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Summary and Keywords

Emperors were the symbolic and administrative pivot of the Chinese empire ever since its 
establishment in 221 BCE. They were arguably the most powerful human beings on earth. 
Their nominal authority was limitless, and it encompassed the administrative, military, 
economic, social, religious, and intellectual spheres to mention only a few. Moreover, the 
emperors’ semi-sacral status added superhuman dimensions to the imperial position. And 
yet, only very few emperors were able to impose their will in full. The combination of lim
itless institutional authority and limited personal power is the major paradox of China’s 
emperorship.

The contradiction between the emperor’s nominal omnipotence and his limited ability to 
impose his personal will on his subjects was imbued into the imperial institution from its 
very inception. Chinese thinkers of pre-imperial age (pre-221 BCE) sought peace and sta
bility in their realm and came to the conclusion that these are attainable only under the 
omnipotent universal sovereign. Yet being aware of the dangers of the ruler’s potential 
mediocrity, these thinkers tried to create a system in which the ruler reigns but not rules, 
and the effective power rests with the ministers of proven intellectual and moral abilities. 
Although the system they envisioned never worked perfectly and allowed periodic recur
rences of the emperors’ abuse of power, overall their goal was achieved. The imperial 
literati were more often than not able to moderate the emperor’s whims and create a vi
able mode of rule in which the hereditary monarchy at the top was maintained by the 
meritocratic bureaucracy below. Despite persistent tensions, the system was flexible 
enough to ensure the empire’s exceptional political durability.

Keywords: authority, autocracy, bureaucracy, checks and balances, China, emperors, Han dynasty, Mandate of 
Heaven, Ming dynasty, monarchism, Mongols, Qin dynasty, Qing dynasty, Yuan dynasty

China’s emperors were paradoxical figures. On the one hand, they were arguably the 
most powerful human beings on earth. Their nominal authority was limitless, and it en
compassed the administrative, military, economic, social, religious, and intellectual 
spheres to mention only a few. Moreover, the emperors’ semi-sacral status added super
human dimensions to the imperial position’s. On the other hand, very few emperors were 
able to impose their will in full. Many more were satisfied with reigning but not ruling: 
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their ritual prestige was enormous but their actual power remained quite limited. Under
standing this ostensible paradox is crucial for understanding the complex functioning of 
China’s imperial institution.

Religious Foundations of Monarchic Rule
The history of China’s emperorship officially starts in 221 BCE, when King Zheng of Qin, 
the unifier of Chinese “All-under-Heaven,” adopted the title of an emperor (huangdi 皇帝, 
literally “August Thearch”). Yet whereas the title itself was the invention of the First Em
peror of Qin (r. as king 246–221 BCE; r. as emperor 221–210 BCE), the idea of a universal 
omnipotent monarch was not a novelty. To a significant extent, the emperor’s position can 
be considered the summa of intellectual developments of preceding centuries. Moreover, 
some aspects of the imperial institution were formed even earlier, at the heyday of 
China’s Bronze Age (c. 1500–400 BCE).

The notion of exceptionally powerful monarchs is traceable to China’s first historical dy
nasty, the Shang (c. 1600–1046 BCE). The Shang kings were active—and singularly im
portant—political players. They led the armies, initiated public works, maintained friendly 
ties with neighboring polities, and so forth. Yet perhaps the most important source of 
their authority was the religious one. Being chief mediators between the deified ances
tors (and other divine powers) and the community of the living, the Shang kings per
formed a variety of divinations and sacrificial rituals to ascertain the deities’ attitudes to
ward royal undertakings and to ensure their support through appropriate offerings. 
These pontifical powers of the king remained the sine qua non of China’s monarchical in
stitution for millennia to come.1

