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History of Heterosexual Love in China:
An Analysis of the Tales of Emperor
Xuan Zong and Yang Guifei

KAWATA, Koh

Summary

European historians and sociologists famously claim that heterosexual love was
created by poets in the Middle Ages and strengthened by the centralization of society
in early modern times. This paper reveals the historical appearance of and changes in
heterosexual love by analyzing the tales of Emperor Xuan Zong and his consort Yang
Guifei, which were handed down for more than a thousand years from the Tang
Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty. Although some ancient Chinese folktales depict
protagonists’ thirst for salvation in their heterosexual relationships, the importance of
lasting love was first articulated in Juyi Bai’s Changhen Ge (everlasting sorrow) , which is
the first part of the tales of Emperor Xuan Zong and Yang Guifei. However, this
articulation was expressed only as a mere fantasy in the form of a lyric poem. The
ultimate value of heterosexual love was explicitly expressed only after the reign of the
late Ming Dynasty. This increase in the value of love was accompanied by the process
of social centralization in China. In particular, after the reign of the Song Dynasty,
during which society was centralized and controlled by the state, a type of femininity
began to be idealized as a reaction to this centralization, and people’s faith in various
goddesses flourished, which was reflected in the tales of Emperor Xuan Zong and
Yang Guifei. Chang Sheng Dian, which was the final and most acclaimed compilation
of the tales, was created during the reign of the Qing Dynasty. It expressed the
secularized idealization of the intimate relationship among lovers and enjoyed
significant popularity. This process of idealization of reciprocal heterosexual love in
China is similar to the process of discovery of love in Europe. However, the process

is longer and more complex in China than Europe.
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