
1 
Lauren Connolly 

Dr. Nancy Locklin-Sofer 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

 
	  



2 
Lauren Connolly 

Dr. Nancy Locklin-Sofer 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

Was Empress Lü evil or did she stabilize the Han?  
Students will read each of the provided sources and think critically of how each source depicts Lü’s 
personality as well as her actions. Students should keep in mind each source's analysis questions and 
activities as they complete it.  
 
Background: Empress Lü 

Empress Lu was born in Shanfu in 241 B.C. during the late Qin Dynasty.  Her family fled 
from enemies in the Qin and later her dad became really close to the Pei County magistrate 
where she then met her eventual husband.  Before Empress Lu came to her power, she was 
known best for being a consort for Emperor Gaozu.  Before her reign of being Empress in the 
Han Dynasty, she was most commonly known for her position as being a mom as well. Her and 
her husband had two children together, Liu Ying and Princess Yuan of Lu.  After her husband 
had passed away, their son inherited the throne, Liu Ying also known as Huidi, and even though 
he was young, the empress was appointed to assist the young boy in making really huge 
decisions.  Her son did not have much say when it came to the ruling of the Han Dynasty 
because, Empress Lu did all of the dirty work when it came to the empire itself.  During her 
actual rule, Empress Lu is most known for removing her husband’s family off court and 
replacing them with her own. She also had one of her husband’s fellow consorts killed because 
of how much she hated her.  Empress Lu always got what she wanted and was admired for her 
ruthlessness at the hands of others.  Her son was not the only heir to the throne but in order to 
keep her power, it is said that she murdered any prince that could possibly take her power away.  
She had the control of the Han in her fingertips and nothing was going to get in her way.  She 
ruled from 188 -180 B.C.E. 

After Empress Lu died in 180 B.C.E., all of her family were removed from the royal court 
and they were mostly assassinated.  Her body was put into the tomb of her late husband 
Emperor Gaozu.  Their tomb together got raided and her body got destroyed by the people who 
infiltrated their resting place.  Empress Lu is most known for her ruthlessness during her reign 
and not being afraid to kill anyone that got in her way.  She is also remembered for stabilizing 
the Han Dynasty and making sure that her family got to stay in power as long as possible no 
matter if they were supposed to be there or not.  Her legacy will always stay with the Han 
Dynasty as she was the first Empress of China. 
 
Traditional East Asia Editors. “Empress Lu.” Traditional East Asia, MSU. 

http://projects.leadr.msu.edu/traditionaleastasia/exhibits/show/badass-female-rulers/empress-lu. 
 
Questions  for Analysis 

1. What does this document suggest Empress Lü did to her husband’s “consort” or 
concubine?  

 
 

2. According to the source, was it warranted?  
 
 

3. Was the court unified in its support for the Lü family? Explain.	  
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Document A: Sima Qian 

Sima Qiuan is one of two well known early Chinese historians. He wrote histories which included 
Empress Lü. Sima Qian blames her actions on fear. It is to be noted Sima Qian wrote his history first and 
influenced later historians like Ban Gu (Document B).  

The ages before the Qin are too far away and the material on them too scanty to permit a 
detailed account of them here. When the Han arose, Lü Exu became the official Empress of 
Gaozu and her son became heir apparent. Yet as she grew older and her beauty faded, the 
Emperor’s affection for her waned; Lady Qi was favored and her son Liu Ruyi had several times 
almost replaced the heir apparent. When Gaozu died, Empress Lü exterminated the Qi family 
and executed the King of Zhao [Liu Ruyi]. Of the women of the rear palaces, only those who had 
not enjoyed his favor and were far away managed to escape harm 

Empress Lü’s eldest daughter was married to Zhang Ao, the marquis of Xuanping, and 
their daughter became the empress of Emperor Hui. Empress Dowager Lü, anxious to increase 
her ties [with the imperial family], hoped that this girl would give birth to a son, but though she 
resorted to every possible device, the young Empress remained childless. [Empress Lü] then 
secretly took the child of one of [Emperor Hui’s] concubines and pretended that he was the son 
of the Empress. When Emperor Hui passed away, it was still only a short while since the dynasty 
had been founded, and the question of who might succeed to the throne was unclear. Thereupon 
[Empress Dowager Lü] accorded great honor to the members of the outer family [Lü] and 
established the [male members] of the Lü as kings, so that they might act as aides. She also 
appointed the daughter of Lü Lu as Empress to the child Emperor. Thus she hoped to establish 
firm ties that would bind her own family securely to the source of power. But it was to no avail.3 