The Zhou dynasty (1046–255 BCE) that replaced the Shang was more bureaucratically so
phisticated, which meant that many of the kings’ administrative and military tasks could 
in due time be relegated to their underlings. Even in religious terms the kings lost part of 
their power, as they no longer held a monopoly on interpreting divination results. 
Nonetheless, the idea of the rulers’ preferential access to the divine remained intact. The 
Zhou kings claimed that their right to rule derives from Heaven’s Mandate. Although 
Heaven was in principle an impartial deity that could transfer the Mandate to a better in
cumbent, the Zhou kings maintained very close ties with it. Adopting the proud title of 
“Sons of Heaven,” they acquired the position of the exclusive representatives of this 
supreme deity. In addition, they benefitted from a preferential access to the deified spirits 
of royal ancestors. Rulers on the lower levels of the Zhou sociopolitical pyramid similarly 
possessed preferential access to lower-level deities and spirits. In the Zhou world every 
ruler was not just an administrator but also the supreme pontiff of his community.

In these supreme, exclusive, lifelong, and non-dispersible pontifical powers of the 
community’s leader, it is not difficult to identify some of the foundations of China’s 
monarchic institution. Yet in the short term, the rulers’ favorable access to the supramun
dane powers did not suffice to ensure their earthly authority. By the middle of the first 
millennium BCE, the Zhou realm entered profound crisis marked by progressive political 
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disintegration. At the root of this crisis was the dramatic weakening of the ruler’s authori
ty. First, the Zhou “Sons of Heaven” lost power to their nominal underlings, the regional 
lords; then these lords in turn were eclipsed by the assertive heads of major ministerial 
lineages in their countries. Dozens of lords were expelled, assassinated, or just sidelined 
by their ministers, becoming nothing more than ritual figureheads. The results were dis
astrous. The Zhou world became entangled in a debilitating web of inter and intrastate 
struggles. The crisis reached its nadir in 453 BCE with the disintegration of the major 
power of Jin among rival ministerial lineages. But it was also the turning point. On the ru
ins of the aristocratic order seeds of the renewed centralization were sown.

The Ideology of Monarchism
The two odd centuries prior to the imperial unification of 221 BCE are known as the age 
of the Warring States (453–221 BCE). As the name suggests, this was the age of perennial 
warfare and ever-aggravating bloodshed. However, it was also one of the most dynamic 
eras in China’s long history. It was the age of radically novel developments and bold re
forms in social, economic, administrative, military, and other spheres. It was also the age 
of exceptional intellectual creativity, especially in the field of political thought. This cre
ativity was bolstered by the proliferation of new employment opportunities for intellectu
als, as well as by absence of clearly defined political and intellectual orthodoxy. The ensu
ing free competition of thinkers gave the period under discussion its nickname as the era 
of the Hundred Schools of Thought.2

The age of the Hundred Schools of Thought is renowned due to its remarkable ideological 
pluralism. Yet this pluralism notwithstanding, there were certain ideas that the compet
ing thinkers held in common. The most significant was the belief that peace, stability, and 
moral order are attainable exclusively in the unified realm. This conviction that “stability 
is in unity”3 had a logical consequence: there is no unity without the unifier. Only concen
tration of authority in the hands of a single individual would ensure political order in “All-
under-Heaven.” And before the goal of unifying the entire subcelestial realm becomes ac
complishable, one needs to ensure political order within a single state, which also re
quires strengthening the ruler’s authority there. This mindset stands at the backdrop of 
profound political reforms of the Warring States period, which were directed at restoring 
the effective power of the rulers in each of the competing polities.4

Political reforms of the Warring States period—especially restoring the ruler’s control 
over appointment and dismissal of his ministers—allowed to stem the forces of disintegra
tion that plagued the preceding centuries. Yet in the long term what mattered even more 
for the shaping of the future imperial institution were ideological stipulations of the 
monarchic rule promulgated by competing thinkers. These stipulations differed from one 
thinker to another. Different texts provide historical, cosmological, and even moral justifi
cations for the principle of indisputable monarchic authority.5 Two of these are of utmost 
importance: the social and the administrative rationales for monarchic rule.



