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Abstract

During the period of the late Tang and the Five Dynasties (875-960), the women
of political and military dignitaries’ family were often able to engage in government
affairs. Even though modern historians have discussed this issue, we need further
study in the background for understanding this phenomenon. This article attempts to
analyze that the activeness of the women in the political and military dignitaries’
family since the late Tang. The female political participations usually originated from
the fierce competition of the military officials for political power, which even inspired
conflicts among families and friends. Afraid of been betrayed by their male partners,
military commanders inclined to share power with their female relatives. My
discussions start from the two main regimes in the northern China, which led by Zhu
Wen and Li Ke-Yong.

In these two regimes, most palace women, who held power and involved in
political affairs, expanded their influence through building personal networks, which
included servants in the palace and officials in the government. Moreover, many local
governor’s female relatives were also active in political arena. They not only
interfered the local administrations, but also influenced the decisions of the court by
bribing the rulers, imperial consort and higher ranking officials. Thus, women from
elite families enjoyed the privilege to participate in political issues which often
occurred in central and local government.

The initial personal networks established by the governor’s lovers in the Zhu
Wen and Li Ke-Yong’s regional governments gradually transformed into a tradition
which legitimized the political roles of empresses. In the Later Tang, the power which
the Liu Empress of Zhuangzong enjoyed was great enough to execute top ranking
officials. However, the power of court women gradually reduced after Zhuangzong
period, only remaining in the inner court and relying the favor of the emperor. To
officials in the central and local government, the connections with court women were
still useful for obtaining power and benefits, but no longer a crucial factor for their
political career. By demonstrating that the organizational and developing process of
the women’s power in local governments and inner court, this study shows the key
role of women, who were around the politicians, in the political situation between the
late Tang and the early Song Dynasties, and provides a new method to understand the
political power structures in the Five Dynasties China.

Keywords: Political History of the Five Dynasties, Female History, Female Members

of the Dignitaries’ Family, Political and Military Structure, Power Network
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