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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Eastern Han Dynasty: A History of China, PART TWO, invites you on an immersive journey through one of the most turbulent yet captivating eras in Chinese history — stretching from the steady reign of Empress Ma to the tragic final days of Emperor Ling. It’s a world teeming with emperors and empresses, generals and scholars, where loyalty could be the difference between life and death from one day to the next. Each page unveils how personal ambition and family dynasties reshaped the empire long before the legendary Three Kingdoms emerged.

      The story opens with Empress Ma, whose wisdom and composed demeanor helped stabilize the empire in its early struggles, alongside the meteoric rise of the Dou family, whose ambitions quickly penetrated the heart of the imperial court. You’ll follow Dou Xian, the triumphant general whose victory at the Battle of Yanran was etched into history, only to witness the same family crumble under the immense burden of their own power. Their dramatic rise and fall reveal how even the most formidable families could vanish overnight.

      Then the narrative turns to Empress Deng Sui, one of the most remarkable women in Chinese history. She governed with intelligence and patience, ushering in what later generations celebrated as the Age of Empress Dowager Deng. Yet peace was fleeting. Behind the palace curtains, eunuchs, scholars, and nobles waged relentless battles for influence. The fierce struggle for control — fought between the pen and the sword, epitomized by the scholar Dou Wu, the devoted Chen Fan, and the ruthless palace eunuchs — would ultimately rend the dynasty apart from within.

      The book vividly brings to life heroes who carried China’s banner far beyond its borders — Ban Chao and his brother Ban Yong, intrepid explorers and warriors who braved deserts and towering mountains to link the Han Empire with the distant West. Their fearless courage sharply contrasts with the cruelty of Liang Ji, whose tyrannical grip plunged the imperial court into a state of terror. The rise and eventual fall of his family marked the closing chapter in the dynasty’s long, slow decline.

      By the time Emperor Ling ascends the throne, corruption and greed have soaked through every corner of the empire. The great noble families have been shattered, the scholars silenced, and the empire itself begins to decay from within. Yet, even in these darkest days, the seeds of a new era are quietly sown — the very seeds that will one day blossom into the world of Cao Cao, Liu Bei, and Sun Quan. This book doesn’t just recount history; it lets you feel it — the heartbreak, the relentless ambition, and the unstoppable force of change that shaped China forever.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE STORY OF EMPRESS MA

          

        

      

    

    
      In the previous book, I told the legendary story of Ban Chao, who gave up his literary dreams to forge a military career, leaving his mark across the vast Western Regions and earning a formidable reputation in far-off lands. Ban Chao faced countless hardships throughout his life. As a young man, he marched into battle; in his old age, he sent repeated petitions to the emperor, begging for permission to return home. His family also pleaded with the throne on his behalf. After dedicating most of his life to serving the empire, this aging warrior had but one simple wish—to be laid to rest in his ancestral tomb. It was only after persistent efforts from many that the emperor finally granted him the right to come back.

      Yet upon his return, Ban Chao found that the political landscape had shifted dramatically from the days he knew in Luoyang under Emperor Ming. At that time, the Yin family—relatives on the emperor’s maternal side—had maintained a humble and reserved stance. But now, the imperial in-laws had grown outrageously arrogant and overbearing. As the saying goes, “The waves of the Yangtze River surge forward relentlessly, sweeping away all before them.” Each generation seemed to grow ever more reckless and brazen than the last. Though the Yin family had kept a low profile during Emperor Guangwu’s reign, as I have mentioned before, their successors under Emperor Liu Zhuang belonged to the Ma family—the clan of Ma Yuan, the famed general who once declared he would rather have his body wrapped in horsehide than die peacefully in bed. Sadly, Ma Yuan fell victim to accusations from Liang Song, which led to the decline of his family’s influence.

      With the Ma family’s downfall, those who had long nursed grudges against Ma Yuan emerged like dormant predators, eager to exact their revenge. They shamelessly tormented the widows and children of the Ma clan, dragging even the family’s future in-laws into their cruel harassment. Among the victims of this bitter ordeal was none other than Ma Yuan’s third daughter, who had been betrothed in an arranged marriage.

      It was said that when Ma’s third daughter was young, she was struck by a severe illness that left her confined to bed for a long time. Her mother, deeply worried about her daughter’s fate, eventually sought the counsel of a diviner, hoping to glimpse what the future held. After performing his ritual, the diviner bowed deeply and declared, “Though she seems frail now, there is an undeniable nobility within her that cannot be hidden. Do not despair—one day she will rise to great wealth and honor. Yet, the reasons behind this are hard to express in words.” Ma’s wife listened, unsure whether the man’s words were sincere prophecy or merely comforting hopes.

      To verify this, she turned to a physiognomist, an expert skilled in reading faces. The man examined each of the Ma daughters in silence, his eyes thoughtful and deliberate. But when he came to the third daughter, his expression shifted sharply. With a tone of awe, he said, “One day, I shall bow before this young lady! Yet, despite her extraordinary destiny, she may struggle with bearing children. Whoever takes on the task of raising her offspring will find great fortune, much like fish thriving in a stream that suits them.”

      Just before the day arrived when Ma’s third daughter would be honored by all and bask in the respect and admiration of those around her, disaster struck the Ma family, didn’t it?

      When Ma Yuan passed away, his third daughter was only ten years old. As if misfortune had decided to settle upon the Ma family, tragedy struck again—shortly after their father’s death, both of Ma Yuan’s sons also died young. The crushing weight of these losses was too much for Ma’s wife to bear. Overcome by grief, her mental state wavered between fleeting clarity and deep despair, leaving her unable to manage the household.

      In this bleak moment, with her mother incapacitated, the young Ma San Xiao stepped forward to take control of the sprawling marquis estate. Remarkably, despite her tender age, she assumed the role of a seasoned steward—overseeing daily affairs and directing servants with a calm and assured hand. She handled people and problems with grace and precision, earning the respect and admiration of all who knew her. Word of her extraordinary competence spread quickly, leaving many amazed that such a child could display such maturity and skill.

      At that time, Ma San Xiao was already betrothed. But how would this young girl break free from that engagement? And what path would lead her to ultimately rise as empress?

      Meanwhile, the New West Marquis Household continued to endure relentless pressure from powerful aristocrats. The Ma family was subjected to ongoing humiliation and oppression, with even Ma San Xiao’s fiancé’s family exploiting their misfortune at every opportunity. As Ma San Xiao grew older and the day of her marriage loomed closer, her cousin Ma Yan could no longer remain a passive bystander. What kind of future awaited her if she were to be wed into such a cold and heartless family? The outcome was painfully clear.

      Determined to prevent this grim fate, Ma Yan convinced his aunt—Ma San Xiao’s mother—to break off the engagement. Ma’s wife, who had already harbored resentment toward their future in-laws, found her nephew’s reasoning compelling and readily agreed. Without hesitation, she resolved to call off the arranged marriage. In those days, it was apparently not uncommon to withdraw from an engagement or annul a betrothal.