China’s Imperial Institution

Page 4 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, ASIAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/asianhistory). (c) Oxford Univer
sity Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Pol
icy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Hebrew University of Jerusalem; date: 29 August 2019

From social point of view, there was a broad agreement that society without a single lo
cus of authority will descend into turmoil. The competition for scarce resources will bring 
about fight of all against all, unless a powerful monarch would rein in competing groups 
and individuals. The authors of a compendium composed on the eve of the imperial unifi
cation of 221 BCE, emphasized:

There is no turmoil greater than the absence of the Son of Heaven; without the 
Son of Heaven, the strong overcome the weak, the many lord it over the few, they 
incessantly use arms to harm each other.6

This sad state of perpetual bitter competition derives from the preponderance of all (or 
majority) of society’s members to pursue their private interests (si 私) at the expense of 
common (gong 公) good. The only possibility to rein in this selfishness is to establish a 
powerful state apparatus headed by the monarch who would by his mere existence repre
sent and serve the polity’s common interests.7 Although most thinkers readily acknowl
edged that only a few rulers would be able to transcend their selfishness and serve the 
common good, the impartial and fair monarch forever remained the thinkers’ desidera
tum.

The sovereign’s perceived impartiality made him not only an ideal social leader but also a 
singularly fitting person to regulate intra-bureaucratic rivalries. This was the second ma
jor rationale for the monarch’s elevated status. To attain unity among officials, one per
son had to be the supreme arbiter of their conflicts. His say had to be final and inviolable. 
The same compendium cited above specifies:

The army needs the general: thereby it is unified. The state needs the ruler: there
by it is unified. All under Heaven needs the Son of Heaven: thereby it is unified. 
The Son of Heaven upholds oneness, thereby unifying it [the realm]. Oneness 
brings orderly rule; doubleness brings chaos.8

The military simile in the above citation is revealing. Just as the army cannot act without 
a clearly defined chain of command with a supreme commander at its top, so, too, the 
state requires a unified command as the only way to survive in the violent competition 
with its neighbors. And, since political unification is the only reasonable solution to ongo
ing warfare, it should logically culminate in the unification of power in the hands of a sin
gle person. Any alternative to this strict monarchism will have devastating effects on the 
entire realm.

The very broad agreement of pre-imperial thinkers that the future of the realm requires 
unification under a single omnipotent individual became one of the cornerstones of their 
legacy to the subsequent imperial age. This agreement was achieved during the most free 
and most pluralistic period in China’s intellectual history. The thinkers of that age dis
played remarkable self-confidence; and most of them remained bitterly critical of contem
poraneous rulers. That despite this frustration with acting sovereigns, not a single text 
(with the single exception of a radically iconoclastic Zhuangzi) appears to have ques
tioned the principle of monarchic rule is remarkable. Rationalized and justified long be
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fore it came into existence, Chinese imperial system became the singularly powerful intel
lectual construct. Individual emperors were the major beneficiaries of this consensus.

Sages, Tyrants, and Mediocrities
The almost unanimous support for the monarchic principle of rule did not mean that the 
Warring States-period thinkers were not aware of the pitfalls of this system. To the con
trary, the awareness of these pitfalls permeates their writings. Fundamentally, there were 
two problems with monarchy. One was the possibility that the throne would be occupied 
by a vicious tyrant. This gloom possibility, though, was less frightening to the discussants, 
since in this case there was a simple solution: the overthrow of the tyrant. The principle 
of righteous rebellion was embedded in the ideology of the Mandate of Heaven, formed in 
the aftermath of the Zhou overthrow of the Shang in c. 1046 BCE. According to this ideol
ogy, the supreme deity, Heaven, “sees through what the people are seeing, hears through 
what the people are hearing” and “inevitably follows the people’s desires.”9 Whereas we 
should not exaggerate the democratic potential of these statements (which were after all 
meant to be primarily a warning to the rulers rather than a guide for the people’s action), 
it is true, nonetheless, that for millennia to come the right to rebel served to alleviate 
abuses of the monarchic system.10

