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The Institution of Polygamy in the Chinese Imperial
Palace

KEITH McMAHON

This study examines Chinese imperial polygamy under two aspects, as institution and
actual practice. Institution refers to its existence as a set of rules and expectations, practice
to the actual ways in which imperial people carried out polygamy as recorded in both his-
torical and fictional sources. The key to the institutionalization of polygamy had to do
with the idea that a ruler did not engage in polygamy because he wanted to, but
because he had to in order to fulfill his role as Son of Heaven. He was obligated to
extend the patriline and was as if following a hallowed directive. Practice had to do
with what rules and expectations could not control or predict, including how a man jus-
tified his role as polygamist, his polygamous transgressions, and how he dealt with the
main challenge to polygamous harmony, women’s jealousy and rivalry.

HE BIOGRAPHY OF THE first empress of the Sui dynasty (581-618) contains an unpre-
Tcedented statement: “The emperor and empress were a companionate couple who
swore that they would have children by no other woman.” As it turned out, however,
the emperor impregnated one of his concubines, after which the empress had her
killed. The infuriated ruler, Yang Jian (541-604), fled the palace on horseback and
rode many miles until reached by pursuing attendants, when he heaved a deep sigh
and said, “Here I am an emperor, yet I cannot do as I please” (Li Yanshou 1974,
14:532-33). The oath they made to have children by the empress alone was unprece-
dented because virtually all Chinese emperors were not only expected but pressured
to have children by multiple wives. That the empress murdered the rival consort was a
serious transgression, though not unusual in the history of Chinese imperial polygamy.
That the emperor should complain in such a way signals that he who was allowed and
expected to have multiple wives was in fact subject to limits upon his relations with
women. Far from being a mere expression of his personal will, polygamy was an insti-
tution that governed him by rules and values. It was a set of sexual and marital expec-
tations that was intimately influenced by the relations between one man, many
women, and their offspring.1
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Some form of polygamy was the rule rather than the exception in royal courts
throughout the world, including China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Siam, Laos, Java,
Arabia, Persia, Mongol Central Asia, Mughal India, Ottoman Turkey, Nigeria, Mayan
and Aztec regimes, ancient Ireland and Iceland, and ancient Biblical kingdoms, among
others. It was in general institutionally regulated. The profligate ruler who staged
orgies in his harem was relatively rare, although widely known about. By the time of
the Sui ruler, how to be a polygamist was something that had existed for centuries as a
system of principles and beliefs. Besides what could be written down and preached,
there was also that which the people around the emperor did to influence and affect
him, of whom the murderous Sui empress was an extreme and transgressive example.
Together the institution and the actions of people around him constituted a set of con-
straints, which fell into two general and sometimes overlapping categories: the insti-
tutional aspects of polygamy, on the one hand, which had to do with rules, values, and
customs, and, on the other hand, the doings of actual people, which can be found in cen-
turies worth of written sources about the imperial family.

