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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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The Cruel and Licentious Empress
— Jia Nanfeng
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Lectured by Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on March 3, 1988
English Translation by by Alejandro Gracia
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Jia Nanfeng was empress to Emperor Hui of the Jin Dynasty. She had a jealous disposition,
was cunning, hypocritical, and full of schemes, and she thereby brought calamity to the
whole country and suffering to the people. Her lust for power and authority caused
China to plunge into chaos and turmoil for over three hundred years. Emperor Hui was
ignorant, dull, and fatuous. Once when he heard that people were dying of starvation, he
asked, “Why don’t they eat minced meat?” He married Nanfeng and made her empress.
Unrestrained by her weak husband, Empress Nanfeng took control of the government;
licentious acts, rampant casual killing, and abusive power became second nature to
her. She deposed Empress Dowager Yang, killed the prince’s mentor Yang Jun, and had
the crown prince executed. She was violent and cruel and inhumane. As a result of her
actions, the eight princes (brothers of the emperor) rose in rebellion, which was known in
history as the Rebellion of the Eight Princes. Prince Lun of Zhao killed Nanfeng, deposed
the Emperor, and declared himself emperor, but was later killed by another brother, the
Prince of Qi. Members of the royal family inhumanely killed each other, raging a brutal
civil war. Innocent citizens lost their homes and wandered about for survival. The five
northern barbarian groups (the Huns, the Xianbei, the Jie, the Di, and the Qiang) took
advantage of this situation and invaded China, pillaging and bringing disorder to the
land. The king of the Huns, Liu Yuan, captured Emperor Huai and Emperor Min and
brought them to the north, which precipitated the end of the Western Jin Dynasty. Hence,
the ruling house was forced to settle in the region south of the Yangtze River, where they
established a new dynasty: Eastern Jin. Although this period of Chinese history was one

of its darkest, it was a time when Buddhism flourished and shone like a beacon.
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Commentary:

Today we are going to talk about a woman who caused great turmoil for
China. She lived during the Jin Dynasty. When was the Jin Dynasty? After the
Han Dynasty ended, there came the period of Three Kingdoms — the Wei, Shu,
and Wu. Shu refers to Liu Bei, Wei refers to Cao Cao, and Wu refers to Sun Quan.
These three vied and fought for ultimate ruling power in China. Shu’s ruling house
was that of Liu Bei, the Wei was that of Cao Cao, and the Wu was that of Sun
Quan. These three carved China into three kingdoms, the history of which was
recorded in the book called the Records of Three Kingdoms.

After the Three Kingdoms came the Jin Dynasty. Sima Yi, one of the great
generals of Cao Cao, was very wise and resourceful, and a master of the art of war.
His son Sima Zhao aimed to usurp the throne to become the emperor himself.
Later, Sima Yan (Sima Yi’s grandson) became the Emperor Wu of Jin and also
changed the name of Wei to Jin Dynasty. Emperor Wu passed the throne to his son
Emperor Hui, who married Jia Nanfeng and made her the empress.

The “southern wind” (the meaning of “Nanfeng”) is supposed to be warm.
But this Nanfeng was not warm at all; in fact, she was very cold. She had a jealous
disposition, and was cunning and full of schemes. She put on an honest appearance
but was actually hypocritical. Her husband, Emperor Hui, was a stupid emperor
without a touch of common sense. Why was he considered stupid and dull? At the
time of Jin, the political system was in disorder, and there was widespread famine
in China. Someone made a report to the Emperor to describe the situation of the
famine.

Upon reading the report of people’s starving to death, Emperor Hui did not
find ways to bring about relief, but instead asked: “These people are too stupid,
they are starving to death because they are not eating food. If they had drank the
meat broth or eaten minced meat they would have been spared.” He did not realize
that people did not have meat to eat and they did not even have the chance to
smell the meat soup. In the past, a professor who could not bear being a vegetarian
lamented pathetically: “Ah, I cannot eat meat, but perhaps smelling meat soup
would do to quell my craving.”

After Jia Nanfeng became the empress, she did not benefit the people;instead,
she indulged in her own desires . She was negligent, licentious,indulgent, abusive,
and had a thirst for power. She unscrupulously used her political influence
to throw China into chaos and complete darkness for three hundred years.

She took control of the government, killed the prince’s mentor Yang Jun,
and had the crown prince executed. Because of her violence and cruelty, she
caused the Rebellion of the Eight Princes. They killed and slaughtered each
other. Many houses were ruined, families scattered, and people ran for their
lives. The atrocities were beyond any humanity. The Chinese people lived in
dire conditions, wandering from one place to another, deeply distressed by the
agony of relocating and losing their properties. The barbarian groups in the
north (the Huns, the Jie, the Di, the Qiang, and the Xianbei) took the chance
to rise up against the Jin, plundering the land and pillaging the people —
there was no single day of peace for China. This was the end of Western Jin.

53 To be continued
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