tween younger and elder brothers, and caused the lords and peoples to 
slander one another, the Turkish people caused the state which they had 
established to go to ruin, and their kagan (= qaghan), whom they had 
crowned, collapse. Their sons, worthy of becoming lords, became 
slaves, and their daughters, worthy of becoming ladies, became servants 
to the Chinese people. The Turkish lords abandoned their Turkish titles. 
Those lords who were in China held the Chinese titles and obeyed the 
Chinese emperor and gave their services to him for fifty years. For the 
benefit of the Chinese, they went on campaigns up to (the land of) the 
Biikli kagan in the east, where the sun rises, and as far as the Iron Gate 
in the west. For the benefit of the Chinese emperor they conquered 
countries.^

The inscriptions also describe the ways in which the Chinese lured the 
Turks into acceptance of at least loose control by the Chinese: the Chinese 
gave the Turks gold, silver and silk in abundance so as to cause them to 
come close to China’s borders. Once the Turks settled close in, the Chi­
nese treated them harshly. Some Turks were deceived by being told that if

' JTS 84, p. 2804; ATS 108, p. 4088; ZZTJldl, pp. 6404-5.
^ “The Kill Tigin Inscription.” See Tekin 1968, translation, p. 264. His translation, 
slightly modified, is used here.
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a people lived far away, the Chinese gave them cheap goods, but if a peo­
ple lived close to them, then the Chinese gave them valuable goods, and so 
they moved close to the Chinese. Subsequently they were killed in great 
numbers.^

The ineffectiveness of settlement policy was pointed out by some 
Tang Chinese. In his memorial in about 696, Xue Qianguang, a remon­
strance official, pointed out that it was for the sake of an empty name with 
no substance behind it that Chinese rulers had adopted the practice of let­
ting non-Chinese settle close to China. He also opposed the practice of ac­
cepting the non-Chinese into the Tang court as hostages on the grounds 
that the non-Chinese thereby gained strategic geographical information 
and intelligence about how the Chinese frontiers were guarded. Even when 
non-Chinese were nominally given Chinese official titles of general, there 
were few among them who did not make incursions into Chinese territory. 
He suggested that China should refuse permission for any additional non- 
Chinese to come to the court and not allow those already in China to re­
turn home. His opinion, however, was not given much notice.'^

Liu Kuang, an official historian in Xuanzong’s time and the eldest 
son of the famous historian Liu Zhiji, was sharply critical of the resettle­
ment of non-Chinese inside China. He summed up succinctly the sad di­
lemma the policy caused: when the “barbarians” were strong, China ex­
hausted its manpower in attacking them. When they became submissive 
China suffered the expense of nourishing them. The Chinese had been put 
to work in this fashion by the “barbarians” for thousands of years.® Liu 
Kuang accurately captured the essence of both the “outer frontier” and 
“inner frontier” strategies of the nomads. Though the Chinese aimed to use 
the submitted nomads as a military force to keep peace on the borders and 
reinforce the legitimacy of the Son of Heaven, in actual fact the Chinese 
government was not strong enough to effectively control them. Once an 
opportunity presented itself, the nomads would again rebel. This was the 
state of affairs that led to the breakdown during Empress Wu’s reign of the 
jimi system controlling the Turks.

^ “The Kul Tigin Inscription.” See Tekin 1968, translation, pp. 261-2.
“ TD 200, pp. 1085-6; CFYG 544, p. 6522. Cen Zhongmian (1958, pp. 337-8) is of the 
opinion that Xue presented his memorial in 697.
* TD 200, pp. 1086-7; ^ 215A, pp. 6023-4.
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Empress Wu: Compromise for Peace
Until his death in 691, the Turkish Qutlugh Qaghan waged a series 

of battles against the Khitan and Tiele, succeeded in driving the Uighurs 
away from the Otukan Mountains and in setting up his headquarters there. 
The Turkish inscriptions record these military campaigns and the Turkish 
efforts to reestablish and consolidate the second empire.® He also lavmched 
constant attacks on the Chinese frontier. In 683, so intense was his attack 
on Fengzhou that the court considered abolishing the prefecture in order to 
concentrate on the defense of Lingzhou and Xiazhou. Tang Xiujing, Adju­
tant (sima) of Fengzhou, expressed strong opposition to this in a memo­
rial, arguing that abandoning Fengzhou would actually open up China 
even wider to nomadic incursions. The court agreed with him.