The second problem of monarchic rule was less acute but much more widespread: that of 
a mediocrity on the throne. These mediocrities were prone to reappear time and again in
sofar as hereditary power transfer remained intact. In the Warring States period, as meri
tocratic principles of appointing officials and military commanders proliferated, an odd 
situation ensued. The ruler’s was the only position of authority that was determined by 
one’s birthright rather than by one’s qualifications. Practically, this meant that in terms of 
intellectual abilities and individual morality most rulers would fall much behind their 
aides. This created a potentially explosive situation: the supreme arbiter of intra-bureau
cratic debates was more often than not the least capable member of the government. 
How to deal with this problem without jeopardizing the monarchic principle of rule was 
the major challenge faced both by pre-imperial thinkers and by their heirs, the literati 
custodians of the unified empire.

Not a few solutions were proposed to better the monarch’s quality. One, the least contro
versial, was ensuring proper education to the crown prince and proper instruction to the 
reigning monarch. Yet despite the overt popularity of these means it was also tacitly un
derstood that moral education does not necessarily work well in many cases. An alterna
tive and much more radical idea, mulled in the middle of the Warring States period, was 
circumventing the principle of hereditary succession by encouraging the monarch to abdi
cate in favor of the worthiest minister. This idea, though, turned out to be utterly imprac
tical. When one genuine abdication attempt was made (in 314 BCE), it ended in a disas
ter: a civil war broke out and the state of Yan in which the abdication occurred was al
most swept out.11 Clearly, there was no feasible alternative to the hereditary power trans
fer. This meant that mediocrities on the throne will remain a rule rather than exception.
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In order to deal with this problem, thinkers of the Warring States period proposed 
twofold solution: an ideal and a practical one. The ideal was that of the True Monarch, 
the one who would unify All-under-Heaven and impose perfect moral order. The precondi
tion for his success would be his intellectual and moral superiority. In most texts of the 
Warring States period the True Monarch was identified as a Sage, a semi-divine person 
positioned infinitely above other humans.12 Due to this superiority, the sage monarch 
could expect absolute conformity from his subjects, be these ordinary commoners or 
proud intellectuals. Even staunch supporters of the intellectuals’ moral autonomy, such as 
Xunzi (d. after 238 BCE), plainly summarized that when the sage occupies the throne “the 
one who conforms with him is right, the one who differs from him is wrong.”13

Recurrent panegyrics to the sagacious True Monarch permeate the texts of the Warring 
States period. They may mislead us to believe that the thinkers of that age were empty 
flatterers whose support of the monarchic principle of rule blinded them to its potentially 
negative consequences. This impression is patently wrong, though. In the Xunzi and else
where, exaltation of the True Monarch—the future unifier—coexists with strong criticism 
of contemporaneous inept sovereigns. In reality, the idealization of sage monarchs of the 
past and the future served to buttress the inadequacy of current, fraudulent kings, who 
after all could not claim the True Monarch’s mantle insofar as they failed to unify the 
realm. As such, regular sovereigns could not expect the degree of obedience and submis
siveness that would be owed to the True Monarch. To the contrary, they were strongly 
urged to heed their ministers instead.

The thinkers’ suggestion to average rulers was to preserve their unrivalled nominal au
thority and the façade of the monarchic omnipotence while limiting their intervention in 
everyday political affairs to an absolute minimum. The ruler should retain his ritual pres
tige, his right to appoint chief ministers, and should have the final say on major political 
matters; but he should not directly impose his will. Rather, he should relegate everyday 
tasks to the meritorious ministers who would rule the state on his behalf and in his stead. 
The ruler would dwell in a blessed situation of “inaction” (wu wei 無爲), enjoying the bene
fits of his prestigious position, but also avoiding mistakes that could cause irreparable 
damage to his state. The rationalizations for this proposal differed considerably from one 
thinker to another, but the bottom line was very clear: anybody but the True Monarch was 
supposed to reign but not to rule.14

