First Female Emperor Of China

The first female emperor of China is a title that is often associated with Wu Zetian, a remarkable figure
in Chinese history who broke through the gender barriers of her time. As the only woman to officially
rule as emperor in over two millennia of Chinese imperial history, her reign marked a significant
chapter not only in the Tang Dynasty but also in the broader narrative of women in power. This article

explores Wu Zetian's life, her rise to power, her governance, and her legacy.

Background and Early Life

Wu Zetian was born in 624 AD in Wenshui, Shanxi Province. She came from a relatively affluent
family, her father being an official in the Sui Dynasty. Her early life was marked by the traditional
expectations placed upon women in feudal China, which included education in literature and the arts

as well as preparation for marriage.

At the age of 14, Wu entered the palace as a concubine to Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty. Her

intelligence and beauty caught the attention of the emperor, but her rise to prominence began only



after his death in 649 AD. Following Taizong's death, Wu became a Buddhist nun, a move that
allowed her to escape the confines of the imperial court temporarily and provided her with a platform to

gain political influence.

Rise to Power

Wu Zetian's ascent to power was a combination of strategic acumen, political maneuvering, and the

unique socio-political climate of her time. Here are key phases in her rise:

1. The Concubine of Emperor Gaozong

After becoming a nun, Wu returned to the court and became a concubine of Emperor Gaozong,
Taizong's son. Her intelligence and charisma won her favor, and she quickly rose through the ranks,
ultimately becoming the emperor's favorite. This position enabled her to exert considerable influence

over imperial affairs.

2. Political Maneuvering

Wu was adept at leveraging her relationships to consolidate power. She skillfully eliminated rivals,
including other concubines and officials who posed a threat to her ambitions. Wu's most notorious rival
was the Empress Wang, whom she successfully schemed against, leading to Wang's disgrace and

eventual death.

3. Assuming the Throne

In 690 AD, Wu Zetian declared herself emperor, taking the title of "Holy and Divine Empress". This



unprecedented move shocked the Confucian establishment, which had long held that women should
not hold political authority. Her reign was marked by significant reforms that reshaped the Tang

Dynasty.

Reign as Emperor

Wu Zetian's reign from 690 to 705 AD was characterized by several notable achievements and policies

that had lasting impacts on Chinese society.

1. Administrative Reforms

Wu implemented a series of administrative changes that improved efficiency and reduced corruption.

Some of her key reforms included:

- Meritocracy: She expanded the civil service examination system to promote capable individuals
regardless of their family background. This opened government positions to more people, including

those from lower social classes.

- Centralization of Power: Wu centralized authority by diminishing the power of the aristocratic families,
which had traditionally dominated the political landscape. This helped to stabilize her rule and allowed

her to exert greater control over the empire.

2. Cultural Flourishing

Under her rule, the arts and culture thrived. Wu Zetian was a patron of literature, poetry, and the
Buddhist religion. She commissioned numerous works and supported the translation of Buddhist texts,

which contributed to the spread of Buddhism throughout China.



3. Foreign Relations

Wu Zetian was also active in foreign diplomacy. She strengthened relationships with neighboring
countries, fostering trade and cultural exchanges. Her reign saw increased interactions with Central

Asian states, which were crucial for the Silk Road trade.

Challenges and Opposition

Despite her successes, Wu Zetian faced numerous challenges during her reign. Her rise to power was
met with resistance from Confucian scholars and aristocrats who viewed her rule as illegitimate and

contrary to traditional gender roles. Some of the challenges she faced included:
¢ Political Factionalism: Various factions within the court sought to undermine her authority. Wu
had to navigate these rivalries carefully.

¢ Public Perception: Many viewed her as a usurper, and there were persistent rumors and

propaganda against her.

e Military Threats: Wu had to manage military campaigns against both internal rebellions and

external threats, which required astute strategic planning.

Legacy and Impact

Wu Zetian's legacy is complex and multifaceted. She is often portrayed as a ruthless ruler, yet her

contributions to Chinese society and governance cannot be overlooked. Her reign is often viewed



through multiple lenses:

1. Role Model for Women

Wu Zetian's ascent to the throne serves as an important symbol of female empowerment in a
patriarchal society. Although her methods were often controversial, she demonstrated that women

could wield significant power and influence in a male-dominated world.

2. Administrative Innovations

Her reforms in the civil service and her focus on meritocracy laid the groundwork for future governance
in China. This legacy influenced subsequent dynasties, which continued to refine and build upon her

administrative innovations.

3. Cultural Contributions

The cultural patronage she offered during her reign had a lasting impact on Chinese art and literature.
Many historians argue that her rule helped elevate the status of women in cultural contexts, as her

own life story became an enduring narrative in Chinese literature.

Conclusion

Wu Zetian remains a controversial yet pivotal figure in Chinese history. As the first female emperor of
China, she shattered the glass ceiling of her time, leaving an indelible mark on the Tang Dynasty and
the course of Chinese history. Her reign challenges contemporary perspectives on gender roles in

power dynamics, and her legacy continues to inspire discussions about women's leadership in modern



society.

In summary, Wu Zetian’s life and reign encapsulate the complexities of power, gender, and

governance, making her one of the most fascinating figures in the annals of Chinese history.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the first female emperor of China?

The first female emperor of China was Empress Wu Zetian, who ruled during the Tang Dynasty.

What years did Wu Zetian rule as emperor?

Wu Zetian officially ruled as emperor from 690 to 705 AD.

How did Wu Zetian rise to power?

Wu Zetian rose to power by starting as a concubine of Emperor Gaozong, later becoming his wife, and

eventually seizing power after his death.

What were some of Wu Zetian's major contributions to China?

Wu Zetian is known for promoting education, civil service reforms, and the expansion of the imperial

examination system.

How did Wu Zetian's rule impact women's status in China?

Wu Zetian's rule is often seen as a turning point that allowed for greater visibility and influence of

women in politics and society.

What were some controversies surrounding Wu Zetian's reign?

Wu Zetian faced controversies including accusations of ruthlessness, especially regarding her

elimination of political rivals.



Is Wu Zetian portrayed positively or negatively in historical accounts?

Historical accounts of Wu Zetian are mixed; she is sometimes portrayed as a powerful leader and

other times as a tyrant.

What legacy did Wu Zetian leave in Chinese history?

Wu Zetian's legacy includes her role as a powerful female ruler and her influence on future

generations regarding women's leadership.

Are there any cultural depictions of Wu Zetian?

Yes, Wu Zetian has been depicted in various films, television series, and literature, highlighting her

complex character and reign.
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