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Punished Without Guilt: The Emotional
Complexities of Zhu Duohui, a Descendant of

Rebel Vassals during the Ming Dynasty

Yang Cheng-hsien®

This paper aims to analyze the emotional shifts in the life of Zhu Duohui (1530-
1607), a descendant of the vassal clan of the Ning fief during the Ming Dynasty. It
explores how he navigated his identity as a royal family member in the context of the
historical reality of the Ning fief’s rebellion. Zhu Duohui grew up amidst the disputes
that followed the abolition of the Ning fief, a time when his family’s stipend was
insufficient. He aspired to emulate the example of Zhuge Liang, desiring to be a
virtuous minister who could assist the Ming rulers and serve as a model for other royal
descendants. However, due to the restrictive regulations imposed on members of the
imperial clan, Zhu Duohui was unable to participate in the imperial examinations and
turned instead to literature and poetry, earning high praise for his work. But because
the restrictions on imperial clan members were not lifted and because he failed to
secure a position as the chamberlain of the imperial clan, Zhu also fell ill in his later
years. His earlier aspirations to serve the state faded, leaving him only able to seek
solace in Buddhist meditation. Although the restrictions on the imperial examinations
were lifted a year before his death, Zhu had already lost both the motivation and energy
to pursue a degree. Through an analysis of Zhu Duohui’s emotional journey, this study
reveals the psychological and existential aspects of life within an imperial fief, offering
a more nuanced portrayal of the imperial family and one that contrasts with the typical
image of opulence and prestige.

Keywords: Zhu Duohui, Imperial Clan, Liu Shiru, Ning fief, Chamberlain
for the Imperial Clan
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