In the competition between China and the Turks, the various tribes 
of the Tiele people followed different strategies for self-protection, some 
being pro-Turk, others pro-Tang, and thereby influenced the balance of 
power. In 686,® the Buqu and Tongra of the Tiele north of the Gobi rose in 
revolt against Tang. Tang despatched troops from both Hexi and Western 
Turks under the Protectorate of Jinshan in the Western Regions and in­
flicted a crushing defeat on them. The Western Turks, however, also at­
tacked the Uighurs, thus causing chaos in the region.

The court brought those Tiele who submitted under the supervision 
of the Protectorate of Anbei, the seat of which was then moved to 
Tongcheng south of the Gobi, but as punishment for their attacks on the 
Uighurs it refused the request of the Western Turkish chiefs to come to the 
Tang court. The Tiele, as a whole, were in a weak position. Chen Zi’ang, 
then a low ranking clerk under the Army Supervisor (jianjun) of the Hexi 
troops, presented a memorial on behalf of the Army Supervisor urging the 
court to attract the Tiele people and to accept the Western Turkish chiefs’ 
request.®

While no specific measures were taken by Empress Wu with re­
gard to the Tiele, around 685 she appointed the son of Ashina Mishe and

* See the translations of the “Kill Tigin inscription,” the “Bilga Kagan inscription” and 
the “Tonyukuk inscription” in Tekin 1968, pp. 261-90. See also Ma Changshou 1957, p. 
66.
’ J7S 93, p. 2978; JfTS 111, p. 4149; ZZ77203, p. 6414.
* ZZTJ (203, p. 6435) states that the rebellion occurred in 685, but Cen Zhongmian’s 
study shows it should be dated 686. See Cen 1958, p. 312.
® Chen Boyu Wenji 4, pp. 32-4; 8, 8, pp. 73-5; ZZTJ203, p. 6435; Cen Zhongmian 1958, 
pp. 310-20; Xue Zongzheng 1992, pp. 458-61.



266 Chapter 8

the son of Ashina Buzhen of the Western Turks to succeed to their father’s
titles of qaghan and Protectors-General in order to maintain some control
by the Ashina clan over the scattered Western Turks. Both Mishe and
Buzhen had attached themselves to Tang during Taizong’sreign, and had
been appointed qaghan and Protectors-general by Gaozong. The titles were

10later passed on to their sons.
While Empress Wu tried to suppress the revival of the Eastern 

Turks, she had other preoccupations internally. Having assumed power as 
Empress Dowager in 684, she was faced with the immediate task of con­
solidating her own position in the face of a revolt against her by supporters 
of the Li royal house. Cheng Wuting, an excellent general in charge of 
Turkish military affairs, was accused of involvement with the anti-Wu 
group and was executed. The Turks were overjoyed.^^ In 688 another 
short-lived revolt staged by Tang princes challenged Wu’s rule. Empress 
Wu, however, prevailed and proclaimed herself emperor of the Zhou dy­
nasty in 690.

Her assumption of the rulership and the death of Qutlugh in 691 
made possible restoration of peace between China and the Turks. The 
new qaghan, Mochuo (Bag Chor), the younger brother of Qutlugh, in 695 
despatched an embassy to China to ask, in the Chinese wording, to 
“surrender.” Empress Wu responded by conferring the title of general and 
duke on Bag Chor Qaghan. The actual relationship, however, was obvi­
ously between two essentially equal adversaries (diguo)}^

Between 696 and 697, the Khitan, who had been brought under the 
jimi system in 648, broke away from China, provoked by ill treatment 
from the Chinese Area Commander of Yingzhou. With Yingzhou as their 
base, they launched an invasion, pressing southward to the present Beijing 
area and into the Hebei region.^® Bag Chor Qaghan volunteered to attack 
the Khitan on the condition that China send a prince to marry his daughter, 
and return the Turks who had formerly surrendered ^d had been resettled 
in the Hexi area. Obviously, he had his own agenda: to win back his for-

'^JTS 194B, pp. 5188-90; 215B, pp. 6064-6; Ise 1968, pp. 258-9.
" J7S' 83, p. 2785; ATS 111, pp. 4147-8; ZZTJ203, pp. 6432-3.

