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A Critical Analysis of the Discourse and Cultural
Implications of the "Female Calamity' Trope in “The
Unofficial Biography of Zhao Feiyan” and “The Unofficial
Biography of Yang Taizhen”

Lee Chao-Hung*
Abstract

The concept of the female calamity has a long-standing presence in Chinese cultural
thought. However, with the rise of Neo-Confucianism during the Song dynasty,
women’s social status declined significantly, and numerous norms further disparaging
women were established. Even the emperor’s indulgence in sensual pleasures and
negligence of state affairs were often interpreted as being caused by consorts who
bewitched the ruler and disrupted governance. “The Unofficial Biography of Zhao
Feiyan” and “The Unofficial Biography of Yang Taizhen”, two novels of marvelous
tales from the Song dynasty, were composed under such a sociocultural climate. The
protagonists, Zhao Feiyan and Yang Guifei, are portrayed as figures who brought chaos
to the state and downfall to the empire. As cultural products created under male-
dominated authority, both works adopt the form and structure of historical biography,
as reflected in their titles. The authors may have intended to document historical events
and restore the "truth,” aiming to offer moral instruction through historical narrative
and thereby rectify the ills of the present. According to existing research, both texts

metaphorically associate the private affairs of emperors and their consorts with the rise
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and fall of dynasties, serving as warnings to rulers: only by cultivating inner sage-like
virtue and outward kingly demeanor can long-term national stability be achieved.
Furthermore, these narratives view women as subordinate to men and are filled with
objectifying depictions of the female body and character. They caution against jealousy
and licentiousness, emphasizing adherence to traditional female virtues and reinforcing
the image of women as idealized according to male expectations. Although both novels
place imperial consorts, not emperors, at the center of the narrative, subverting the
typical hierarchical structure in which the emperor is the main subject and the consorts
are subordinate, the ultimate responsibility for the nation’s downfall still lies with the
monarch. Thus, the emperor remains the true origin of the calamity and must bear the

primary blame.
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