Polygamy was an affirmation of male potency. The presence of many women con-
noted a strong ruler blessed with fertility. Many polygamous societies had the custom
of segregating the ruler’s women in special quarters, thus the Arabic loan word harem,
often used to refer to the women’s quarters of polygamous rulers all over the world.
Harem comes from an Arabic root referring to the forbidden, sacred, taboo, and inviol-
able (in practice referring not just to the women’s quarters but to any sanctuary or sacred
place that was forbidden to common outsiders). Not all courts practiced such strict seg-
regation, including Mayan and Aztec regimes and European courts. Even within Islamic
culture, Muslim women in Mughal India were more prominent in politics, diplomacy,
trade, and other activities than their counterparts in the Persian, Arabic, and Ottoman-
Turkish worlds (Balabanlilar 2010; Lal 2007; Mernissi 1993; Peirce 1993). So were the
wives of Mongol and other Inner Asian peoples, from whom the Mughals were des-
cended. Where there was Christianity, on the other hand, there was monogamy, thus
Europe and Byzantium (Duggan 1997; Garland 1999; Herrin 2001). Monogamy was
the exception rather than the rule. But even in Christian realms, male rulers had mis-
tresses. Although polygamy was foreign and prohibited, Christian men, even popes,
engaged in what can be called polygamous mating. Louis XIV (r. 1643-1715) was open
about his mistress Madame de Montespan (1641-1707), but secretive about others
(Norberg 2008). Russia’s Ivan IV (r. 1533-84) was like England’s Henry VIII (r. 1509—
47) in that, when he tired of one woman, he did away with her and married the next
(Thyrét 2008). Ivan forced unwanted wives to become nuns (who continued nevertheless
to maintain ties with the court), while Henry annulled his marriage with Catherine of
Aragon, had Anne Boleyn beheaded, annulled his marriage with Anne of Cleves, and
had Catherine Howard beheaded. The French kings were Catholic and could not
divorce their queens, but the women of their courts nevertheless coveted the position
of king’s mistress, which bestowed privilege and wealth. The bastard children were
raised in secrecy. Bastard sons were sometimes given important positions (Norberg
2008).

Polygamy in which a man is allowed and expected to have multiple wives contrasts
with monogamy in which a man can only have multiple women by breaking the rules.
Instead of thinking that the Chinese polygamist had the world of women at his will,
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however, let us think of him as likewise bound by rules and constraints. The simplest illus-
tration of this is that when a ruler took a concubine to have a son, he was obeying an insti-
tutional directive. It was his sacred duty to continue his line of succession, and taking
multiple wives ensured that he would do so. What if, however, he took a concubine
because she was beautiful and aroused his desire? It then seems that he did so
because he wanted to, not because institutional values told him to. But even in this
case he was subject to being monitored, even criticized; and he was subject to the behav-
ior of the others surrounding him, including women, children, eunuchs, and officials. In
short, how far a ruler went in breaking rules and satisfying his desires had to do with his
encounter with the entire set of constraints, whether they belonged to the institution or
the realm of interactions with others in the palace, whether the others accommodated,
manipulated, or resisted him.

Two generalizations aid in summarizing polygamy as a whole. The first is that taking
multiple wives was a way in which men made themselves appear exceptional. The excep-
tional men distinguished themselves from all other men and women by exerting privi-
leges that others did not have. Their exceptionality had a kind of magical or even
sacred quality to it, as if they harbored an essence that made them something like
gods. Polygamy also of course relied on the social and economic power of men.
Women became concubines because they suffered social and economic disadvantage.
Rich and powerful men offered women and their families desirable advantages. The
higher a woman’s status, the less likely she would become a concubine. In the imperial
family, it was generally the case that the higher a woman’s social status, the higher her
rank in the hierarchy of consorts—though there were plenty of exceptions in which a
woman went from being a slave to empress or favorite.

The second generalization overlaps with the first, namely, that for polygamy to func-
tion smoothly, for it to work in reality, it had to exist for the sake of a higher purpose. The
higher purpose was a guiding principle that all the participants supposedly lived for. The
precise meaning of higher purpose did not need to be specified but in general had to do
with the idea that polygamy was not merely a man satisfying his desire for many women,
or a man expressing his superiority over other men. Those truths were too brazen to
qualify as higher purpose. Believing in the higher purpose of polygamy was like believing
in a supernatural being. It was something that supposedly elevated the participants above
the level of mundane emotions and desires. In particular, the participants in polygamy
were to rise above the man’s obsession with multiple partners and the women’s jealousies
and rivalries. Exceptionality and living for a higher purpose defined an aura that justified
polygamy to those both inside and outside it. The aura was something that had to be
repeatedly supported and reinforced. Once it was lost, the emperor and the empire
would fall, as in the classic cases of profligate last rulers, such as Jie of the Xia dynasty,
Chen Shubao of the Chen dynasty, or Yang Guang of the Sui.

