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Empress Wu Zetian: The Empress Who 
Ruled China 
In the annals of Chinese history, Empress Wu 
Zetian stands as a remarkable figure who defied 
tradition to become the only female emperor in 
Chinese history. Her reign, spanning from 690 to 
705 CE during the Tang Dynasty, left an indelible 
mark on the country. In this passage, we will delve 
into the life of Empress Wu Zetian and her 
profound impact on Chinese history. 

The Early Life of Wu Zetian 

Wu Zetian was born in 624 CE in Wenshui, Shanxi Province, China. Her family was 
not of noble birth, and she entered the imperial court as a concubine of Emperor 
Taizong. However, her intelligence and wit soon caught the emperor's attention, 
and she rose through the ranks. 

Rising to Power 

After Emperor Taizong's death, Wu Zetian became a concubine of his son, 
Emperor Gaozong. She continued to exert her influence, and eventually, she 
seized power from the empress dowager and her own son, Emperor Zhongzong. 
In 690 CE, Wu Zetian declared herself the Emperor of the Zhou Dynasty, 
establishing her own dynasty within the Tang Dynasty. 

The Reign of Empress Wu 

Empress Wu's reign was characterized by her strong leadership and reforms. She 
implemented policies aimed at strengthening the central government, including 
expanding the civil service system and promoting officials based on merit rather 
than birthright. She also worked to improve the status of women, granting them 
greater rights and opportunities for education. 

Cultural Achievements 

Empress Wu was a patron of the arts and culture. She supported the creation of 
various literary works and commissioned the construction of Buddhist temples and 
statues. Her reign saw advancements in literature and poetry, and she played a 
significant role in the spread of Buddhism in China. 
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Construction Projects 

One of Empress Wu's notable achievements was the construction of the Giant 
Wild Goose Pagoda in Xi'an, which served as a Buddhist monument and a symbol 
of her rule. She also oversaw the expansion of the Silk Road, facilitating trade and 
cultural exchange with the West. 

Challenges and Controversies 

Empress Wu's reign was not without challenges and controversies. Her rise to 
power included political maneuvering and even accusations of murder. Some 
historians have debated the extent of her contributions and whether her rule was 
tyrannical or transformative. 

The End of an Era 

In 705 CE, Empress Wu was forced to abdicate the throne in favor of her son, 
Emperor Zhongzong. She lived in exile until her death in 705 CE. Despite her 
removal from power, her legacy continued to influence Chinese history and 
culture. 

Empress Wu Zetian's Impact on Chinese History 

• Empress Wu Zetian's impact on Chinese history is profound and complex: 
• She shattered traditional gender roles by becoming the only female 

emperor in Chinese history. 
• Her reign brought significant political reforms and advancements in 

education. 
• She played a pivotal role in the spread of Buddhism in China. 
• Her legacy is still debated among historians, with some viewing her as a 

ruthless ruler and others as a transformative leader. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