      Once the engagement was formally canceled, Ma Yan took decisive action. He submitted a memorial to Emperor Guangwu, petitioning for permission for the daughters of the Ma family to enter the imperial palace—either to study alongside Liu Xiu’s sons or to serve as palace attendants. He hoped this opportunity would not only secure a better future for the young women but also restore the Ma family’s prestige by gaining direct access to the emperor.

      Perhaps out of respect for his past friendship with Ma Yuan, or simply because he was aware that Ma Yuan had been unjustly accused, Liu Xiu granted the request without hesitation.

      Thus, at just thirteen years old, Ma San Xiao stepped into the palace and was assigned to serve in the household of the crown prince, Liu Zhuang. As mentioned before, Liu Zhuang was the son of Empress Yin Lihua and was deeply loved and trusted by Emperor Guangwu.

      Once inside the palace walls, Ma San Xiao devoted herself entirely to her duties, serving Empress Yin with steadfast loyalty. Every word she uttered and every gesture she made followed the strictest codes of etiquette. She treated everyone with kindness and warmth, cultivating harmonious relationships with those around her. Her flawless conduct quickly earned the empress’s favor.

      Later, Emperor Guangwu passed away, and Crown Prince Liu Zhuang ascended the throne, taking the title Emperor Ming of Han.

      Almost immediately upon his ascension, Emperor Ming bestowed the title of Noble Consort upon Ma San Xiao, just as the fortune-teller had predicted years earlier. Though Liu Zhuang held Ma San Xiao dearly in his heart, time slipped by and she remained unable to conceive a child. This weighed heavily not only on the emperor but also on Ma herself. As the sovereign of the empire, Liu Zhuang fully grasped the grave significance of lacking an heir—it threatened the continuation of the ancestral line and risked igniting strife within the imperial clan, unleashing unpredictable consequences.

      The question of succession was far more than a private concern; it bore the power to shake the very foundations of the empire and plunge the realm into chaos, bringing unrest and suffering upon the people.

      Given these pressing concerns, Ma Noble Consort recalled a prophecy from her childhood—how a fortune-teller had predicted the hardships she would face with childbirth. Holding this in her mind, she took the initiative to select a group of new women to enter the palace. Among them was a young woman surnamed Jia. Jia’s mother was the eldest daughter of Ma’s late husband’s first wife, making Jia Ma Noble Consort’s niece by marriage. Recognizing this familial connection, Ma personally introduced Jia to Emperor Liu Zhuang.

      Though Jia never enjoyed the same level of favor as Ma, she soon gave birth to a son, Liu Da. Despite this, Emperor Liu Zhuang’s devotion to Ma Noble Consort remained steadfast. According to the customs and regulations of the time, after Jia was elevated to the rank of Noble Consort for bearing an imperial son, Liu Zhuang made a significant decision—he entrusted the infant Liu Da to Ma Noble Consort to raise as her own.

      When placing the newborn into Ma’s arms, Liu Zhuang spoke words that would echo through the ages for parents everywhere: “One does not necessarily have to give birth to a child to be a parent; what truly matters is having the heart to nurture and care for them.” Not everyone has the ability to bear children, and not all children must be of one’s own blood to be considered family.

      As long as a child is raised with genuine love and treated as one’s own, that child will undoubtedly grow up to be loyal and dutiful.

      Moved deeply by the emperor’s understanding and kindness, Ma Noble Consort devoted herself wholeheartedly to raising Liu Da. She spared no effort in caring for him, making sure his every need was met. Though she held a prestigious position in the palace, with countless servants at her disposal, she personally took charge of Liu Da’s upbringing. Over time, her relentless dedication visibly wore on her, leaving her looking tired and worn.

      The love and care she lavished on Liu Da far exceeded that of many biological mothers toward their own children. Consequently, Liu Da grew up with a profound attachment to his adoptive mother. From Ma, he received not only unconditional maternal love but also developed immense respect for her kindness and compassion. Their bond ran so deep that it surpassed the connection shared by many biological mother-and-son pairs, devoid of any sense of distance or formality.

      Time moved forward, bringing the empire to the third year of the Yongping era in the Eastern Han dynasty. That year, the imperial court officials formally presented a petition to the emperor. In solemn and respectful tones, they urged, “The position of Empress has remained vacant for far too long. Your Majesty has ruled for many years, yet the inner palace still lacks a rightful mistress to preside over the six palaces. In our humble opinion, the time has come to establish an empress.”

      Within Emperor Ming of Han, Liu Zhuang’s harem, there were multiple consorts who had borne imperial sons. Besides Noble Consort Jia, several other concubines had also given birth to imperial heirs. Among them was another consort, Yin. Though she had yet to bear a royal heir, her family background spoke volumes—she hailed from the prestigious Yin clan, the same noble lineage as Empress Dowager Yin Lihua. Her surname alone was enough to signify her eminent heritage.

      Given these circumstances, if Emperor Ming wished to appoint Noble Consort Ma—who had no biological children of her own—as empress, he was bound to face significant opposition. However, before the emperor could voice his decision, Empress Dowager Yin Lihua took the initiative. With a solemn and composed expression, she declared, “Noble Consort Ma possesses exceptional virtue and stands above all others in the harem. She should be made empress.”

      Since the Empress Dowager herself had spoken, the Yin family, the Jia family, and the families of the other consorts—along with the court officials—dared not raise any objections.

      Thus, in the second month of the third year of Yongping, Ma Noble Consort was officially instated as the empress of Emperor Liu Zhuang. From that moment on, she was remembered in history as Empress Ma Mingde, the revered empress of the Han Dynasty.

      With her new title, she was granted the honorific "Ma Mingde," while her adopted son, Liu Da, was formally designated as the crown prince. At this point, Empress Ma—now Empress Mingde—held the empire’s second most exalted position, ranking only below her mother-in-law, Empress Dowager Yin.

      Following her elevation to empress, Ma San Xiao's conduct and demeanor left those around her utterly astonished. What was it about this noblewoman—now the mother of the empire—that inspired such admiration? And how did Emperor Ming himself regard her?

      Despite her newfound position as the highest-ranking woman in the imperial court, Empress Ma remained as humble and approachable as ever. She carried herself with an air of grace and dignity, steering clear of idle gossip and never engaging in petty slanders about others. Unlike those who reveled in trivial rumors and backbiting, she maintained a calm and composed presence, marked by quiet reserve.

      Empress Ma was also renowned for her striking beauty. She stood an impressive seven chi and two cun tall—approximately 1.7 meters, or 5 feet 7 inches in modern terms. Even by today’s standards, a woman of such height is considered statuesque, let alone during the Han Dynasty. Beyond her commanding stature, her facial features were exceptionally elegant, and every movement she made radiated refinement and grace.

