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Abstract. During the Han dynasties, frequent instances of imperial consorts interfering in state
affairs profoundly impacted the political landscape and the exercise of imperial authority. This paper
comprehensively analyzes historical records and relevant research findings to explore the causes of
such involvement from five perspectives: ethical concepts, institutional design, economic
foundations, familial influence, and the personal capabilities of key figures. Research reveals that
the concept of filial governance and the notion of the “filial mother” provided ethical legitimacy for
imperial women's involvement. Institutional frameworks such as the imperial seal system,
subordinate official structures, and the practice of ruling from behind the curtain created institutional
space for their political participation. Economic resources including ritual bathing estates, private
treasuries, and imperial treasury subsidies formed the material foundation for the harem's political
influence. Empresses and empress dowagers extended their power through the support of their
maternal clans, simultaneously sowing the seeds for clan-based autocracy. while exemplary figures
like LU Zhi, Deng Sui, and Wang Zhengjun wielded exceptional political acumen to render imperial
consort intervention more effective. In summary, the causes of imperial consort intervention during
the Han dynasties were multifaceted, resulting from the interplay of multiple factors. This
phenomenon not only exposed inherent flaws in the imperial power structure but also provided
historical lessons for the subsequent development of crown prince succession systems, restrictions
on imperial relatives, and palace seclusion policies.
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1. Introduction

During the Han Dynasty, imperial consorts frequently exerted political influence, profoundly
impacting the political landscape and imperial authority[1]. From Lii Zhi's precedent of ruling from
behind the scenes, to Deng Sui's regency in the Eastern Han, to Wang Zhengjun's prolonged
dominance over court affairs, women of the imperial harem played pivotal roles in state politics[2].
This phenomenon not only altered the political trajectory of the Han dynasties but also shaped
subsequent dynasties' institutional responses to harem and imperial in-law issues.

Academic research on imperial consort political intervention has yielded notable findings,
primarily focusing on ethical concepts, institutional arrangements, economic foundations, and the
influence of imperial relatives[3]. Some scholars emphasize how the principles of filial governance
and the concept of the “filial mother” provided legitimacy for imperial consorts' political participation.
Others examine how the imperial seal system, the subordinate official structure, and the practice of
ruling in the name of the emperor granted institutional power to the imperial consorts[4]. while others
examine how economic resources like ritual bathing estates and private wealth became crucial pillars
of imperial consort intervention. Existing studies often prioritize single-dimensional analyses, lacking
systematic examination of the interactive mechanisms among ethics, institutions, economics, familial
networks, and individual capabilities.

Building upon prior research and integrating historical records with relevant scholarly findings,
this paper proposes a comprehensive examination of imperial consort political intervention during
the Han dynasties from five perspectives: ethical concepts, institutional design, economic foundations,
familial influence, and the personal capabilities of key figures[5]. The study aims to reveal the
multifaceted causes and underlying logic of imperial consort political intervention, thereby offering
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a more comprehensive understanding of the complexity of Han dynasty political operations and
providing new interpretive perspectives on the formation and evolution of related institutions in
subsequent eras[6].

2. Ethical Concepts and the Legitimacy of Imperial Consort Intervention

The Han dynasties upheld filial piety as the cornerstone of governance. This principle not only
constrained the emperor's personal conduct but was elevated to a fundamental tenet of state
administration. Within this value system, the mother, as the central object of filial devotion,
transcended familial boundaries to attain national significance[7]. As sovereign of the realm, the
emperor was obligated to exemplify filial piety before the empire. Reverence for the mother thus
transformed from private ethics into a state political duty. Consequently, the empress dowager was
formally granted status superior to that of ministers, gaining the potential to directly intervene in state
affairs. This political discourse centered on filial piety became a crucial source of legitimate power
for women within the imperial harem[8]. In order to visualize the trend of each influencing factor in
the harem over time, the following graph shows the relevant content:

Pethical = @ - L (1)

As the concept of filial governance spread and solidified, the notion of “filial piety toward one's
mother” gradually took root, further expanding the political authority of both empress dowagers and
empresses. The empress dowager was not only the sovereign of the inner court but also regarded as
the emperor's educator and advisor[9]. Her words and actions were often interpreted as carrying the
weight of maternal instruction, granting her an unquestionable status within the court. The frequent
historical references to “acting upon the Empress Dowager's edict” demonstrate how this ethical
concept became institutionalized into political practice, enabling the Empress Dowager to participate
in state affairs openly and even exercise imperial authority in exceptional circumstances[10]. The
filial mother concept extended the power of women in the inner court beyond the palace walls,
directly into the governance of the state.