PorLyGamy As INSTITUTION
First let me briefly define polygamy as institution. This aspect refers to the existence

of imperial polygamy as a set of rules and prescriptions, most of which were expressed in
ritual, moral, and historical texts. Examples of time-honored rules were: a concubine may
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not replace a main wife; an empress should not be jealous; and an emperor should not
indulge in sexual excess. In these senses, institution is chiefly understood as a set of
values and ideals. Polygamy is a social custom that people follow. It is something
people believe in and act upon as they do with any belief system. It has guidelines and
it bestows privilege. An emperor took multiple wives to bear as many sons as possible
in order to guarantee a successor. A husband and wife took a concubine because they
failed to beget a son after many years of trying. These are the most proper reasons for
taking concubines in premodern China. If a man broke the rules, he knew that he was
doing so; others might criticize or try to restrain him.

The concept of institution as a system of rules and norms that can be written down in
orderly fashion conceals another side that is not so orderly and that has to do with the acts
of will and violence that took place in order for the institution to establish itself in the first
place. Someone, let us say the founding emperor of a dynasty, initially fought for and
gained supremacy, regardless of the niceties of rules and institutions. He was the law
before he and his fellow founders adopted the formal set of laws that were written
down in order to foster and maintain social harmony. The line is one between being
the law, on the one hand, and subjecting oneself and others to the law as formally estab-
lished, on the other. To take polygamy as an example, it was recurrent in Chinese history
for dynastic founders to appropriate wives and concubines from conquered enemies. Liu
Bang of the Han, Zhu Yuanzhang of the Ming, and Hong Taiji of the Qing all did so,
among others. Taking another man’s wife or concubine was a way of establishing domi-
nance and claiming legitimacy. If rulers in peaceful times stole other men’s wives,
however, they were committing wanton acts, as in the cases of Emperor Hailing of the
Jurchen Jin dynasty or Wuzong of the Ming. They were not heroic founders or conquer-
ors but instead wanton profligates forever condemned and, as in Hailing’s case, even post-
humously demoted.

Four Principles

Polygamy as institution and set of constraints can be summed up in one sentence: It
was all about making the unlikely situation of many women marrying the same man
appear natural and acceptable. A man did not very easily become a polygamist. Polygamy
was something that always had to justify itself. Sheer might was not enough. Justifying
itself and making something unlikely appear natural and acceptable could only occur if
there were principles, rules, and guidelines, which are what constitute polygamy as a hal-
lowed institution. There were at least four core principles in Chinese polygamy.

The first institutional principle was the strict distinction between main wife and con-
cubines. Her marriage rites were superior to the concubines’. The main wife was the
number-one man’s main counterpart. She was inferior to him and his parents, but
superior to all other wives. Her job above all was to bow to the higher purpose of the
principle of polygamy and guide the other women to do so as harmoniously as possible.

The second core principle was that women must not be jealous. Women, especially
the main wife, had to rise above jealousy. They could do so because they were living for a
higher purpose, which supposedly displaced the feelings of jealousy and rivalry.

Rising above jealousy in turn relates to a third core principle, which was the prohibi-
tion against passionate intimacy. Passionate attachment radically destabilized the polyga-
mous hierarchy. Love and passion, like jealousy, detracted from the higher purpose. The
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man must therefore have had no favorite; no one woman could monopolize the man.
Love had to be generalized; it could not be too narrow and specific.

A fourth core principle was that polygamy could only survive if it observed order,
hierarchy, and distribution of effort. Each dynasty had its own set of titles and ranks
for the imperial wives, with the fewest women occupying the higher ranks and the
most women occupying the lower. Hierarchy was determined at specific moments in
time, such as when a new wife entered the imperial family and was assigned a specific
rank. There were regular promotions and demotions. There were assignments of roles
and jobs. There was order in the way the man divided himself between the women,
that is, which women he spent time with sexually. Roles, duties, and distribution of
time had to be continuously monitored and negotiated. In managing these affairs, the
emperor could not do without the assistance of his empress and an inner palace of admin-
istrative assistants, including eunuchs and palace women.