      One might assume that, surrounded by such natural beauty and the opulent lifestyle of the imperial court, Empress Mingde would dress herself in extravagant attire and dazzling jewelry to impress those around her. Yet, she was acutely aware of the perils that unchecked luxury could bring. She understood that once indulgence took hold, it was nearly impossible to rein it back in. To set a clear example for both the royal family and court officials, she consciously chose a modest way of life despite her exalted status.

      Within the palace walls, she wore simple garments fashioned from coarse fabric, adorning herself with nothing more than a single golden hairpin and a plain cloth skirt. The only occasions on which she allowed herself the splendor of luxurious silk robes were during the grand national ceremonies.

      According to palace customs, on the first and fifteenth day of each lunar month, all the emperor’s concubines were required to assemble before the empress, paying their respects and offering formal greetings.

      One day, the imperial concubines gathered before Empress Ma to pay their respects. From afar, they admired the graceful flow of her robes, naturally assuming she was adorned in fine silk brocade. Yet, as they drew closer, surprise filled their eyes when they realized her attire was crafted from a simple, thick fabric.

      Back then, it was widely believed that the thinner the material, the more luxurious it was; thicker fabrics were seen as plain and common. The concubines exchanged knowing glances and couldn't help but chuckle at their earlier assumptions. Empress Ma, however, remained composed. With a gentle smile, she explained that the fabric she wore was chosen for its practicality—it absorbed dye deeply, held its color beautifully over time, and was incredibly durable. It could be stretched, pulled, and even trampled upon without showing signs of wear.

      Because of these qualities, she found it perfectly suited for everyday wear. Her steadfast commitment to frugality and her mindful approach to minimizing waste deeply moved the concubines. Inspired by her example, they embraced strict thriftiness themselves. Consequently, the imperial court saw a significant reduction in unnecessary expenditures.

      Beyond fostering a culture of austerity, Empress Ma was profoundly dedicated to education and the nurturing of children. She harbored a deep passion for reading and possessed the remarkable ability to penetrate the profound meanings and principles woven into classical texts. Her literary interests were impressively broad—she could recite the entire Book of Changes (Zhou Yi) from memory and regularly immersed herself in other seminal works such as the Spring and Autumn Annals, the Songs of Chu, the Rites of Zhou, and the Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals. Through this steadfast devotion to study, she cultivated a keen intellect, carried herself with composed dignity, and allowed literature to shape and guide her moral compass.

      Though she seldom voiced her thoughts in public forums, when she did, her insights were invariably precise, logically coherent, and delivered with unwavering confidence. Emperor Ming held her wisdom in the highest regard.

      Occasionally, the emperor convened his ministers to discuss vital state affairs, yet when confronted with particularly thorny issues, he sometimes found himself at an impasse. Upon returning to the palace, he would seek Empress Ma’s counsel. She would methodically dissect the complexities of the matter, applying meticulous reasoning to unravel its nuances, and present clear, pragmatic solutions. The emperor treasured her viewpoints deeply and often embraced her recommendations.

      From that point onward, whenever Empress Ma stood by Emperor Ming’s side, she devoted herself wholeheartedly to aiding him in governing the empire. With her sharp intellect and keen insight, she uncovered and tackled numerous inefficiencies and flaws within the administration.

      One might wonder: in ancient China, it was generally frowned upon for empresses and consorts to meddle in state affairs, as such interference often stirred political chaos. Yet Empress Ma was a rare exception. She remained unwavering in her role, never once exploiting her influence to benefit her own family. Her sole focus was the welfare of the empire and the stability of the court. Because of this, Emperor Ming held her in the highest regard, treating her as a trusted and indispensable advisor.

      What was even more astonishing was that Empress Ma didn’t just refrain from using her position to elevate her family’s power or privileges—she actively worked to curtail their influence. Many found this stance puzzling.

      Why would she intentionally limit the power of her own clan? What deeper purpose lay behind such a choice?

      In the year 75 CE, Emperor Ming of Han, Liu Zhuang, passed away at the age of 48 after a period of illness, bringing his distinguished reign to a close. At that pivotal moment, the 38-year-old Empress Ma underwent a significant change in status—she became Empress Dowager Ma. Liu Da, the emperor’s adopted son, ascended the throne as the third ruler of the Eastern Han Dynasty, remembered in history as Emperor Zhang of Han.

      Deeply grateful for the kindness and care he had received from Empress Dowager Ma, Emperor Zhang held a profound sense of appreciation for her. Yet, upon taking the throne, he refrained from granting special favors to his biological mother Jia’s family. Instead, his heart was firmly set on repaying the Ma family for their unwavering generosity and devotion. As a sincere token of gratitude and respect, Emperor Zhang planned to confer marquis titles upon his three maternal uncles, elevating them to noble status.

      Yet, despite her son’s well-meaning gesture, Empress Dowager Ma declined the offer firmly yet tactfully. A woman of remarkable foresight, she fully understood the perilous consequences that might arise if her family amassed too much power and influence. The bitter memory of Wang Mang’s usurpation still lingered vividly in the minds of the people, and the presence of dominant imperial in-laws remained a highly sensitive political issue. Whether to safeguard the stability of the imperial court or to protect her family’s long-term interests, suppressing the rise of the Ma clan was undoubtedly the wisest path.

      Furthermore, Empress Dowager Ma was keenly aware that her brothers lacked the restraint and prudence that the Yin family had once shown. Despite her repeated warnings, Emperor Zhang remained resolute in his desire to elevate the Ma family. Eventually, he appointed his uncle Ma Liao as the Commandant of the Guards (Weiwei) and Ma Fang as the General of the Household (Zhonglang Jiang). Over time, these men became known for their eagerness to forge alliances with officials and scholars, amassing a considerable following. Consequently, the Ma family’s influence within the court expanded swiftly, and under the emperor’s favor, they rose to prominence almost overnight.

      At this juncture, the imperial court had not yet plunged into complete chaos, and a number of officials of integrity and insight still remained. Recognizing the looming danger, one such official summoned the courage to speak out against the emperor’s decisions.

      The first to step forward was a minister named Diwu Lunwu. In his memorial to the emperor, he boldly urged, "Your Majesty, why do you show such favoritism toward your imperial in-laws? In my humble opinion, their conduct is far from the noble ideals upheld by Confucian teachings."

      Yet, the memorial was met with complete silence. It seemed to vanish into thin air, as the emperor offered no reply. Undeterred, Liu Da pressed forward with his intentions to bestow noble titles upon his uncles.

      Just as the arrangements were nearing completion, a severe drought struck the land. Some officials interpreted this calamity as a divine omen, blaming the emperor’s failure to properly honor his imperial in-laws for the disaster. In response to these claims, Emperor Zhang commanded his ministers to work tirelessly through the night, drafting the formal decree that would ennoble the Ma family.