The politicization of ethical values provided operational legitimacy for the inner court's
involvement in state affairs. When exercising power, empress dowagers and empresses often cloaked
their personal interventions within the framework of national ethics, citing the justifications of
“assisting a young sovereign” or “serving as a maternal model for the realm.” Lii Zhi governed in the
name of the mother-queen, while Deng Sui administered state affairs under the pretext of nurturing
the young emperor—both employing filial piety discourse to drape their political actions in a cloak
of legitimacy[11]. This fusion of ethics and politics meant that imperial consort intervention not only
did not violate state values but was instead regarded as a necessary measure to uphold the greater
good and stabilize court governance[12]. In order to clearly show the distribution of political power
in the harem among different influencing factors, the following figure presents specific data:
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Figure 1 Harem Influence Factors Over Time
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3. Dual Support from Institutions and Economy

3.1. Institutional Design: The Systemic Space Empowering the Imperial Harem

Within the political structures of the Han dynasties, institutional design explicitly carved out
operational space for the imperial harem's political involvement. Ethical conventions resolved
legitimacy issues, while institutional arrangements further transformed this legitimacy into
executable authority. During periods of imperial infancy, power vacuums, or political instability, the
court often institutionally recognized and reinforced the authority of the Empress Dowager and
Empress. This granted them not only formal reverence but also practical decision-making power in
governance. Institutions thus became the pivotal link enabling the imperial harem to transition from
“being permitted to interfere in politics” to “being able to interfere in politics.” In analyzing the
impact of ethical legitimacy on harem power, the relationship between the two can be expressed
through the following formula:

Pinstitution = B : (R +A+ C) (2)

More significantly, the institutional practice of “regent rule” emerged. When emperors were young,
weak, or absent, empress dowagers often assumed regency as maternal figures, directly presiding
over state affairs. The regencies of Lii Zhi and Deng Sui were outcomes of this institutional
empowerment. Regent rule not only enabled women of the imperial harem to exercise imperial
authority under institutional legitimacy but also, to a significant extent, preserved the continuity and
stability of the regime. While this system could potentially spark disputes over power transitions
during implementation, it established a legitimate pathway for women of the harem to assume control
of state affairs during critical moments. This transformed harem power from one reliant solely on
personal capability or support from imperial relatives into a political reality sanctioned by institutional
recognition. Exploring the role of institutions in supporting harem governance, the following formula
can be used to quantify the association of related elements:

Peconomic =Y (T+F+G) (3)
3.2. Economic Foundation: The Wealth and Political Influence of the Imperial Harem

Within the political structure of the Han dynasties, economic resources constituted a crucial
condition enabling women of the imperial harem to effectively intervene in state affairs. While ethics
and institutional frameworks provided legitimacy and institutionalized channels for their political
participation, such power often proved difficult to sustain without sufficient economic backing. The
harem possessed independent sources of wealth that not only secured its members' livelihoods and
prestige but also provided the material foundation for political activities both within and outside the
court. Economic strength thus became a crucial prerequisite for the empress dowager's political
influence to take root.