Textual Examples of Polygamy as Institution

The notion of institution tends to imply rules and procedures that are written down
and formally accepted. Most of the examples I cite can be found in such form, but I will
also force the notion of institution to include guidelines that are not necessarily part of
written tradition but are implicitly understood, such as taking wives from conquered
enemies. The main principles of polygamy as institution can be found in early texts
such as the Zhou dynasty (1020-221 BCE) Zuo Tradition (Zuozhuan), the Han
dynasty (206 BCE—220 CE) Mao Commentary (Maogong zhuan) to the Classic of
Poetry (Shijing), the Book of Rites (Liji), the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli), and each of the
dynastic histories from the Han to the Qing, especially the chapters on empresses and
consorts. These sources define what we can call proper polygamy. The primary orthodox
reason for the emperor to take concubines was to bear as many sons as possible in order
to guarantee a successor.

How many sons were enough? The institution does not clearly answer this question,
but history tells us that the more sons the better. Having more sons in turn best occurs by
having more concubines. As advisors told Ming Emperor Xianzong (r. 1564-87) when he
was spending too much time with only one woman, the ancient wisdom was: “Having sons
depends on there being many mothers” (zi chu duo mu +H%¥; Zhang Tingyu 1974,
176.4685). The advisors wanted him to see more women than the one he had been
spending too much time with, who in this case happened to be his childhood nursemaid.

How was order established among the many wives? It mainly took the form of
ranking. The Han dynasty Rites of Zhou refers to emperors of a mythical past who had
a total of 121 wives. First there was the empress, after which there were the three
“ladies” (furen 7 \), then the nine “lady guests” (jiupin JLi%), the twenty-seven “heredi-
tary ladies” (shifu 1it4%), and finally the eighty-one “lady visitors™ (niiyu %i#). A few of
these titles were used in later times, though dynastic houses tended to generate their
own systems of ranking and terminology. If a ruler did not follow the strict system of
ranking, he was subject to criticism, as in the case of Sun Quan (182-252) of the
kingdom of Wu. He was a brilliant and heroic man, said an ancient historian, but he
“did not distinguish between main wife and concubines.” The chaos in the women’s apart-
ments of Wu “made of them a historical laughingstock” (Chen 1982, 50.1203).
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How did the emperor select his wives? There were regular procedures for drafting
women into the palace, which in the Ming and Qing took the form of sending eunuchs
into the realm and selecting a large number of women, from whom progressively
smaller numbers were chosen until the final stages, which included examination of
bodies, looks, and aptitudes. An account of the recruitment of a Ming empress reports
that thousands were recruited, of whom palace women narrowed the number to fifty,
whom they got to know personally and all of whom became consorts. A consort of a
deceased former emperor then tested the final fifty in subjects such as writing, arith-
metic, poetry, and drawing, and ended up with three for Emperor Xizong (r. 1620-27)
to choose from (Ji 1996, 2a-3b; Soulliere 1987, 275-78). As such the process of the selec-
tion of wives was designed to guarantee him the highest-quality women.

Emperors were also pressured to select wives from important political allies. Mar-
riage with an empress was a political arrangement that in some cases hardly involved
sex, if at all. As compiled by Hans Bielenstein, striking statistics from the Wu and five
other southern dynasties show that, during those 360 years, emperors had altogether
nine sons by their empresses, but 247 by their concubines. Only four emperors were
born of empresses, while twenty-one were born of concubines. Even considering the
greater number of concubines than empresses, the difference in number of sons is strik-
ing. The implication is that in those times emperors tended mainly to have sex with their
concubines (Bielenstein 1997, 36-37).

