
The Rise and Fall of Imperial China
The Social Origins of State Development

Yuhua Wang

Forthcoming in 2022
Princeton University Press
Princeton and Oxford



Contents

Preface xv

I INTRODUCTION 1

1 Elite Social Terrain and State Development 3
1.1 Not All Roads Lead to Rome . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
1.2 Why China? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
1.3 What Needs to be Explained . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
1.4 My Argument . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

1.4.1 Elite Social Terrain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8
1.4.2 State Strength . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
1.4.3 State Form . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12
1.4.4 Three Equilibria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14
1.4.5 Social Terrains Make the State, and Vice Versa . . . . . . . 16
1.4.6 Durability of Equilibria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

1.5 Intellectual Lineages . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
1.5.1 Society-Centered Theories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
1.5.2 State-Centered Theories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
1.5.3 State-in-Society Approach . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
1.5.4 Situating the Argument . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

1.6 How Is it Done? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
1.7 A Roadmap . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

2 China’s State Development Over the Last Two Millennia 37
2.1 Patterns Show Themselves at a Distance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
2.2 Climate Change and Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
2.3 Elite Social Terrain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44

2.3.1 Elite Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44
2.3.2 Measuring Elite Social Terrain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

v



vi CONTENTS

2.3.3 Star Network . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
2.3.4 Bowtie Network . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50
2.3.5 Ring Network . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 52

2.4 State Strength . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55
2.4.1 State Strengthening in the Tang Era . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57
2.4.2 State Maintaining under Song and Ming . . . . . . . . . . . 58
2.4.3 State Weakening under Qing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

2.5 State Form . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
2.5.1 Ruler–Elite Relations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
2.5.2 State–Society Relations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
2.5.3 Durability of Equilibria . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66

2.6 Concluding Remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67

II STATE STRENGTHENING UNDER OLIGARCHY 75

3 State Strengthening in the Tang Dynasty 77
3.1 A Star Was Born . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77
3.2 Tang Precursors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79

3.2.1 Qin Unification . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
3.2.2 Han Institutions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81

3.3 Early Tang Setup . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82
3.3.1 The Aristocracy and the Monarchy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
3.3.2 The Bureaucracy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84
3.3.3 Public Land Tenure and Flat Tax . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86
3.3.4 The Regimental Army . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86

3.4 Mid-Tang Crisis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87
3.4.1 The An Lushan Rebellion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
3.4.2 Decline in Registered Households . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90
3.4.3 Great Estates and Declining Revenue from Direct Tax . . . 92

3.5 The Two-Tax Reform . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93
3.5.1 Reform Policies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93
3.5.2 Structural Reasons for the Reform’s Success . . . . . . . . 94
3.5.3 Elite Interest and Reform Success . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
3.5.4 The Sovereign’s Dilemma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 97

3.6 The Star Fell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 98

4 The Turning Point: Tang–Song Transition 103
4.1 From Star to Bowtie . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103
4.2 A Note on Tang–Song Elite Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 105



CONTENTS vii

4.3 The Tang–Song Transition: What Happened? . . . . . . . . . . . . 106
4.3.1 Structural Changes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107
4.3.2 Political Selection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109
4.3.3 Elite Strategy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 110
4.3.4 Elite Spatial Distribution . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 112
4.3.5 Elite Social Terrain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 113
4.3.6 Elite Fractionalization and Monarchical Power . . . . . . . 115

4.4 The Tang–Song Transition: When and Why? . . . . . . . . . . . . 118
4.4.1 Empress Wu in the Late 7th Century . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118
4.4.2 An Lushan Rebellion in the Mid-8th Century . . . . . . . . 119
4.4.3 Huang Chao Rebellion in the Late-9th Century . . . . . . . 119
4.4.4 From Northern to Southern Song in the Early 12th Century . 120
4.4.5 Turning to Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 121

4.5 A New Model of State–Society Relations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 124

III STATE MAINTAINING UNDER PARTNERSHIP 129

5 The Rise of the Bowtie in the Song Dynasty 131
5.1 A Dynasty Full of Paradoxes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
5.2 The Early Song State . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134

5.2.1 The Emperor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 134
5.2.2 The Bureaucracy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 136
5.2.3 The Fiscal System . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 138
5.2.4 The Military . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140

5.3 Elite Social Terrain Before the Wang Anshi Reform . . . . . . . . . 143
5.4 The Wang Anshi Reform . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 144

5.4.1 The New Policies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 144
5.4.2 The Opposition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 146
5.4.3 Reform Failure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148
5.4.4 Quantitative Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148

5.5 The Song Emperor’s Dilemma . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 151
5.6 Social Development after the Reform . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

5.6.1 Shift of Power from State to Society . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152
5.6.2 Keep it in the Family . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 154
5.6.3 A Negotiated Rule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 155
5.6.4 A New Ideology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156

