
Unveiling the Secret Lives and Influence of
Women in Ancient China
Women And Power In Imperial China

The history of Imperial China is often perceived as being male-dominated, with
images of emperors, warlords, and scholars capturing our imagination. However,
one aspect that is often overlooked is the significant influence that women
wielded behind the scenes. From empresses and consorts to influential mothers
and concubines, women in Imperial China played crucial roles in shaping the
political, cultural, and social landscape of the country.

1. Empresses and Consorts: Rulers Behind the Throne

While the emperor's power may have been undisputed, many empresses and
consorts were the true power holders. Empresses played a vital role in decision-
making, effectively ruling alongside their husbands. One such example is
Empress Wu Zetian, who reigned as China's only female emperor during the
Tang Dynasty. She seized power and ruled with great influence, leaving a lasting
impact on Chinese history.
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Consorts, too, held significant sway over decision-making processes. Their close
relationships with the emperor allowed them to influence policies, appointments,
and even military strategies. Some consorts, such as Empress Dowager Cixi in
the late Qing Dynasty, are renowned for their ability to manipulate power from
behind the scenes, oftentimes overshadowing the emperor himself.

2. Mothers: The Silent Puppeteers

In Imperial China, mothers played a crucial role in shaping their sons' paths to
power. Behind many great men were even greater mothers, who carefully
orchestrated their upbringing and education. One such influential mother was
Empress Dowager Cixi, who ensured her son's ascension to the throne and later
ruled as a regent.

These women, known as "dragon mothers," exercised formidable control and
influence over their sons' careers, determined their marriages, and even
orchestrated political alliances through strategic marriages. Their behind-the-
scenes work and manipulation often resulted in significant political shifts and
dynastic changes.

3. Concubines: Power in the Shadows

While empresses and consorts held official titles and formal positions, concubines
played a different yet equally important role in the imperial court. Often chosen for
their beauty, intelligence, or unique skills, concubines could rise through the
ranks, gaining favor and influence.
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Cixi, once again, serves as an excellent example of the power concubines held.
Originally a low-ranking concubine, she steadily climbed the hierarchy, eventually
becoming the emperor's most influential partner. Concubines were not only
involved in the emperor's personal life but were also often part of political and
decision-making processes.

4. Intellectual Power: Women as Scholars and Writers

While political power was concentrated in the hands of a few elite women, others
sought influence through intellectual pursuits. Scholars and writers, such as Ban
Zhao during the Han Dynasty, made significant contributions to philosophy,
literature, and historical writings. Their works not only preserved important
cultural knowledge but also challenged traditional gender roles and expectations.

These women defied societal norms, showcasing their intellectual prowess and
paving the way for future generations of female scholars and writers. Their
contributions to Chinese literature and culture continue to shape our
understanding of ancient China.

5. Women in Art and Fashion: Expressing Power and Influence

While politics and intellectual pursuits were avenues for women to exert power,
art and fashion also offered opportunities for expression and influence. Ancient
Chinese women, particularly those from affluent families, displayed their wealth
and status through intricate clothing, accessories, and hairstyles.

Additionally, women played a significant role in the flourishing art scene, both as
creators and patrons of the arts. Their support for artists and their commissioned
works showcased their taste, sophistication, and financial power.



Imperial China may have been dominated by powerful men, but the role of
women cannot be underestimated. Empresses, consorts, mothers, concubines,
scholars, and artists all played crucial roles in shaping the trajectory of Chinese
history. From wielding political influence to challenging societal norms, these
women defied expectations and left an indelible mark on Chinese culture and
society.

It is essential to explore and appreciate the hidden stories of women in Imperial
China, as they serve as a reminder that power can be found even in the
seemingly powerless. By studying the lives and accomplishments of these
remarkable women, we gain a more comprehensive understanding of the
multifaceted nature of power and its manifestation in different contexts.

So let us unveil the secret lives and influence of women in ancient China and
celebrate their rightful place in history.
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Women and Power in Imperial China focuses on the status and roles of women in
China, especially those who had a significant influence on governing the empire.
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In providing the background for its main theme, the book inevitably summarizes
the principal events and social development of China throughout the imperial
period. A reading of the book’s narrative from beginning to end provides an to the
history of China, supplemented by an in-depth look at the often neglected role of
the women in this generally paternalistic society. It is unusually comprehensive in
covering its topic from pre-Imperial China to modern times and including
discussion of both ethnic Han and non-Han cultures and the impact of their
differences on women and power.
In treating its subject, the author introduces the reader to the many women who
rose to prominence and even de facto rule of the empire, including the great
Empress Dowager Lü in the Han Dynasty whose ruled as a regent from 190-185
B.C.E., and is the only regent to have her rule officially recognized in history. Her
ambition was exceeded by Empress Wu in the Tang Dynasty, who ruled China for
a total of about forty-five years; first in the name of her husband, then as regent
for her sons. Finally, in 690 C.E., Wu made her son abdicate and proclaimed
herself Emperor of a new dynasty. These two famous rulers along with Empress
Dowager Cixi of the Qing Dynasty are known in the West as the three most
powerful women in Chinese history. Cixi ruled until her death in 1908 C.E., just
after placing her young nephew Puyi on the throne. The abdication of this boy
Emperor in 1911 brought the long history of Imperial China to a close.
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