      At this pivotal moment, when the rise of the Ma family seemed almost destined, Empress Dowager Ma took resolute action.

      She issued an imperial edict sharply reprimanding those who had pushed for the Ma family to be ennobled. "Those who have submitted petitions demanding that imperial in-laws be granted the title of marquis are merely currying favor with the emperor for their own benefit. Their conduct is no different from those who once flattered and enabled the ascent of Wang Mang's family."

      She went on to describe a troubling trend she had witnessed: "Lately, an endless stream of visitors has been arriving at my family’s residence. Their carriages flow like a river, their horses parade in a procession as long and winding as a dragon threading through the streets. The servants they bring wear garments of fine green cloth, with collars and sleeves as white as freshly fallen snow. In stark contrast, the carriage drivers from my own household appear modest and unassuming."

      Finally, she unveiled her careful, deliberate strategy, declaring, "I have chosen not to openly reprimand my family, nor have I lashed out in anger. Instead, I have quietly reduced their annual allowances, hoping this will prompt them to reflect on their behavior and feel a sense of shame."

      Yet, they remained complacent and indulgent, showing no sense of duty or sacrifice for the greater good. As the saying goes, "No one knows a minister better than his ruler"—and in this case, they were not merely ministers but also her own kin. How could she betray the late emperor’s wishes from above, or tarnish the legacy of her ancestors from below, repeating the tragic downfall of previous imperial in-law families? For this reason, she firmly refused to grant them noble titles.

      Today, we have the phrase "che shui ma long" (literally, "streams of carriages and horses"), which originated from Empress Dowager Ma’s vivid description of the endless flow of visitors to her family’s residence. It was her way of illustrating the overwhelming attention her family attracted from opportunists eager to curry favor with the imperial in-laws.

      Empress Dowager Ma took decisive measures to prevent her family from abusing their influence. She issued a formal edict to the Three Commanderies, clearly stating that if any member of the Ma family or their relatives tried to sway local officials, meddle in regional governance, or disrupt administrative order, they would be punished according to the law and immediately reported.

      Her strict principles extended even to personal matters. When her mother’s tomb was built, the burial mound was slightly too high, clashing with her ideals of modesty. Upon hearing her disapproval, her brother promptly ordered the mound to be lowered.

      Within the Ma family, she carefully distinguished between those who acted with integrity and those who did not. If a relative behaved with humility and righteousness, she treated them warmly, often rewarding them with gifts or government appointments. But if someone committed a minor wrongdoing, she would first put on a stern expression and reprimand them on the spot.

      However, for those who flaunted extravagant carriages, adorned themselves in lavish clothing, and blatantly disregarded laws and regulations, she did not hesitate to take severe action. She struck their names from the imperial family registry, stripped them of their status as imperial in-laws, and banished them back to their hometowns.

      Under Empress Dowager Ma’s strict governance, both her immediate family and extended relatives adhered firmly to her standards. A culture of humility and frugality deeply took root within the Ma clan, to the extent that they feared her discipline even more than they once feared Emperor Ming’s authority.

      Because of her deliberate restraint and measured approach, the Ma family never amassed overwhelming power or influence. Yet, the tides of the empire soon shifted. As the rebellion in the Western Qiang region escalated, it presented a crucial opportunity for the Ma family to prove their worth and loyalty.

      In August of 77 CE, Emperor Zhang appointed Ma Fang as Acting General of Chariots and Cavalry, entrusting him with a force of 30,000 troops to quell the Qiang rebellion. True to expectations, Ma Fang delivered a decisive victory, much to the emperor’s immense satisfaction.

      Overjoyed by this success, Emperor Zhang saw it as the perfect moment to officially bestow noble titles upon his three uncles, elevating them to the rank of marquises.

      Understanding that her son was resolute in rewarding her brothers, Empress Dowager Ma realized that any further opposition would be futile. She therefore chose not to stand in the way of his decision.

      Once her three brothers had been enfeoffed, she summoned them to the palace for a private audience. There, she urged them to step away from the political arena and live quietly as nobles, rather than wielding influence as imperial in-laws.

      Taking her words to heart, the three men submitted formal memorials requesting to retire from their official duties. They chose to return to their estates as marquises, preferring the peace of their noble titles over the turbulence of court politics.

      Although Emperor Zhang was hesitant and somewhat reluctant, he recognized that this was his mother’s sincere wish. With no better alternative, he reluctantly granted their resignations, allowing them to withdraw from the political stage.

      Under the firm control of Empress Dowager Ma, the Ma family never managed to dominate the imperial court or exercise unchecked power, yet they still enjoyed considerable prestige and privilege.

      However, this delicate balance was short-lived.

      Before long, the Ma family was entirely expelled from the capital, and their influence within the court disintegrated completely.

      How did a family once so carefully restrained still end up in ruin?

      What deeper currents of history were at work beneath the surface?

      Not long after the Ma family was granted their noble titles, Empress Dowager Ma passed away. She was honored posthumously with the title Empress Mingde.

      With her passing, there was no one left to keep the Ma family in check.

      At that time, the head of the Ma family, effectively its patriarch, was Ma Liao, the Marquis of Shunyang. Though fundamentally a decent man—cautious in his behavior and gentle in temperament—his kindness and leniency rendered him ineffective at disciplining his kin. He lacked the strictness necessary to rein in the younger generation of the Ma clan.

      The younger members were born into wealth and privilege, raised as true aristocrats who had never known hardship. Initially, they restrained themselves out of respect for their aunt, who had risen from empress to empress dowager. But the moment her firm hand was gone, they felt as if they had finally been set free. With no one left to curb their behavior, they seized the chance to make up for all the years they had missed, fully embracing the privileges their status afforded them.

      Observing the reckless behavior of the unrestrained Ma clan, a concerned official penned a letter to Ma Liao, urging him to rein in his younger relatives. The letter read:

      "Your Lordship holds a position of great honor and prestige. The people of the empire place immense expectations upon you. Yet your younger brothers, Ma Fang, an Attendant of the Yellow Gates, and Ma Guang, are still in the prime of their youth. Rather than embodying the humility and restraint shown by Empress Dou’s brother, Dou Zhangjun, they have instead surrounded themselves with frivolous, cunning, and morally questionable companions. You permit them to act without guidance or correction, nurturing an attitude of arrogance and indulgence. Reflecting on the lessons of history, I cannot help but feel grave concern for your family’s future."

      Ma Liao, a man of reason, understood the wisdom behind these warnings, but his mild-mannered and somewhat timid nature led him to believe his younger kin would cause no serious trouble. Consequently, he chose to disregard the official’s advice. This lack of intervention only served to embolden the younger Ma family members, who grew even more reckless in their conduct.

      While Ma Liao himself was upright and honest, his younger brothers, Ma Fang and Ma Guang, were of an entirely different character. They amassed vast fortunes through various means, much of it derived from dubious and illegitimate sources. To some extent, as imperial in-laws, it was not unusual for them to accumulate wealth—but these two pushed far beyond acceptable limits.