This amalgamation of the principles of monarchism (preserving a singular locus of au
thority) and meritocracy (assigning the governing tasks to the ministers of proven abili
ties) had strong intellectual appeal from the Warring States period on, but in practice it 
faced considerable challenges. The ruler’s deactivation was never institutionalized. It was 
based only on the thinkers’ ability to convince the sovereign that preserving impartiality, 
exercising self-restraint, and avoiding whimsical intervention into policy-making would be 
beneficent for his authority. Yet not every ruler was convinced. The most blatant example 
of the thinkers’ failure to preserve the situation of inactive ruler was the case of China’s 
First Emperor, the founder of the short-lived Qin dynasty (221–207 BCE).
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From Qin to Han: The Institution of Emperor
ship Formed
The First Emperor turned the tables on his advisors. Being immensely proud in his un
precedented achievement—attaining unity and peace after more than 500 years of inces
sant interstate warfare—he boldly proclaimed that his merits dwarf even those of leg
endary paragons. Consequently, he appropriated the posture of the True Monarch pro
claiming himself “sage,” which meant that he placed himself above his aides not only po
litically speaking but also intellectually. This meant in turn that the emperor did not need 
any longer to heed advice and rubberstamp proposals: rather he could rule actively 
(which he did). Even the deities were henceforth subordinate to the August Thearch, who 
adopted a theomorphic posture for himself. The First Emperor even defied tradition by 
eschewing any mention of Heaven as the supreme deity. The emperor was no longer a 
mere “Son of Heaven”: he was second to no one.15

The First Emperor’s hubris, his hyper-activism, and his readiness to over-rule his aides 
set him on a collision course with members of the educated elite. When criticisms accu
mulated, the emperor adopted the advice of his chancellor, Li Si (d. 208 BCE), and out
lawed “private learning.” The decree of 213 BCE ordered to collect and burn privately 
possessed copies of canonical texts and of the Speeches of the Hundred Schools. Hence
forth, the learning should be concentrated in the court only, maintained by the emperor’s 
erudites. And as Li Si concluded, “If one desires to learn laws and ordinances, he should 
make officials his teacher.”16

The First Emperor’s assault on the educated elite and his hyperactive policies in general 
backfired. The Qin dynasty was toppled by a huge popular uprising—the first of its kind in 
China’s history. Generations of literati henceforth did their best to convince their rulers 
that Qin’s major fault was the First Emperor’s hubris, over-reliance on his personal abili
ties and shunning loyal remonstrance. This argumentation was partly successful: from the 
subsequent Han dynasty (206/202 BCE–220 CE) on, most emperors preferred to distance 
themselves from the Qin model, at least declaratively. Yet widespread condemnation of 
Qin notwithstanding, the basic parameters of its legacy, most notably the imperial institu
tion itself with its new sacral status had been adopted by all the subsequent dynasts. So 
was the title of “sage” which in due time became an adjective synonymous to the term 
“imperial.”17

Continuities aside, under the Han and later dynasties there was a major change in the 
conceptualization of the emperor’s sagacity. Although any emperor was considered sage 
ex officio, it was also tacitly understood that the ruler’s personal abilities do not necessar
ily qualify him for this designation. Hence, the emperor was urged to heed remonstrance, 
to respect his meritorious aides, and to refrain from personal policy initiatives. These sua
sions did not always work as smoothly as the thinkers and imperial ministers wished, but 
overall the majority of the emperors accepted their sagacity as nominal rather than real. 
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This opened the way to the renewed drive toward diminishing the emperors’ active politi
cal role.

