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A Loyal Minister to Cao Cao, but also a
Traitor to the Han Dynasty: The “Loyalty”
Evaluation of the Characters of Cao Wel in

Romance of the Three Kingdoms

Iseng, Shih-Hao

Assistant Professor, Department of Language and Creative Writing,

National Taipei University of Education

Abstract

This thesis focuses on the loyal ministers of Cao Wei in “Romance of the Three
Kingdoms” questioning the fine line between good and evil. Under the thought of
‘Support Liu Bei, oppose Cao Cao’, Zhao Yun, Guan Yu and Zhuge Liang dedicating
their lives to Shu Han, while Huang Zong, Yan Yan and Jiang Wei defected to Shu Han
from their original nations were praised by the novelist and the critics. Besides, should
those who contributed to the traitor Cao Cao be called loyal ministers? In Chapter 6, Cao
Cao was attacked while he was pursuing Dong Zhou alone and finally rescued by Cao
Hong. The critic Li Zhi claimed that Cao Hong was not only a loyal minister to Cao Cao
but also a traitor to the Han Dynasty. How to explain the morality of a character who
remained loyal to Cao Wei and mutinied against Shu Han under the orthodoxy of the
novelist? The author of the novel lamented that such great ministers as Dian Wei, Xu Zhu,
Zhang Liao, Pang De and so on were the stalwart supporters to rebels like Cao Cao

suggesting the complex relationship of morality and loyalty. Thus, the thesis focuses on
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how the ministers of Cao Wei in the novel, the critical annotations and the reviews of

readers challenge the traditional moral boundaries.

Keywords:  “Romance of the Three Kingdoms”, Cao Wei, Loyalty, Good and Evil,

Marginalia
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