5.7 Concluding Remarks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157



viii CONTENTS

6 State Maintaining in the Ming Dynasty 163
6.1 The Twilight of the Ming Dynasty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 163
6.2 Political Institutions under the Ming Dynasty . . . . . . . . . . . . 166

6.2.1 Absolute Monarchy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166
6.2.2 The Bureaucracy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 167
6.2.3 The Fiscal System . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169
6.2.4 The Military . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 172

6.3 Zhang Juzheng’s Reforms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 173
6.3.1 Performance-Based Evaluations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 174
6.3.2 Land Survey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 174
6.3.3 Single Whip . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 175
6.3.4 Zhang Juzheng’s Widespread Unpopularity . . . . . . . . . 181

6.4 Where the Status Quo Survived . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183
6.4.1 Timeline of Local Single Whip Adoption . . . . . . . . . . 183
6.4.2 National Representation of Local Interest . . . . . . . . . . 184
6.4.3 Where the Reform Delayed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 185

6.5 Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187

7 The Development of Private-Order Institutions 197
7.1 Commitment Problems and Lineage Organizations . . . . . . . . . 197
7.2 Elites Faced Uncertainties . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200

7.2.1 Competitive Examinations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
7.2.2 Absence of Primogeniture . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 201
7.2.3 Poor Public Goods and Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 201
7.2.4 Government Intrusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202
7.2.5 Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 203

7.3 Social Cooperation and Commitment Problems . . . . . . . . . . . 204
7.3.1 Collective Investment in Human Capital . . . . . . . . . . . 205
7.3.2 Collective Ownership of Property . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206
7.3.3 Local Goods and Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208
7.3.4 Resisting the State . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 209
7.3.5 Collective Defense . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 210

7.4 Lineage Organizations and Lineage Coalitions . . . . . . . . . . . . 211
7.4.1 Ancestor Worship . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212
7.4.2 Genealogy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213
7.4.3 Intermarriage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213

7.5 Evidence from Quantitative Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 214
7.5.1 Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
7.5.2 Findings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 218

7.6 State–Society Partnership, Durability, and Prosperity . . . . . . . . 219



CONTENTS ix

IV STATE WEAKENING UNDER WARLORDISM 227

8 State Failure in the Qing Dynasty 229
8.1 The Long and Winding Dynasty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 229
8.2 High Qing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 232

8.2.1 The Origin of the Qing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 232
8.2.2 The Eight Banners . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
8.2.3 The Green Standards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234
8.2.4 The Fiscal System . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234
8.2.5 Centralization Efforts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235

8.3 Qing’s Fiscal and Military Decline . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 238
8.3.1 Stagnant Revenues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 239
8.3.2 Conservative Bureaucracy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240
8.3.3 Increasing Expenditures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 242

8.4 Late Qing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 243
8.4.1 The First Opium War . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 244
8.4.2 The Taiping Rebellion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 244
8.4.3 Local Militarization . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 245
8.4.4 The 1911 Revolution . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 246

8.5 A Quantitative Assessment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247
8.5.1 Taiping Rebellion and Local Elite Collective Action . . . . 248
8.5.2 Local Elite Collective Action and the 1911 Revolution . . . 249

8.6 Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 252

V CONCLUSION 259

9 The Long Shadow of the Empire 261
9.1 When History Meets Politics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 261
9.2 Struggles for Centralization in Africa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 262

9.2.1 Pre-Colonial Era . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 263
9.2.2 Colonial Era . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 264
9.2.3 Post-Colonial Era . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 266

9.3 Despotic and Infrastructurally Weak States in Latin America . . . . 268
9.3.1 Bowtie Network under Colonial Rule . . . . . . . . . . . . 269
9.3.2 Divergent Paths in the Post-Colonial Era . . . . . . . . . . . 270

9.4 Tribe and State in the Middle East . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 272
9.4.1 Maintaining a Bowtie Network during the Classical Period . 273
9.4.2 Divide and Conquer under the Ottoman Empire . . . . . . . 275
9.4.3 Varieties of Post-Colonial States . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 277



x CONTENTS

9.5 Let History Rhyme . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 278

Appendices

Appendix A Appendix for Chapter 2 287
A.1 Climate Change and Violence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 287
A.2 Calculating Social Fractionalization . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 288
A.3 Tables and Figures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 289

Appendix B Appendix for Chapter 4 293
B.1 Social Fractionalization in the Song Dynasty . . . . . . . . . . . . . 293

Appendix C Appendix for Chapter 5 295
C.1 Background of the Wang Anshi Reform . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 295
C.2 Analysis of the Wang Anshi Reform . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 298

Appendix D Appendix for Chapter 6 303
D.1 Background . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 303
D.2 Analysis of the Single Whip . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 307

Appendix E Appendix for Chapter 7 311
E.1 Figures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 311
E.2 Analysis of Lineage Organizations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 314

Appendix F Appendix for Chapter 8 317
F.1 Background . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 317
F.2 Analysis of Elite Collective Action and the 1911 Revolution . . . . 320

Index 361