Another subtle move toward restraining emperors was undertaken in the realm of the of
ficial religious ideology. From the moment of their ascendancy, the Han emperors reaf
firmed the early Zhou concept of Heaven’s Mandate, which was shunned by Qin. The em
perors restored the earlier title of “Sons of Heaven” and displayed humble and pious atti
tude toward the supreme deity. Gradually, an additional layer had been laid to the emper
ors’ relations with Heaven: a theory of “resonance” promulgated by Dong Zhongshu (c. 
195–115 BCE). According to this theory, Heaven resonates with the humans through 
omens and portents. It is specifically attentive to its “son,” the emperor. On the one hand, 
any malfunction of the emperor and of his immediate entourage may create negative ce
lestial and terrestrial phenomena (e.g., comets, earthquakes, floods, drought, and so 
forth). On the other hand, a properly functioning emperor would bring about “all the 
things of blessing and all the auspicious omens.”18 This theory ostensibly benefitted the 
emperor by making him the focal point of interaction between Heaven and the humans, 
and thereby further bolstering the sacredness of the imperial institution. Yet the interpre
tation of Heaven’s omens and portents (and more broadly, of its will) was not the preroga
tive of the emperor. Dong Zhongshu and his followers considered their own knowledge of 
classical texts as giving them the key to understand Heaven’s intent, and they used 
omens and portents to criticize the emperor’s transgressions.19 The theory of resonance, 
then, once again, strengthened the imperial institution but allowed restraining the whims 
of individual sovereigns.

By the middle of the Han dynasty the final formation of China’s imperial institution took 
place, the basic parameters of which would remain unchanged until the very last years of 
the empire’s existence, early in the 20th century. For sure, there would be considerable 
fluctuations. For instance, changes in the nature and power of elites through China’s long 
imperial history would be accompanied by considerable alterations in the modes of inter
action between the emperors and these elites. Some emperors would try to further en
hance their sacral status by acquiring divine features borrowed from Buddhism, Daoism, 
or other creeds, presenting themselves as Buddhas. bodhisattvas, Daoist deities, or the 
Buddhist Wheel-Turning King, the Chakravartin.20 The nomadic dynasties (discussed in a 
separate section of this article) brought with them distinctive norms of leadership that 
were eventually amalgamated with Chinese concepts of emperorship. Yet beyond these 
considerable individual and dynastic differences, one can discern marked continuities in 
the conceptualization of the imperial institution and in the ongoing tensions between the 
emperors’ institutional and personal power. Henceforth, it makes sense to discuss hence
forth the imperial institution as a whole rather than tracing chronological changes.

The Emperor’s Institutional Power
The power of China’s emperors had two distinct aspects: the institutional and the person
al one. The emperor as an institution enjoyed almost unimaginable superiority over his 
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subjects. This superiority had symbolic dimensions, the most notable of which was the 
sacralization of the emperor’s figure, but it also had many practical implications. A skill
ful utilization of this superiority could contribute to the effective regulation of society. Yet 
the emperor’s exceptional power could also be woefully abused, generating notorious out
bursts of despotism.

The symbolic position of the emperor was arguably his most important asset. By the mere 
fact of his singularity, the emperor personified the supreme principle of the realm’s unity, 
while in his capacity as the “Son of Heaven,” he acted as the sole mediator with and rep
resentative of the supreme deity, Heaven. He was venerated as the regulator of time and 
space: years were counted according to his reign titles, and the annual ritual calendar 
was invalid without his approval. Elaborate rites elevated him to superhuman heights; his 
body and his paraphernalia were considered sacrosanct and any harm to them regarded 
as the gravest and unpardonable crime. This sacredness of the imperial figure can be in
terpreted as a Chinese variant of “civic religion,” which transcended the diverse creeds 
and faiths of emperors, courtiers, and the populace at large. Any emperor ex officio had 
semi-divine status.

The sacredness of the emperor was not personal. The emperor was neither understood to 
possess individual superhuman qualities nor posthumously to join the popular pantheon. 
Rather, his godlike position approximated certain features of the God Almighty of the 
Abrahamic religions, with its aura of singularity and omnipotence. In what resembles a 
conceptual inversion of medieval Europe—where multiple loci of secular authority were 
tolerated, but there could be only one God, one Church, and one legitimate pope—in Chi
na, conversely, multiple gods and creeds were legitimate, but only one legitimate 
monarch could exist. The first biblical commandment, “Thou shalt have no other gods be
fore me,” is perfectly applicable to the emperor of China, whose subjects were free to 
worship any deity but could not possibly contemplate simultaneous recognition of two 
competing emperors.