      They blatantly disregarded regulations, embarking on massive construction projects that lined entire streets with rows upon rows of mansions. Their estates swarmed with hundreds of retainers, and they maintained large herds of horses and livestock. Taking their arrogance even further, they imposed taxes on the Qiang and Hu peoples—an unmistakable act of overstepping their bounds.

      If this trajectory continued, the Ma family seemed poised to evolve into a quasi-feudal power, much like the Four Lords during the Warring States period.

      Initially, Emperor Zhang showed leniency toward his uncles, bound by familial loyalty. Yet as their conduct spiraled into blatant excess and unchecked arrogance, his unease grew. Not only were they acting with impunity, but they had also begun forming factions and consolidating power—directly challenging the emperor’s own authority.

      After all, the empire belonged to the emperor, not the Ma family.

      Emperor Zhang's patience began to wear thin, but at first, he chose a gentler approach. He softly reproached his uncles, hoping that a mild admonition might awaken some sense of responsibility in them and steer them back onto the right path.

      But the Ma brothers were utterly indifferent. Resting comfortably on their status as the emperor’s uncles, they paid no heed to his cautions. His words simply slid past them, entering one ear and leaving through the other, as if they had never been spoken at all.

      Seeing their blatant lack of remorse, Emperor Zhang found himself with no choice but to impose restrictions on the Ma family’s activities.

      This decision gradually chipped away at the Ma family’s influence. Those who had once flocked to their side for personal gain began to drift away. Their circle of followers slowly thinned, but at this point, it was far from a full-blown crisis.

      The emperor had yet to escalate matters into severe punishment—this was merely a stern warning. If the Ma family took the hint and exercised restraint, they could still enjoy their wealth and privileges for years to come.

      At this critical juncture, the Ma family produced an exceptionally foolish individual—one whose sheer stupidity sealed the fate of the entire clan.

      This spectacular fool was Ma Yu, the son of Ma Liao. At that time, Ma Yu held the rank of Captain of Infantry (Bubing Xiaowei). Watching his family’s influence steadily wane, he grew increasingly bitter and dissatisfied. Yet, the way he chose to express his frustration was nothing short of catastrophic.

      Rather than keeping his grievances private or confiding in trusted allies, he took a wildly reckless path. He began writing letters and sending them far and wide, spreading his bitterness and complaints. He openly ranted about how the empire could not function without the Ma family, and how unjustly the emperor was treating them.

      This was the ultimate act of self-destruction—not only for Ma Yu himself but for his entire lineage. With such a blatant disregard for common sense and duty, Ma Yu single-handedly pushed the Ma family toward complete ruin.

      As expected, the imperial authorities responded swiftly and decisively. The relevant government offices immediately launched formal impeachment proceedings against Ma Yu, as well as against Ma Fang and Ma Guang.

      The charges leveled against them were severe, reflecting the gravity of their offenses.

      Ma Fang and Ma Guang were accused of indulging in excessive extravagance and reckless luxury.

      Their conduct had far surpassed the limits expected of their noble rank.

      In doing so, they flagrantly violated the fundamental moral and ceremonial principles that governed the empire.

      Their actions were seen as a serious disruption to the sacred Confucian order.

      The officials advised that every member of the Ma family be removed from their posts and exiled from the capital city of Luoyang.

      When Emperor Zhang reviewed the accusations, he showed no hesitation. With a single stroke of his brush, he simply wrote: "Approved."

      With that brief yet decisive act, the once-mighty Ma family crumbled instantly.

      Every imperial position they held was stripped away. Their titles and privileges vanished overnight, erasing their influence completely. Just as swiftly as they had ascended to power, they were now reduced to nothing but a forgotten name.

      Among them, the most foolish was Ma Yu. His downfall was not only tragic but also exceptionally brutal.

      After departing Luoyang with his father, Ma Liao, he was relentlessly pursued by imperial agents and forcibly brought back to the capital. Subjected to brutal interrogation and torture, his life was cruelly extinguished amid unbearable agony.

      It was only then that Emperor Zhang fully grasped why Empress Dowager Ma had been so adamant about restraining the ambitions of her own family.

      Though the Ma clan had once enjoyed the emperor’s favor, their window of real power was fleeting. Far from being an unstoppable force, they had barely begun to stretch their influence before the emperor moved decisively to crush them.

      With the fall of the Ma family, another imperial in-law clan quietly rose to take their place.

      But this new family was destined to surpass the Ma family in power and influence by far.

      So, which formidable family was it?
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            THE RISE OF THE DOU FAMILY

          

        

      

    

    
      Anyone with some knowledge of Eastern Han history would recognize this era in China’s vast timeline as one marked by the shifting tides of power between imperial relatives and eunuchs. It was precisely this volatile dynamic that led Zhuge Liang to write in his famous Memorial on Sending Out Troops: "Favoring virtuous ministers and distancing oneself from treacherous individuals led to the prosperity of the Western Han; favoring the treacherous and sidelining the virtuous was the root cause of the Eastern Han's decline."

      The endless tug-of-war for influence between the imperial clans and the eunuchs plunged the court into turmoil.

      The eunuchs’ rise to power actually stemmed from the earlier dominance of imperial relatives. Emperors, eager to wrest control back from their maternal clans, found themselves compelled to lean heavily on the eunuchs within their courts. But what about during the reigns of Emperor Guangwu, Emperor Ming, and Emperor Zhang? The maternal family of Emperor Guangwu remained notably modest and low-profile. Under Emperor Ming, the Ma family, thanks largely to Empress Ma’s strict discipline, avoided causing major disruptions and was eventually managed effectively by Emperor Zhang. These circumstances hardly suggest that imperial relatives ever held an unchallenged monopoly on power.

      However, after the Ma family’s decline, a new maternal clan rose to prominence—one that truly set the course for the Eastern Han’s era of imperial relatives dominating the state. This was the Dou family. Empress Dou, the wife of Emperor Zhang, hailed from this distinguished lineage. She was the great-granddaughter of Dou Rong, a high-ranking official during the early Eastern Han. Yet misfortune struck when certain members of the Dou family broke the law, resulting in the execution of Empress Dou’s grandfather and father.

      Following these harsh punishments, the Dou family rapidly fell from grace. Accustomed to a life of privilege and luxury, they found this sudden reversal unbearable. In their desperation, they turned to fortune-tellers and physiognomists, seeking glimpses of their future fate. “Tell us, sir, when will our family rise again?” they would implore. Of course, the fortune-tellers did not part with their money lightly. Whenever they laid eyes upon a particular young girl from the Dou clan, they confidently predicted that she was destined for tremendous fortune and prosperity.