Empress [Lü] as a female ruler announced [she would issue] the imperial decrees and 
managed to govern without going out of her chambers; and the world was peaceful, 
punishments and penalties were rarely employed, and those who had committed offenses then 
became rare. The people devoted themselves to planting and harvesting, and [as a result] 
clothing and food became increasingly abundant.	  
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Document B: Ban Gu 
Ban Gu is the other prominent Chinese historian to write about Empress Lü. Ban Gu blames her 

nature for her treatment of Lady Qi. It is to be noted Sima Qian (Document A) wrote his history first and 
influenced Ban Gu’s own writing.  

Emperor Gao died, Emperor Hui was established, and Empress Lu was the Empress 
Dowager. She ordered Yongxiang to imprison Mrs. Qi, clasping her clothes and ochre clothes, 
and ordering them to pound. Mrs. Qi sang and sang: "The son is the king, the mother is the 
captive, all day long at dusk, always with the dead! Three thousand miles away, who should tell 
the daughter?" Evil women?" He called the King of Zhao to execute him. The messenger had 
three rebellions, but Zhou Chang, the prime minister of Zhao, did not send him. The Empress 
Dowager summoned Zhao Xiang to march to Chang'an. Let people summon the king of Zhao 
again, and the king will come. Emperor Hui was merciful, knowing that the queen mother was 
angry, she welcomed the king of Zhao, entered the palace, and lived and dined with him. A few 
months later, when the emperor shot out in the morning, the king of Zhao could not get up, and 
the queen mother waited for him to live alone, and had people drink it with poison. Emperor 
Chi returned, and King Zhao died. The Empress Dowager cut off Madam Qi's hands and feet, 
removed her eyes and smoked her ears, and drank herbal medicine, so she lived in the Ju 
domain and was called "Ren She". After staying for several months, he called Emperor Hui to see 
"Ren She". The emperor looked up and asked his wife Qi, but she cried a lot. They asked the 
queen mother to say, "This is not what people did. The minister is the son of the queen mother, 
and I will never be able to govern the world again!" 

The queen mother was mourning, crying and weeping. Zhang Biqiang, the son of the 
marquis, was left as a servant, and when he was fifteen years old, he asked the prime minister, 
Chen Ping, and said: "The empress dowager has only the emperor. Today, I cry and not feel sad. 
Do you know the solution?" Chen Ping said, "What is the solution?" Piqiang said, "The emperor 
There are no strong sons, the queen mother is afraid of the king, etc. Now please worship Lu Tai 
and Lu Chan as generals, the soldiers will be in the northern and southern armies, and all Lu are 
officials, and they are in the middle. Piqiang plans to invite him, the queen mother said, the cry 
is mourning. Lu Shiquan started from this. He established Xiaohui Empress Gongzi as the 
emperor, and the Empress Dowager was called the emperor. 
 

Van Ess, Hans. “Praise and Slander: The Evocation of Empress Lü in the Shiji and the Hanshu.” 
NAN NU -- Men, Women & Gender in Early & Imperial China 8, no. 2 (September 2006): 221–
54. doi:10.1163/156852606779969824. 
 

Document C: Chu Shauson 
Chu Shauson is a Chinese historian in the first century BCE who wrote about Emperor Wu, a 

male ruler who did similar things as Lü did, such as murdering any potential rises of power through 
children.  

“Therefore in all those cases when a child was born for Emperor Wu, no matter whether 
it was a son or a daughter, the mothers were all reprimanded and had to die. How could one say 
that this was not [the behavior of a] worthy and wise [ruler]? Obviously he farsightedly laid out 
a strategy for later generations. This was really something to which the shallow knowledge of 
stupid Confucians did not attain. He certainly was not given the posthumous name “The 
Martial” without reason!” 	  
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Questions for Analysis 

1. How does Document A describe Empress Lü? 
 
 
 

2. How does Document B describe Empress Lü? 
 
 
 

3. How does Document C describe the male emperor? Is that similar or different from 
how Empress Lü was discussed by Documents A and B? 

 
 
 

4. Do you think if Empress Lü was a man she would be thought of differently?  
 
 
 

5. Did Empress Lü focus solely on protecting her family? Did she care for the realm she 
controlled?  

 
 
 
 

6. Overall, was Empress Lü evil or did she stabilize the Han?  
 