Further resembling the Jewish God, the Chinese emperor remained aloof, mysterious, in
scrutable, and invisible for the vast majority of his subjects. He was generally enclosed 
behind the walls of the Forbidden City; and even when he left it for ritual or other purpos
es, he was usually not supposed to intermingle freely with his subjects (although some 
rulers did so—often incognito). Normally, no statues or paintings of the emperor decorat
ed temples or individual dwellings;21 his name was tabooed; his image was not repro
duced on coins; and individual communication with him was difficult even for the majority 
of officials, not to speak of the public in general. This position might not have ignited 
strong religious feelings in the populace, but it evidently strengthened the emperor’s 
mysterious majesty.

The symbolic importance of the emperor was duly matched by the magnitude of real pow
er that he was expected to hold. The emperor was the chief administrator, legislator, and 
judge of the realm; he was its commander in chief, supreme pontiff, and top educator; he 
was the nominal possessor of all the property “within the seas”; no important decision or 
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major appointment could be valid without his explicit approval. There were no institution
al limitations to his power; no group enjoyed legal autonomy from his will. As a nominal 
sage he could have a final say on the issues of doctrinal clarity and preside over scholarly 
debates. No single undertaking in the empire was, legally speaking, outside the 
emperor’s control.

How this magnitude of power was realized differed tremendously from one reign to an
other. Needless to say, imposing one’s will on huge and heterogeneous realm was impos
sible without the cooperation of at least the bureaucracy and local elites, and even then 
the implementation could be thwarted by the reluctant populace. Imperial China was 
rarely a manifestation of Wittfogel’s “Oriental Despotism” as it is sometimes imagined.22

Yet the emperor’s power was not just a smokescreen hiding the throne’s impotence. A 
skillful utilization of the emperor’s supreme authority and his sacral status could bring 
about remarkable results. For instance, at times of dynastic weakness, the resort to the 
emperor’s authority could stem the forces of disintegration and even allow partial 
restoration of the dynasty’s fortunes after major domestic turmoil. The clearest example 
to this extent was the ability of the Tang dynasty (618–907), badly battered by the mili
tary mutiny of 755–762, to partly restore domestic order by the early ninth century. Al
though the court remained militarily and economically weak, its symbolic superiority suf
ficed to subjugate most (although not all) of the competing warlords.23 The latter were 
keen to preserve their autonomy, but normally dared not defy the emperor overtly, be
cause such an act could have greatly delegitimate the warlord’s rule even among some of 
his subordinates.

The emperor’s power could also be effectively utilized to control unwelcome religious ac
tivities. Religiously speaking, China’s emperor was subordinate to Heaven alone, on be
half of which he reigned. Otherwise, he had the right to appoint, promote, or demote any 
deity of the official (and supposedly popular) pantheon; he could patronize or outlaw any 
cult, any type of religious ceremony, any scripture; he could approve or disapprove of the 
establishment of monasteries and temples, or demolish them altogether. Although these 
prerogatives usually had only a marginal impact on popular religious activities, and even 
strict regulations with regard to monasteries and temples were rarely implemented to the 
letter, the very right of the political establishment to supervise the religious life of the 
populace could be utilized, when necessary, to counter the potentially destabilizing ef
fects of domestic or foreign religions. Thus, whenever the emperor became convinced 
that Buddhism became socially, economically, or politically disruptive, he could regulate, 
monitor, or curb its activities; exceptionally (in 446, 574, 845, 955) the hugely popular 
foreign creed could be outlawed altogether.24 The effect of these measures was mixed 
(the proscriptions were particularly short-lived), but undoubtedly they contributed toward 
Buddhism’s adoption of humble posture when encountering China’s imperial rule.