      Upon hearing this, the Dou family was elated—they finally glimpsed a ray of hope and began to believe their lineage would be revived. But what exactly did this “great fortune” entail? Becoming a marquis or noble was certainly prestigious, but to marry into the imperial family? That would be an unparalleled triumph. So they pressed further: “Can you tell us just how high her fortune will reach?” At this point, the fortune-tellers grew evasive, merely hinting that she possessed a face unlike any ordinary concubine’s—signaling a destiny of extraordinary marriage. They also urged the Dou family to educate and nurture the girl with great care.

      Encouraged by these words, the Dou family resolved to dedicate themselves to nurturing and training their daughter from a very young age.

      In the second year of the Jianchu era during Emperor Zhang’s reign, the emperor decided to expand his harem. It was customary for a newly enthroned ruler to select beauties from across the empire to grace the palace. The young lady from the Dou family was at the perfect age for this selection and was sent directly to Changle Palace, accompanied by her younger sister.

      Beauty is universally admired, and Emperor Liu Zhang had long heard of the Dou girl’s exceptional appearance and intelligence. On several occasions, he discreetly inquired whether she was already betrothed. When he finally met her at Changle Palace, he was instantly captivated by her stunning looks and graceful bearing. Empress Dowager Ma, noticing her son’s fondness for the Dou girl, chose to support the match. Consequently, the young lady smoothly entered Yeting, the residence designated for concubines.

      Dou, naturally intelligent and astute, devoted herself entirely to winning favor. She spared no effort in pleasing Empress Dowager Ma and other members of the palace, while remaining utterly obedient to the emperor. She went to great lengths to keep him content, and as a result, her reputation quickly flourished within the court. By the following year, she was officially named empress, and her younger sister was also granted the title of noble lady.

      Though Empress Dou had smoothly ascended to her new status, she remained deeply troubled and restless.

      What weighed so heavily on the mind of the empress, the very woman who now stood at the pinnacle of the imperial harem? After years of navigating the treacherous palace life, she had finally secured her position. Yet, despite all this time, she had failed to give birth to a son. This caused her great distress. Though undoubtedly the emperor’s favorite, the rules of the inner palace had always been clear—“a mother’s status is elevated by her son.”

      As long as the emperor was there, she had nothing to fear. He was her greatest shield, her unshakable pillar of support. But what if one day he were to suddenly pass away? Who would protect her then? Who would safeguard her position and ensure her safety?

      This fear gnawed at her relentlessly, day after day. Women often struggle to conceal their true feelings, yet her sorrow was plain to see in her eyes and expression. The emperor noticed this growing heaviness in her demeanor and found himself puzzled. He had showered her with affection and care—so why did she always seem so burdened, as if carrying the weight of the entire world on her shoulders?

      Finally, moved by concern, he asked her gently, "Why do you seem so unhappy? What troubles you so much that you wear this sorrowful look every single day?"

      With a furrowed brow and a heavy heart, Empress Dou replied, "How could I possibly be happy when I have no son?"

      The emperor, unfazed, chuckled softly and reassured her, "Oh, come now, why worry about that? Empress Dowager Ma never bore a son either, yet she has always lived well. She never made a fuss about it before the late emperor. But look at you—constantly sulking, as if someone owes you a debt!"

      Empress Dou, hearing his words, felt even more aggrieved. She protested, "Empress Dowager Ma may not have given birth to a son, but she has you, Your Majesty. And me? I have nothing at all."

      Hearing this, the emperor immediately grasped the empress’s concern. He understood that what she truly desired was to have a son of her own. Since Empress Ma had once adopted him, wouldn’t the same approach work for Empress Dou? After all, his life was living proof that an adopted mother could nurture a child with as much love as any birth mother. The bond between him and Empress Ma had been one of genuine affection and deep filial devotion.

      So, the emperor reassured the empress, saying, “Don’t worry. I will find a son for you right away. With so many princes in the palace, I’m certain I can select one for you to adopt.” But choosing the right prince was no simple matter. It wasn’t about picking just any child at random. The boy’s age was crucial—he couldn’t be too old. The ideal candidate was a nursing infant, young enough to form a close bond with his adoptive mother, preventing any emotional distance from developing in the future.

      With careful consideration, Emperor Zhang weighed his options. After a thorough selection process, he settled on a young prince named Liu Zhao, the son of Consort Liang, and arranged for Empress Dou to take him as her adopted son. At last, the empress had a son. The emperor’s hopes were clear—he wished history to repeat itself. Just as Empress Ma had raised him with tender care and later been honored as empress dowager when he ascended the throne, he expected Empress Dou to do the same for Liu Zhao. If all went well, Liu Zhao would repay her devotion, securing her a safe future and a dignified old age.

      But Empress Dou did not see it that way. Instead of feeling relieved, her anxiety only deepened. Her worries didn’t fade; rather, they surged like an unstoppable tide, overwhelming her completely. Burdened by these fears, her personality shifted dramatically. She grew ruthless, systematically eliminating her rivals one after another. Driven by paranoia and desperation, she orchestrated the deaths of four concubines, removing them entirely from the palace.

      But why did Empress Dou become so vicious toward the other women in the harem? What hidden fears continued to torment her, even after she had secured a son?

      Years earlier, Emperor Zhang had been adopted by Empress Ma and soon after was named crown prince. When he finally ascended the throne, Empress Ma became the respected Empress Dowager. Watching this unfold, Empress Dou reflected on her own position. Although she now had a son, there was no chance for him to inherit the throne—after all, the emperor had already appointed a crown prince.

      The empress also took note of a powerful family linked to Empress Dowager Ma—the Song clan. Two daughters from the Song family had been chosen for Emperor Zhang’s harem, each granted the title of noble lady. These two Song women quickly won favor, capturing the hearts of both the emperor and Empress Dowager Ma.

      In the third year of the Jianchu era, the elder Song noble lady gave birth to a son named Liu Qing. The following year, Liu Qing was officially appointed crown prince. At this point, both Liu Qing and Liu Zhao were sons of Emperor Zhang, yet their futures could hardly have been more different. When the emperor eventually passed away, Liu Qing would ascend the throne as the new ruler, while Liu Zhao, regarded as a lesser prince, would be sent away to govern his own fiefdom.

      By then, the Song noble lady, as the mother of the future emperor, would undoubtedly be elevated to the esteemed rank of empress dowager. As for the current empress, her fate under the reign of the next ruler remained entirely uncertain.

      Empress Dou began to strategize. She had adopted a son solely to secure her own future, but as things stood, Liu Zhao offered her no real protection. If he had no chance of inheriting the throne, what was the point of keeping him? What should she do? She pondered this question for days until a sudden realization struck her—if Liu Zhao could one day ascend to the throne, all her worries would disappear.

      With this goal firmly in mind, she made a decisive choice: she must ensure her son became the crown prince, for only then would the path to the throne be open to him. But to accomplish this, she first needed to eliminate Consort Song and the current crown prince, Liu Qing.