As for the rule that a concubine was strictly lower than a wife, one of its earliest enun-
ciations came from the oath taken among feudal lords in 651 BCE, which included the
famous statement “do not take a concubine as a wife” (wu yi gie wei qi #2.3% 7). The
Mao Commentary (second century BCE) elaborates upon this notion when it says that
the poem “Little Star” (Xiaoxing /&) of the Classic of Poetry illustrates how the concu-
bine internalizes the fact that she belongs to a lower order than the main wife. She can
never expect to enjoy the same privileges as the main wife, who can come and go at a
leisurely pace. Concubines, on the other hand, must come and go hastily, in a “shrinking”
way, and can never stay the whole night with the master (Chungiu Guliang zhuan zhushu
1999, 125; Mao shi zhengyi 1999, 94).

As to the principle that women must not be jealous, early reflections on this can be
found in the Mao Commentary’s comment on the first poem in the Classic of Poetry:
“Guanju’ is an expression of queenly virtue,” which is all about “the queen gladly
finding chaste women to mate with the Lord.” Of the poem “Drooping Boughs”
(Jiumu BA), the Mao Commentary says that the queen is not jealous because she
knows how “to create harmony among the concubines™ (he xie zhonggie Fuit i 2). The
poem “Locusts” Wings” (Zhongsi #&ii) refers to the fact that the queen’s lack of jealousy
leads to a “multitude of sons and grandsons” (zisun zhongduo 7#J%; Mao shi zhengyi
1999, 4, 21, 41, 43). The words “zhongsi” still decorate the gateway to the section of the
Qing palace in Beijing in which the imperial concubines lived (see figure 1). In other
words, the jealousy-free main wife fosters and nurtures the concubines, introduces
them to the husband, and stems jealousy not only in herself but in the concubines.
Similar messages can be found throughout dynastic history. In the History of the Later
Han, Empress Ma, the wife of Emperor Ming (r. 28-75), “often worried that the
emperor failed to seek offspring from a wide enough range of women and therefore
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Figure 1. “Gate of plentiful offspring,” quarters of imperial concubines, Forbidden
City, Beijing (photo by author).

recommended and presented women from among the ones in her company” (Fan 1995,
10a.409).

Parallel to women not being jealous is the notion that the ruler should not become
“infatuated” and “deluded” (huo #%) because of his fascination with a woman. He must
favor women equally, never let his affections ruin his good judgment, and never let
any single woman monopolize his feelings. Han Emperor Shun’s (r. 125-44) Empress
Liang Na (116-50) once told him: “To have plentiful offspring, as the poem ‘Locusts’
Wings™ says, is the source of good fortune. I pray that Your Majesty be mindful of
letting the rain fall evenly everywhere and be observant of order and sequence among
the bevy of palace ladies, so that I your humble servant may avoid the fate of being slan-
dered by others” (Fan 1995, 10b.438-40). Besides citing the Mao Commentary’s
interpretation of the poem in the Classic of Poetry, the empress also cited the Book of
Changes. The words “among the bevy of palace ladies” are a translation of guanyu
Efa, “a string of fish tied together at their heads,” which symbolized the notion of
palace women receiving equal favor, as if strung on the same string (Zhouyi zhengyi
1999, 110). In short, the success of polygamy relied on the ability of the man and his
wives to avoid the forces of lust and jealousy, which threatened the collective whole of
polygamous harmony.

Porycamy IN PRACTICE

Polygamy in actual practice has to do with how people conducted themselves
whether or not they followed rules and prescriptions and how they practiced polygamy
whether or not they deserved it. Practice in this sense describes actual behavior and
specific events. For example, Chinese emperors often took concubines who were
talented in poetry or other arts. They did not take these women primarily in order to
beget sons. A famous early example was Zuo Fen (d. ca. 276), sister of the poet Zuo Si
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(ca. 255—ca. 306), known for her talents as a scholar and writer. Consort to Emperor Wu
of the Jin (r. 265-90), she was said to be ugly and was never a favorite, but the emperor
nevertheless enjoyed listening to her discourses on literature (Fang 1974, 31.957-58). An
emperor took such a woman to enhance his image as a cultured and sagely ruler, in effect
tempering his appearance as a sex-hungry man. As for the women of the imperial poly-
gamous system, some obeyed and furthered its rules, while some departed from the rules
and undermined polygamy, even trying to prevent or ruin it. Harming and murdering
rival women was one of their most common methods. There were also less aggressive
methods that kept them from becoming merely passive victims. It is safe to say that
women were more constrained by the polygamous system than the emperor, but that
they constrained him as well.

