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THE UNPRECEDENTED REIGN OF WU ZHAO: CHINA'S
ONLY FEMALE EMPEROR

In  the  vast  tapestry  of  Chinese  history,  few  figures  stand  as
boldly or as controversially as Wu Zhao, better known to the
world  as  Wu  Zetian.  She  was  a  woman  who  defied  every
convention  of  her  time,  rising  from  a  modest  concubine  to
become the only female emperor in China's long imperial history.
Her reign, which spanned the late 7th and early 8th centuries
during  the  Tang  Dynasty,  was  marked  by  political  brilliance,
ruthless  ambition,  and  a  legacy  that  continues  to  fascinate
historians  and casual  readers  alike.  To  understand Wu Zhao,
China's female emperor, is to understand a story of unparalleled
determination,  strategic genius,  and the complex dynamics of
power in ancient China.
Wu Zhao's life was nothing short of extraordinary. Born into a
family of modest but respectable standing in 624 CE, she entered
the palace as a young woman to serve Emperor Taizong. Her
intelligence and sharp wit quickly set her apart, but it was after
Taizong's death that her true ascent began. She maneuvered
through the treacherous currents of court politics with a skill that
few could match, eventually becoming the empress consort to
Emperor Gaozong, Taizong's son. From this position, she laid the
groundwork  for  her  unprecedented  claim  to  the  ultimate
authority.  When  she  finally  declared  herself  emperor  in  690  CE,
founding the Zhou dynasty, she shattered a glass ceiling that had
held firm for millennia.

The Early Years: From
Concubine to Empress
Wu Zhao's early life in the palace was a crucible that forged her
ambition. As a low-ranking concubine, she was expected to be
seen  and  not  heard,  but  Wu  Zhao  was  never  one  to  follow
expectations quietly. She educated herself extensively, studying
history,  literature, and the art of  governance. This intellectual
foundation would later  serve as the bedrock of  her  rule.  Her
relationship with Emperor Taizong offered her a front-row seat to
the mechanics of imperial power, but it was her connection with
his son, Gaozong, that would prove transformative.
After Taizong's death, Wu Zhao, like many concubines, was sent
to a Buddhist convent. This could have been the end of her story,
but Wu Zhao, China's female emperor in waiting, refused to fade
into  obscurity.  She  maintained  secret  correspondence  with
Gaozong,  who  had  ascended  the  throne.  When  Gaozong's
empress, Wang, fell out of favor, Wu Zhao saw her opportunity.
She returned to the palace and systematically  eliminated her
rivals, including Empress Wang and another favored concubine,
Consort  Xiao.  Her methods were ruthless,  but they were also
effective.  By  655  CE,  she  was  officially  installed  as  Gaozong's
empress.

Consolidating Power as
Empress Consort
As empress consort, Wu Zhao did not merely stand in the shadow
of  her  husband.  She  actively  involved  herself  in  state  affairs,  a
role that was highly unusual for women of her time. Emperor
Gaozong suffered from debilitating health issues, which created a
power vacuum that Wu Zhao was only too eager to fill. She began
reviewing  memorials,  advising  on  policy,  and  making  key
decisions. She became known as the "Heavenly Empress" and
was widely recognized as the real power behind the throne.
During  this  period,  Wu  Zhao  cultivated  a  network  of  loyal
supporters and informants. She understood that information was
the currency of power, and she invested heavily in it. She also
promoted  capable  officials  based  on  merit  rather  than  birth,  a
policy that would define her later reign. This approach generated
resentment among the old aristocratic families, who saw their
traditional privileges eroding. But Wu Zhao was undeterred. She
knew that to secure her position, she needed to build a new base
of support among the common people and the rising scholarly
class.

THE DECLARATION OF EMPIRE: WU ZHAO BECOMES
EMPEROR

When Emperor Gaozong died in 683 CE, Wu Zhao faced a choice.
She could remain a dowager empress, ruling through her sons, or
she could seize the ultimate prize for herself. Initially, she ruled
as  regent  for  her  son,  Zhongzong,  but  she quickly  found his
independence threatening. She deposed him and replaced him
with another son, Ruizong, who was more compliant. But even
this  arrangement  was  not  enough.  Wu  Zhao,  China's  female
emperor, wanted the title itself.
In 690 CE, she made her move. She forced Ruizong to abdicate
and declared the establishment of the Zhou dynasty, with herself
as  its  emperor.  This  was an act  of  staggering audacity.  In  a
society where women were expected to be subservient, where
Confucian  doctrine  firmly  placed  women  below  men,  Wu  Zhao
claimed the highest authority in the land. She adopted the title
"Emperor"  (Huangdi),  not  "Empress,"  and she expected to be
addressed and treated as a sovereign ruler in every respect.