      Once her plan was set, Empress Dou wasted no time putting it into motion. She decided to target Liu Qing’s mother, Consort Song, first. To carry out her scheme, she conspired with her mother, Princess Xinyang, instructing her to repeatedly slander Consort Song in front of Emperor Zhang. There is an old saying: a lie told a thousand times becomes the truth. This was precisely the tactic Empress Dou intended to employ—by relentlessly tarnishing Consort Song’s reputation, she aimed to turn the emperor against her.

      As time went by, the Song sisters had committed no real wrongdoing, yet the emperor’s favor toward them gradually faded, and their influence within the palace steadily diminished. Once Consort Song lost the emperor’s affection, Empress Dou launched her second wave of attacks, employing a two-pronged strategy to completely bring down the Song sisters.

      One front was led by her brother, Dou Xian, and his allies, who combed through every possible misstep—no matter how minor—that the Song family might have made outside the palace walls. The other front involved palace attendants whom Empress Dou strategically placed to shadow Consort Song’s every move within the harem. These two groups worked in tandem, hunting for any excuse, however trivial, to accuse the Song sisters of wrongdoing. It was like searching for bones in an egg—no matter how baseless the claim, any pretext would suffice.

      Their relentless efforts eventually bore fruit. After a long period of intense scrutiny, an opportunity finally arose. Looking back, the so-called offense they uncovered was utterly ridiculous—something so trivial that it now seems almost laughable.

      So, what exactly happened?

      Consort Song had fallen ill and found herself craving fresh rabbit meat. She instructed her family to procure some at all costs. But catching rabbits was no easy feat—it demanded expertise and careful preparation. Aware of this, the Song family hired skilled hunters who specialized in rabbit catching and meticulously took all necessary steps to ensure success.

      They carefully studied rabbit burrow locations, tracked subtle signs of rabbit activity, and set traps with expert precision. However, news of this soon reached Empress Dou. A woman’s scheming mind can be as unfathomable as the depths of the ocean, and Empress Dou’s cruelty knew no bounds. Upon learning of these seemingly trivial details, she was elated—she had finally found her opportunity.

      She wasted no time rushing to the emperor, vividly recounting the events with dramatic flair and exaggeration. Feigning outrage, she claimed that the so-called rabbit hunters the Song family had hired were, in reality, sorcerers. She accused Consort Song of far more than a mere craving for rabbit meat—insisting the whole affair was just a cover for practicing dark magic. According to her, Consort Song was using sorcery to curse the emperor himself.

      The emperor listened to Empress Dou’s report with a mix of suspicion and displeasure. Yet, such a grave matter demanded a thorough investigation. To handle the case, he appointed a man whose reputation in history would eventually surpass even his own—the great scientist Cai Lun.

      Famous for his revolutionary improvements to papermaking, Cai Lun was an exceptionally intelligent and resourceful figure who had earned Emperor Zhang’s profound trust. He was also well-regarded by Empress Dou, who often entrusted him with delicate tasks. As a eunuch, Cai Lun had mastered the delicate art of reading and fulfilling the desires of those in power—his very survival depended on it. So, it was no surprise what conclusion his investigation would reach.

      As expected, the final report confirmed the allegations. According to the investigation, the Song sisters had used rabbit hunting as a cover for sorcery, intending to curse the emperor to death so that the crown prince could ascend the throne. With this accusation firmly established, their fate was sealed.

      The report was presented to the emperor, and upon reading it, he erupted in fury. "Hmph! Liu Qing, you dare to conspire against me? You and your family are already scheming for the throne, wishing for my premature death? Then I shall strip you of your title!"

      Without delay, Emperor Zhang ordered the crown prince to vacate the Eastern Palace and relocate to Chenglu Hall. Shortly thereafter, he issued an official decree declaring: "The crown prince has become mentally unstable, exhibiting erratic behavior unworthy of his position. He is no longer fit to uphold the sacred duties of the imperial lineage. In light of these serious concerns, personal feelings must be set aside. Therefore, I hereby depose him and grant him the title of Prince of Qinghe. In his place, my son Liu Zhao, who has been raised under the careful guidance of the empress, shall now be designated as the new crown prince."

      With his title stripped away, Liu Qing's life now hung by a mere thread.

      Emperor Zhang then commanded Consort Song to be expelled from the inner palace and confined within the grim walls of Bingshe. Cai Lun, tasked with overseeing her interrogation, showed no sign of mercy. Under the iron will of Empress Dou, he employed the harshest and most relentless methods, subjecting the two Song sisters to unbearable torment. Unable to withstand the cruelty, they ultimately took their own lives. With their demise, Empress Dou had effectively removed her most formidable rival.

      At last, she could finally exhale a sigh of relief. With her adopted son now crowned as the crown prince, her future as empress dowager was firmly secured. What was there left to fear?

      But before she could fully savor her triumph, a new challenge arose.

      Though Liu Zhao was the crown prince, he was not her biological son—he was born to Consort Liang. When he was named heir, the Liang family erupted with joy. Their celebrations were unrestrained, overflowing with pride. Even though it was Empress Dou who raised him, Liu Zhao’s bloodline belonged to the Liangs.

      If he were to eventually ascend the throne, it would be the Liang family who reaped the rewards. Unlike the discreet and cautious Dou clan, the Liangs lacked any sense of modesty or restraint. They indulged in reckless displays of victory, frequently congratulating one another behind closed doors. In their eyes, Liu Zhao’s future as emperor was already assured, and once he took the throne, they would bask in endless wealth and power, free to wield their influence without limits.

      The Dou family was profoundly disturbed upon learning of the Liang clan’s arrogance. Their worry deepened—what if, once Crown Prince Liu Zhao ascended the throne, he remained loyal to his birth mother’s kin? If he remembered the favors bestowed by the Liang family and chose to repay them, what fate would then befall the Dou family? After all, not every emperor ruled with the generosity of the current sovereign.

      Determined to safeguard their standing, Empress Dou resolved that the Dou family must become the sole family Liu Zhao could trust and depend on. To this end, she nurtured a deep-seated resentment toward Consort Liang and her sister, regularly casting aspersions on them before the emperor. Gradually, Emperor Zhang grew distant from the Liang sisters, his feelings shifting toward disdain.

      Yet the Dou family’s maneuvers did not cease there. They resorted to even harsher measures. An anonymous denunciation was orchestrated, falsely implicating Consort Liang’s father in treason. Ultimately, he was ensnared in a fabricated rebellion and met a tragic fate in prison. His family was exiled to Jiuzhen, a remote frontier corresponding to modern-day Vietnam. Stricken by this calamity, the Liang sisters were overwhelmed by grief and soon passed away.

      With the deaths of their rivals, the Dou family had effectively wiped out all competition. Liu Zhao now had no maternal relatives left—Dou’s clan was his sole remaining “family.”