Considering polygamy in its actual practice poses questions such as: Did empresses
actually create harmony among the concubines? Did empresses choose among the
women to introduce candidates to the emperor? The answer to both questions is yes,
though it is obvious that women did not act as transparently as institutional norms
might have projected. Studying how polygamy actually worked involves looking at histori-
cal accounts of what people did and also patterns and motifs that repeatedly emerge in
those accounts. Three main fields organize the discussion: First, how does a man
justify and maintain his role as polygamist? This has to do with the question of who
becomes a polygamist, how he remains so, and what image of himself he creates.
Second, how does he break the rules and in some cases lose his position as polygamist?
This has to do with polygamous transgressions, mainly in two forms: favoritism and pro-
fligacy. The third has to do with women’s cooperation or lack of it within polygamy, their
subversion of polygamy, and the conflicts between them to gain footholds. Polygamy is
inherently endangered by women’s rivalry, which in fact makes up a great part of the
history of the imperial family.

Justifying and Maintaining Polygamy

First, who gets to be a polygamist, how does he deserve to do so, and how does he
maintain his status? These questions indicate that a significant line has to be crossed, and
it is a line that relatively few men get to cross. If we ask the institution this question, it
answers that all emperors and emperor-like men get to be polygamists. Wealth and
power are their main methods; and they do not doubt that they deserve multiple
women. They are the exceptions to the average of monogamy and non-marriage that
most men experienced. Polygamy defines a pyramid-like structure, with a minority of
polygamists at the top and all other men and women surrounding him below. That singu-
lar position must be justified and defended, both by the institutional elaborations listed
above and actual behavior and appearances.

Becoming and remaining a polygamist involves the question of what use people
made of polygamy. In other words, how did they use it to further their goals? What dis-
tance did they maintain between the position of benevolent ruler who had multiple wives
because that was what a ruler was supposed to do, on the one hand, and the opportunity
to have sex with as many women as often as he wanted, on the other? The story of Wang
Mang (45 BCE-23 CE), the Han dynasty usurper, is an example of using the institution of
polygamy to illustrate one’s virtue. Prior to his usurpation, he gave the appearance of
opposing polygamy. Since previous Han rulers had overindulged their wives and the
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wives” families, Wang Mang at first announced that he “had only one consort and no
other.” He did this by way of enhancing his image as a virtuous man. As it turned out,
he had in fact fathered children by women other than his wife, but he called them
“attendants” (shizhe %), not concubines (Ban 1962, 99.4054, 4166, 4168-69). After
he became emperor, his wife and sons all died, which left him with the need to
produce new heirs. One of his advisors told him that he should take a new empress
and 120 concubines. To do so was to follow the venerable model of the ancient Yellow
Emperor and accorded with the Rites of Zhou, which referred to the ideal number of
wives and consorts for a king as 121 (Sun 1987, 552). Wang Mang followed the advice
and took an empress and precisely 120 wives. He is a prime example of the man who
becomes a polygamist because being an emperor says he must do so. As an advisor
even told him: “The Yellow Emperor was able to achieve immortality by having 120
wives.”

It was common for emperors to embellish their image as polygamists. They knew
that others were watching, especially their officials and the imperial wives, mothers,
and grandmothers. In another example of self-embellishment, in 273 Jin Emperor Wu
launched an empire-wide selection of women for his harem. Since women entering
the palace tended never to see their families again, families were known to react to
such searches by hurriedly marrying off their daughters to avoid selection. To stem
this tendency, the emperor prohibited marriage throughout the empire while the recruit-
ment took place, then followed with two exemplary acts of polygamous propriety. First,
he proclaimed that he would never enthrone a concubine as empress and, second, that he
would submit all choices to his empress, who reportedly weeded out the exceptionally
beautiful ones (Fang 1974, 3.63, 31.952-53). Like Wang Mang, Emperor Wu engineered
an image of himself that corrected the transgressions of past rulers by pointedly adhering
to models of proper polygamy. Although he was depriving people of their daughters, he
ensured that it did not look as though he was indulging his personal fancy.