Empress Dowagers, meanwhile, not only inherited the wealth left by the deceased emperor but
could also rely on provisions from the imperial treasury to further expand their economic influence.
Precisely for this reason, Empress Dowagers typically enjoyed more enduring financial backing than
Empresses in political struggles. Regarding the contribution of economic resources to the political
influence of the harem, the relationship can be captured by the following equation:

Pfamily =6-E (4)

While economic foundations provided essential conditions for harem intervention in governance,
they also harbored inherent risks. The accumulation and control of vast wealth easily aroused the
covetousness of powerful ministers and could even become the fuse for political strife. Imperial
consorts and empresses dowager often leveraged their economic resources to bolster the influence of
their maternal clans, frequently leading to excessive concentration of power that ultimately threatened
the imperial authority itself. While economic factors empowered the imperial harem, they also

184



Highlights in Business, Economics and Management GEFHR 2025
Volume 65 (2025)

intensified the complexity of the political landscape. They served as both the material foundation for
harem women's political involvement and a significant source of potential political crises.

3.3. Family Factors: The Support and Risks of Imperial Consorts' Clans

Within the political landscape of the Han dynasties, the power wielded by women of the imperial
harem could not be established solely through personal ability or institutional arrangements. The
relationship between the harem and the maternal clans formed a mutually dependent and mutually
reinforcing political dynamic The impact of family or clan support on harem power can be illustrated
with the help of the following formula:

100

Figure 2 Distribution of Harem Political Power

Empresses often leveraged maternal clan influence to consolidate their authority during their rise
to power. During L Zhi's reign, the Lii clan extensively entered politics, nearly rivaling the imperial
authority of the Liu family. Similarly, Empress Deng of the Eastern Han dynasty stabilized the
political landscape by leveraging the support of the Deng clan. The effect of individual competence
on the political role of women in the harem can be expressed by the following equation:

Ppersonal =-(D+M+5) )

The support of imperial in-laws was not merely an asset for the harem's political intervention; it
also harbored immense risks. Once the power of the imperial in-laws grew too great, they could
potentially supplant imperial authority or even trigger regime change. The Eastern Han Dynasty
repeatedly witnessed power struggles between imperial consorts' families and eunuchs, leading to
prolonged political instability. These events demonstrate that while the support of imperial consorts'
families bolstered the political power of women in the imperial harem, it also became the greatest
latent threat within the imperial power structure.

4. The Role of Key Figures and Individual Capabilities

The realization of imperial consort intervention relied not only on ethical, institutional, economic,
and familial underpinnings but crucially on the political talents of pivotal figures themselves.
Historical figures like Lii Zhi, Deng Sui, and Wang Zhengjun transformed external conditions into
tangible power through exceptional political judgment, administrative competence, and situational
control, making imperial consort intervention a tangible reality. This demonstrates the irreplaceable
role of individual capability within the harem's power structure. Taking into account all the
influencing factors, the total political power of the harem can be calculated by the following formula:

Ptotal = l)ethical + Pinstitution + Peconomic + Pfamily + Ppersonal (6)

As the first empress dowager to rule in the Western Han dynasty, Lii Zhi's political prowess was
primarily manifested in decisive decision-making and crisis management. Facing the power vacuum
after Emperor Hui's early death, she swiftly established a political network centered on the Lii clan.
She enfeoffed relatives, appointed meritorious officials, seized military control, and simultaneously
countered rebellions among imperial kin and border threats. Lii Zhi's ability to stabilize the court
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while consolidating her family's interests amid complex turmoil demonstrated exceptional political
wisdom and situational mastery, cementing her status as the pioneer who institutionalized imperial
consort intervention.

5. Conclusion

The intervention of the imperial harem in Han dynasty politics resulted from the interplay of
multiple factors: ethics, institutional frameworks, economics, familial networks, and individual
capabilities. Institutional arrangements—including imperial seals, subordinate official systems, and
the practice of ruling in the emperor's name—established formalized, institutionalized channels for
harem power.

The Han dynasties' imperial harem interference not only serves as a crucial case study for
examining Han political operations and power distribution but also offers a representative sample for
understanding the interplay between “gender and power” in ancient China. By systematically
analyzing the interlocking mechanisms of ethics, institutions, economics, family dynamics, and
individual capabilities, one can more comprehensively grasp the origins and operational logic of
harem power, providing profound insights for research on ancient political systems.
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