Reforms and Achievements
During Her Reign
Wu  Zhao's  reign  as  emperor  was  marked  by  significant
achievements  in  governance,  culture,  and  social  policy.  She
understood  that  a  stable  and  prosperous  realm  required  a
capable administration, and she took bold steps to ensure that
the  best  talents  rose  to  the  top.  One  of  her  most  enduring
contributions  was  the  expansion  and  strengthening  of  the
imperial  examination  system.  By  emphasizing  merit  over
aristocratic  lineage,  she opened doors for  talented individuals
from humble backgrounds to serve in government.

Meritocratic Governance: Wu Zhao expanded the civil
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service examinations, reducing the influence of the old
nobility and creating a more professional bureaucracy.
Military Expansion: She strengthened the Tang military,
launching successful campaigns that extended Chinese
influence into Central Asia and Korea.
Economic Prosperity: Under her rule, the economy
flourished. Trade along the Silk Road expanded, and
agricultural productivity increased through improved
irrigation and land reform.
Cultural Patronage: Wu Zhao was a generous patron of
the arts and literature. She supported Buddhist institutions
and commissioned monumental works, including the
famous Longmen Grottoes statues.
Social Reform: She elevated the status of women in
certain respects, commissioning biographies of exemplary
women and promoting female literacy, though within the
bounds of her own power structure.

Perhaps her most ambitious project was the construction of a
new capital  city  at  Luoyang,  which  she  renamed the  "Divine
Capital."  Here,  she  built  a  magnificent  palace  complex  and
administrative center that rivaled Chang'an in splendor. The city
became a symbol of her power and a physical manifestation of
her dynasty's legitimacy. She also commissioned the compilation
of important historical and literary works, ensuring that her reign
would be remembered and studied.

The Role of Buddhism in
Wu Zhao's Legitimacy
Wu Zhao was a master of political propaganda, and she used
religion to bolster her claim to the throne. Buddhism, which had
been  growing  in  influence  in  China,  provided  a  convenient
ideological  framework  for  her  rule.  Buddhist  texts  contained
prophecies about a female ruler who would appear to save the
world, and Wu Zhao's propagandists were quick to point out that
she was this prophesied figure. She portrayed herself as a living
Buddha,  a  cakravartin  (universal  monarch)  who  would  bring
enlightenment and prosperity to the world.
She lavished resources on Buddhist monasteries and temples,
commissioning the construction of the famous "Heavenly Hall"
with its colossal Buddha statue. This patronage was not merely a
matter of personal piety; it was a calculated strategy to legitimize
her  rule  and  undermine  her  Confucian  critics.  The  Buddhist
clergy, in turn, supported her reign and helped spread her image
as  a  divinely  sanctioned  ruler.  This  symbiotic  relationship
between church and state was a hallmark of her rule.

CONTROVERSIES AND THE DARKER SIDE OF HER
RULE

No  account  of  Wu  Zhao,  China's  female  emperor,  would  be
complete without addressing the controversies that surrounded
her. Her rise to power was marked by violence and intrigue. She
was accused of murdering her own daughter to frame her rival,
Empress  Wang,  though  historical  evidence  for  this  is
circumstantial.  She  also  imprisoned  and  exiled  her  own sons
when they threatened her authority. Her reign featured a secret
police network that persecuted dissent and eliminated political
opponents with ruthless efficiency.
One of the most notorious figures of her reign was Lai Junchen, a
ruthless  official  who  headed  the  secret  police.  He  used  torture
and  false  accusations  to  crush  opposition,  creating  an
atmosphere of fear and paranoia. While it is unclear how much

Wu  Zhao  personally  endorsed  his  methods,  she  certainly
benefited from the climate of control they created. However, she
also  eventually  executed  Lai  Junchen  when  his  excesses
threatened to destabilize the realm, demonstrating her pragmatic
approach to governance.
Historians have debated Wu Zhao's character for centuries. Was
she a visionary reformer who broke barriers, or a power-hungry
tyrant  who would  stop at  nothing to  achieve her  goals?  The
answer, as with most historical figures, is complex. She was both
capable  of  great  cruelty  and  great  vision.  She  advanced the
cause  of  meritocracy  while  simultaneously  undermining  the
traditional  social  order.  She  promoted  Buddhism  while
suppressing  her  Confucian  critics.  She  was  a  woman  of
contradictions, and it is this complexity that makes her such a
compelling figure.