Yet another remarkable aspect of Emperor Wu was the number of women in his
harem, reportedly ten thousand. That was unusually high, though there had already
been thousands during the Han; the high number was in part because he acquired the
harem of a defeated ruler. A famous story illustrated the emperor’s frustration about
deciding which women he would sleep with:

He used to ride along in a goat-drawn carriage, letting the goats stop wherever
they liked. Where they stopped, there he slept. The palace ladies took to sticking
bamboo leaves around their doors and sprinkling the ground with tasty sauces,
hoping to attract the emperor’s goats. (Fang 1974, 31.962)

In contrast to men who indulged in orgiastic profligacy, Emperor Wu was a case of rela-
tively harmless extravagance. He cultivated an image of benign gentility, obscuring what
appeared as outrageous lust. Sex with his ten thousand consorts was a leisure activity; he
let his goats choose his partners for him—though how much of the story is farcical exag-
geration is impossible to tell. Nevertheless, the motif of having his wife or goats choose
the women conforms with the notion of polygamy as institution that constrains the
emperor from the outside, monitoring him lest he be misled by lustful fancy and
holding him to the principle of polygamous neutrality.
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Building a harem through recruitment was standard throughout Chinese history, as
just noted. It was an institutionalized process by which the emperor was presented with
preselected women of rigorously high quality. Many emperors, however, jumped the line
and chose women by means other than regular recruitment or monitored selection. They
fancied palace maids regardless of the expectation that they choose from the officially
designated consorts. To be sure, even maids were subject to a process of selection, so
that a similar kind of filtering occurred with them as with the consorts. Having sex
with a maid was a minor case of transgression that sometimes resulted in the woman’s
promotion to consort, especially if she bore a son who became heir apparent and/or
she became a favorite. More irregular types of liaisons included taking the consort of
one’s father, ones son, or other men. Taking one’s father’s consort was especially
heinous, even if the father was dead. Since ancient times such cases were referred to
as “incest” (zheng 7). Such an emperor was acting as if he were above the law. Historians
liked to think that he would lose his mandate to rule and wrote their histories to reflect
such a moral causality.

Polygamous Transgressions: Favoritism

The second field of discussion for polygamy as actual practice has to do with trans-
gressive behavior, of which there were two main categories: favoritism with one woman
and orgiastic indulgence with many. Historians used common vocabulary to describe
favoritism, such as chong #, to favor indulgently or dote upon, or huo #%, to be
deluded or bewitched by someone. Emperors and heirs apparent were persistently
reminded of the dangers of favoritism. Vivid examples filled the history books. The last
ruler of the Chen dynasty, Chen Shubao (553-604), had a favorite named Zhang
Lihua. In describing a woman like her, biographers noted her beauty and talent, but
especially her abuse of beauty and talent to mislead the ruler. She had an aura that
verged on the supernatural. When made up and seen from afar, it was said, she looked
like “an immortal floating in the air.” She had splendid poise and fine features. “Just a
look or a glance brimmed with radiance that shone all around.” She liked to present
the emperor with palace women, so that everyone in the harem vied in singing her
praises. Since Chen was “lax in attending to court duties,” Zhang involved herself in
state politics. He would even “sit her on his lap as they worked out government
matters.” In the end, Chen lost the dynasty to the Sui, whose attack sent him running
to the women’s quarters where he hid in a well with Zhang and another favorite (Li
Yanshou 1975, 12.347-48). Another last emperor was Gao Wei (557-77) of the Northern
Qi, who delayed an important battle so that he could s