
 
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 

 
Subject Description Form  

 
 

Subject Code CC2C23P 

Subject Title Court and Palace: Power and Intrigue in Imperial China   

Credit Value 3 

Level 2  

Pre-requisite /     
Co-requisite/ 
Exclusion 

Exclusion subjects for CC2C23: CC2C23P and CC219 
Exclusion subjects for CC2C23P: CC2C23 and CC219 

 
 

Objectives 

 

The subject aims at introducing students to the two core elements in politics, 
namely power and intrigue, which led to coups, purges and mutinies that 
marked the darkest side of politics in imperial China. It is widely adapted and 
made into movies and TV series nowadays that most of these tragedies were in 
fact taken place inside and outside the palaces and courts of imperial China in 
the past two thousand years.  In this regards, the subject also aims at helping 
students to know how to distinguish between history and literature of the topics 
such as court politics and intrigues which they are interesting to know.   

Intended Learning 
Outcomes 
 

Upon completion of the subject, students will be able to: 

(a) know the political implication of the location and architectural design of the 
court and palace of respective dynasties of imperial China;  

(b) understand the roles of the various players, including the emperors, the 
palace women, the imperial-in-laws, the  eunuchs, the palace troops and the 
courtiers, inside and outside the court and the palace;  

(c) comprehend why and how power struggles and political intrigues were 
inevitable in imperial China; 

(d) grasp the wisdom of the statesman and thinkers in imperial China in 
handling these enduring problems;  

(e) fulfill the Chinese Writing and Reading Requirements in Chinese session. 

 

Subject Synopsis/ 
Indicative Syllabus 
 

 
1. Court and Palace:  location, architectural design and its political implication 
2. Emperor and the Prime Minister: Head of State acted with/against Chief 

Executive of the state 
3. Emperor and the Crown Prince: Succession problem and the root of palace 

intrigues 
4. The Palace Women, Imperial-in-laws and the court Politics 
5. Eunuchs in power: Servants who usurped the imperial power 
6. Palace Troops: Force that engineered coups and mutinies 
7. Courtiers and court politics: Factionalism among the civilian officials 



8. Scholars vs Soldiers: Power struggle between the Courtiers and the Army 
Commanders 

9. Causes of seemingly inevitable and enduring power struggle and intrigues: 
Institutional shortcomings of autocratic rule in Imperial China 

10. Criticism of the Institution of Emperor: Origin of power struggle and 
intrigues in imperial China 

11. Ghosts of court politics in Contemporary China: From Chiang Kai-sek to 
Mao Zedong 

Teaching/Learning 
Methodology  
 

Selected video segments of related topics will be shown during  lectures to 
arouse the learning interest of the students.  It will be followed by a powerpoint 
aided presentation for core ideas and key facts of the said topic. For each 
lecture, students are required to read assigned materials including classical texts 
and related works of contemporary scholars. 
 
To enhance students’ self-study abilities, they are required to make an 
oral presentation on a team basis of assigned topics during tutorials. 
Consultations are provided by the instructor to help the students to 
prepare their presentations in particular, and to understand the subject 
matter in general. 
 
Museum visits with relevant themes will be organized during the 
semester. If resources allow, field study to palaces and government 
offices crossed the border will be organized, probably during the term-
break period, on an optional basis, for students to better understand the 
subject matters. 
 
 

Assessment 
Methods in 
Alignment with 
Intended Learning 
Outcomes 
 

 
Specific assessment 
methods/tasks  

% 
weighting 

Intended subject learning 
outcomes to be assessed (Please 
tick as appropriate) 

a b c d e 

1. Quizzes 20% ü ü ü ü ü 

       

2.  Tutorial Presentation 30% ü ü ü ü ü 

3.  Term Paper 50% ü ü ü ü ü 

       

Total  100 %  
 

Student Study 
Effort Expected 
 

Class contact:  

§ Lectures 26 Hrs. 

§ Tutorials 13 Hrs. 

Other student study effort:  

§ Readings 42 Hrs. 



§ Discussion 6 Hrs. 

§ Writing 36 Hrs 

Total student study effort  123 Hrs. 
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