Her Later Years and the
End of the Zhou Dynasty
As  Wu  Zhao  aged,  the  question  of  succession  became
increasingly urgent. She had exiled or alienated her sons, and her
relationship with her heirs was fraught with tension. In her later
years, she fell in love with two brothers, Zhang Changzong and
Zhang Yizhi,  who became her trusted confidants. Their influence
at  court  generated  resentment  among  the  nobility  and  officials,
who saw them as upstarts corrupting the emperor's judgment.
In  705  CE,  a  coup  was  launched  by  senior  officials  who  were
determined to restore the Tang dynasty. Wu Zhao was forced to
abdicate  in  favor  of  her  son,  Zhongzong.  She  died  shortly
thereafter, at the age of 81, ending one of the most remarkable
reigns in Chinese history. The Zhou dynasty was abolished, and
the Tang dynasty was restored. But Wu Zhao's legacy endured.
She had proven that a woman could rule China with competence,
strength, and vision.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF WU ZHAO

The legacy of Wu Zhao, China's female emperor, is multifaceted
and enduring. She remains a subject of intense scholarly interest
and popular fascination. In China, she is remembered as both a
symbol  of  female  ambition  and  a  cautionary  tale  about  the
dangers  of  unchecked  power.  Her  reign  demonstrated  that
gender  was  not  an  inherent  barrier  to  leadership,  even  in  a
deeply  patriarchal  society.  She  inspired  future  generations  of
women, though few would dare to emulate her path to power.
In recent years, Wu Zhao has been reevaluated by historians who
emphasize  her  administrative  achievements  and  her  role  in
shaping the Tang dynasty at its height. The examination system
she  championed  continued  to  influence  Chinese  governance  for
over a thousand years. Her military campaigns secured China's
borders and expanded its  influence.  Her  patronage of  Buddhism
helped shape Chinese religious culture. In many ways, she was a
ruler ahead of her time.
The story of Wu Zhao is also a reminder of the fragility of political
power and the importance of legitimacy. She built her empire on
a foundation of talent, propaganda, and fear. But in the end, the
old order reasserted itself, and the Tang dynasty was restored.
Yet her reign left an indelible mark on Chinese history, and she
remains the only woman in Chinese history to hold the title of
emperor in her own right.
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Key Takeaways from the
Reign of Wu Zhao

Breaking Gender Barriers: Wu Zhao shattered the1.
ultimate glass ceiling of her era, demonstrating that a
woman could rule as emperor with authority and
effectiveness.
Meritocratic Reforms: Her emphasis on the imperial2.
examination system helped create a more capable and
diverse bureaucracy, reducing the stranglehold of
aristocratic families on government positions.
Cultural and Religious Influence: Her patronage of3.
Buddhism and the arts left lasting cultural monuments,
including the Longmen Grottoes and the expansion of
Luoyang.
Military Strength: Tang military campaigns during her4.

reign extended Chinese influence and secured trade routes,
contributing to the prosperity of the empire.
Complex Legacy: Wu Zhao remains a figure of5.
controversy, admired for her vision and condemned for her
ruthlessness. Her life challenges simple judgments and
continues to provoke debate.

CONCLUSION

Wu Zhao, China's female emperor, was a figure of extraordinary
ambition,  intelligence,  and  resilience.  She  rose  from  humble
beginnings to claim the highest title in the land, ruling with a firm
hand and a clear vision for over two decades. Her reign was
marked by significant  achievements  in  governance,  culture,  and
military expansion, but it was also shadowed by controversy and
ruthlessness.  She  remains  one  of  the  most  fascinating  and
debated  figures  in  Chinese  history,  a  woman  who  defied  all
expectations and left an indelible mark on the world. Whether
viewed as