      It was clear that the Dou clan’s ascent to power was starkly different from that of earlier noble houses, like the Yin and Ma clans. Their approach was far more ruthless. Whereas Empress Ma had treated her fellow imperial consorts with kindness and tolerance, coexisting peacefully with them, Empress Dou showed no mercy, directly causing the deaths of four women.

      At this point, Empress Dou finally felt she could breathe easy, her grip on power firmly secured.

      With her position in the palace more secure than ever, the once-threatened Dou family flourished once again. Through a series of strategic moves, they rose to become the most powerful noble clan of their time, reaching the pinnacle of external political influence.

      The Dou family’s rise was closely intertwined with Emperor Zhang’s approach to managing imperial in-laws. But how exactly did Emperor Zhang deal with these powerful families? And what hidden risks did his policies bring to the Eastern Han court?

      During this era, one of the most prominent figures to emerge from these influential clans was Dou Xian, none other than Empress Dou’s own brother. As the old saying goes, "When one person achieves greatness, even their dogs and chickens soar to the heavens." With his sister enjoying the emperor’s favor, Dou Xian’s status skyrocketed. He was appointed as Shizhong (Palace Attendant) and Huben Zhonglang Jiang (General of the Tiger Elite), serving alongside his younger brother, Dou Du, within the imperial court.

      Not only were they showered with rewards, but they also quickly earned the emperor’s trust and favor, firmly establishing themselves as key players in the political arena.

      Throughout history, it was common for officials, especially those in high-ranking positions, to form their own factions. Powerful figures often surrounded themselves with loyal followers, creating tightly knit circles that thrived or fell together—a system built on mutual benefit that frequently slid into corruption. Those who pledged loyalty during prosperous times could just as easily abandon their patrons when the political winds shifted.

      At the peak of the Dou family’s power, Dou Xian found himself surrounded by a swarm of sycophants, ever eager to flatter and praise him at every chance. These opportunists whispered endless words of admiration into his ear, showering him with excessive compliments. In such an environment, it was inevitable that upright officials would raise their disapproval.

      One of the most vocal critics was Diwu Lun, a man renowned for his unyielding integrity. Years before, when Emperor Zhang favored the Ma family, Diwu Lun had personally counseled him against granting excessive power to his noble in-laws, cautioning that such favoritism could ultimately sow the seeds of disaster.

      As time unfolded, events played out exactly as Diwu Lun had foreseen. Yet, Emperor Zhang failed to heed these warnings. After the fall of the Ma family’s influence, he once again lavished favors upon his maternal relatives—this time, the Dou family and his young brothers-in-law.

      Witnessing this, Diwu Lun submitted another memorial to the emperor, solemnly warning:

      "Your Majesty, I have observed that the princes, princesses, and imperial in-laws have grown increasingly extravagant and indulgent, far beyond what the law permits. The capital is meant to set the standard for the entire empire, yet if even here these noble figures act recklessly, how can we expect proper conduct from those in the provinces? Your Majesty must not continue to tolerate such excess, for if this persists, it will inevitably lead to disaster."

      Emperor Zhang carefully read Diwu Lun’s memorial and found his reasoning compelling. Yet, despite recognizing the problem, he chose to do nothing, continuing his usual course. Frustrated by the lack of progress, Diwu Lun submitted another memorial, this time adopting a more forthright tone:

      “I have observed closely that Dou Xian, the Huben Zhonglang Jiang, wields immense power as a close relative of the imperial consort and the long-standing commander of the imperial guards. Though young and ambitious, he carries himself with humility and often engages in charitable acts. This, however, stems largely from his fondness for mingling with scholars and his cultivation of ties with many influential figures.

      Regrettably, many who frequently visit the Dou residence are men of dubious character—some even have records of legal punishment. More critically, these individuals lack discipline and moral integrity. Among the scholarly circles, those without true ambition spend their time lauding each other, securing positions not through merit but through personal connections. They swarm the gates of noble families, forming factions like gathering storm clouds.

      As the saying goes, ‘A chorus of voices can melt gold, and accumulated slander can destroy bones.’ When many blow together, they can move mountains; when countless mosquitoes buzz, their noise becomes deafening. It is precisely this clamorous influence that fuels the unchecked arrogance and extravagance of the imperial in-laws.”

      Therefore, I earnestly implore Your Majesty and the Empress to issue firm commands to Dou Xian and his cohorts, urging them to exercise restraint, abandon their political scheming, and curtail the unchecked influence they have amassed. It is far wiser to nip potential disasters in the bud, securing Dou Xian’s enduring stability rather than allowing his unchecked power to sow the seeds of his eventual ruin. By doing so, the harmony between sovereign and ministers can be preserved, free from hidden grudges—a sincere hope that I hold dear.

      Upon receiving this memorial, Emperor Zhang’s fury was unmistakable. His thoughts were sharp and clear: “That old fossil again? First, he chastised me for favoring the Ma family. Now, he turns his ire against the Dou clan. Whatever I do, he finds fault! Enough is enough.”

      Seething with frustration, the emperor decreed Diwu Lun’s forced early retirement, effectively ending his political career once and for all. With Diwu Lun removed, the voices daring to oppose the Dou family fell silent, emboldening Dou Xian to wield his power with even greater confidence and impunity.

      In truth, Emperor Zhang was widely regarded as a capable and well-meaning ruler. Unlike his father, Emperor Ming, who was known for his strict and austere governance, Emperor Zhang earned a reputation for being benevolent and compassionate. Yet, his leniency toward the imperial in-laws proved to be a serious vulnerability. His tolerance allowed these relatives to grow unchecked, eventually leading to the dominance of external families during the reign of his son, Emperor He. This set the stage for the recurring cycle of power struggles between imperial relatives and eunuchs, a turmoil that came to define much of the Eastern Han dynasty.

      As Emperor Zhang continued to indulge them, Dou Xian and his clan grew increasingly arrogant and overbearing, acting as though they were beyond reproach. It wasn’t long before Dou Xian’s ambitions pushed him too far, provoking the emperor’s ire.

      So, what exactly did Dou Xian do to cross the line? And what fate awaited him for his unchecked ambition?

      During this period, the most outrageous deed Dou Xian committed was his forcible acquisition of Princess Xinshui’s estate at an absurdly low price. Princess Xinshui, daughter of Emperor Ming and sister to Emperor Zhang, came from an imperial lineage that demanded respect. Her husband’s family traced their roots back to Deng Yu, one of the founding heroes of the Han dynasty. Yet, despite her noble birth and prestigious connections, she dared not confront the powerful Dou family. With no other recourse, she swallowed her resentment and accepted her misfortune in silence.

      One day, as Emperor Zhang was traveling through the city, he happened to pass by the estate. The familiar sight caught his attention, compelling him to ask Dou Xian, “What’s the story with this place? When did it come into your possession? It certainly wasn’t yours before.”
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