For details concerning the uprising and battles and the date of Guduolu’s death, see 
Cen Zhongmian 1958, pp. 289-307; 8, pp. 308-25; TD 198, p. 1073; JTS 194A, pp. 
5166-8;2(7:S215A, pp. 6042-5.

JTS 194A, p. 5168; ZZTJ205, p. 6503.
Mori Masao 1967, pp. 188-9; 1978, p. 119.
yZS 199B, pp. 5350-1; ATS 219, pp. 6168-70; ZZ77205,206.
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mer subjects.
Empress Wu had to compromise with the Turks so that China 

could concentrate its forces against the Khitan. She conferred the title of 
qaghan on Bag Chor. This recognized the independent power of the 
Turks, even though the Chinese wording defined the Turks as subjects. In 
697 Empress Wu sent two envoys, Yan Zhiwei and Tian Guidao, on a 
mission to the Turks. It is interesting to see how the two envoys’ differing 
attitudes towards the Turks showed the vacillation of the Chinese in their 
treatment of their newly revived enemy. While Yan Zhiwei, at Bag Chor’s 
headquarters, performed a ritual dance before Bag Chor, which etiquette 
prescribed as due only to an emperor, and went so far as to kiss the tip of 
Bag Chor’s boot, Tian Guidao, on the other hand, still believed that the 
Turks should be subject. He did not kowtow to Bag Chor Qaghan and in­
stead only made a respectful bow. Bag Chor was furious and imprisoned 
Tian. He was even going to kill him, and was only dissuaded from doing 
so by his ministers.

After attacking the Khitan, Bag Chor in 697 made further requests: 
1) that he send his daughter to marry a Chinese prince; 2) that China return 
the surrendered Turks who had settled inside six prefectures, and also re­
turn the land under the Protectorate of Chanyu;^® 3) that China provide 
farming tools, seed-grain and iron to the Turks. At the Chinese court a 
bellicose response was proposed by some, while others argued in favor of 
making an agreement because the Khitan were still a major force to con­
tend with on the frontier.

Empress Wu decided to accommodate Bag Chor’s requests. The 
court moved several thousand households of non-Chinese back to the 
steppe, provided 40,000 hu of seed grain, 50,000 duan of silks, 3,000 farm

JTS 194A, pp. 5168-9; XTS 2\5A, p. 6045; ZZTJ 205, pp. 6509-10; CFYG 964, p. 
11341.
^^JTS 185A, pp. 4794-5;XTS 197, p. 5624; ZZ77206, p. 6515.

There is ambiguity about which six prefectures Bag Chor demanded. According to the 
“Biography of Tian Guidao” (775 185 A, p. 4794; ATS 197, p. 5624), he requested the six 
Hu prefectures, which, as Pulleyblank concludes, refer to the prefectures of Lu, Li, Han, 
Sai, Yi and Qi. See Pulleyblank 1952, p. 330, note 1, and Cen Zhongmian 1964, pp. 123- 
4. Another opinion is that the six refer to the prefectures of Feng, Sheng, Ling, Xia, Shuo 
and Dai. See TD 198, p. 1073; JTS 194A, pp. 5168-9; ATS 215A, p. 6045; ZZTJ 206, p. 
6516; THY 94, p. 1691; Zhang Qun 1955, pp. 275-9; Hou Linbo 1976, pp. 24-7. Zhang 
Qun (1955, pp. 327-8) also holds that the six prefectures were under the supervision of 
the Protectorate of Chanyu.










