Or take for instance socio-economic realm. The words from the classical Canon of Poems
according to which “Everywhere under Heaven is the Monarch’s land, each of those who 
live on the land is the Monarch’s servant”25 did not necessarily reflect reality. De-facto 
(even if not de-jure) private property on land was recognized in China ever since the Han 
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dynasty; and powerful local elites whose status only partly depended on the government 
were also an intrinsic part of imperial China’s social landscape.26 And yet, at times the 
imperial government could utilize its nominal control over the entirety of material and hu
man resources for bold acts of social and economic engineering. It could initiate far-
reaching reforms of landownership, capping the size of individual plots of land or order
ing massive reallocation of fields; it could create, redefine, or abolish hereditary social 
groups, from the aristocracy above to different types of outcasts below; it could profound
ly reorganize rural and urban society, and even order the change of the subjects’ sur
names. Many of such reforms were instituted, for instance, by Emperor Xiaowen (r. 471–
499) of the Northern Wei dynasty (386–534) established by Tuoba Xianbei nomads. No
tably, although some of his steps met with tough resistance even from the emperor’s clos
est kin, none of the opponents claimed that the emperor has no right to reshape landown
ership patterns, to outlaw nomadic garments and surnames, or to reorganize the aristoc
racy.27 All these were prerogatives of the throne, which were rarely utilized, but which 
could suddenly turn into a means of creating an entirely new sociopolitical, economic, 
and cultural order.

The sacral status of the emperor could be instrumental not just in improving the empire’s 
functioning, but also in generating most ugly cases of despotism. Insofar as the emperor 
was sacrosanct, any assault, however indirect, on his position could be interpreted as 
lèse-majesté, one of the “ten abominations.” Thus, although Chinese court etiquette wel
comed and even at times prescribed “loyal criticism” directed against the throne, an out
spoken critic always had to be wary of crossing an invisible line between legitimate re
monstrance and criminal “great irreverence.” At times, the definition of this crime was 
broadened to produce some of the gloomiest manifestations of arbitrariness: the death 
penalty could be inflicted for a poem, for a careless usage of the emperor’s tabooed per
sonal name, for insufficiently strict observation of mourning rules for an empress, for a 
potentially subversive examination question, and even for the “crime of criticizing [the 
ruler] in the stomach” (fu fei zui), that is unspoken but presumed dissent.28 Although out
bursts of imperial tyranny were less frequent than some historians would like us to be
lieve, their intimidating presence behind the scenes of normal political life chilled the 
court atmosphere throughout the centuries.

Friends and Foes: The Emperor and His Aides
The magnitude of the emperors’ power was a blessing and a curse. It elevated the emper
or to superhuman heights, but it also required of him superhuman abilities. Since these 
were normally lacking, the emperor had by default to rely on multiple aides to perform 
his endless tasks. How to maintain the relations with these aides became the thorniest 
question of emperorship.

From the point of view of the literati, who wrote both prescriptive and descriptive analy
ses of emperorship, the only normative situation was that the sovereign relies on his civil 
servants. For many emperors this was indeed the default choice. Imperial bureaucrats 
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were considered the crème de la crème of the educated elite. They were the most bril
liant literally minds of the empire: well educated, committed to civil service, selected and 
promoted (in theory and sometimes in practice) due to their superior skills. Their loyalty 
to the imperial political system and to the dynasty they served could normally be taken 
for granted.

These advantages aside, the civil servants posed two problems for the emperors. First, 
their intrinsic links to local elites made most of the bureaucrats unwilling to implement 
policies that would curb these elites’ wealth and power.29 Second, the bureaucrats’ feel
ing of moral and intellectual superiority over society at large and (even if tacitly) over the 
emperors made them uneasy servitors. Behind their polite and loyal remonstrance, there 
was a conviction that they, the literati, should guide the throne rather than just imple
ment orders. This desire to make the monarch comply with what his servants perceived 
as the singularly correct moral Way (Dao 道) encompassed not just public sphere but also, 
annoyingly, the emperor’s personal life. At times, bureaucratic opposition to the 
emperor’s behavior could become vociferous, including public demarches, petitions, and 
spectacular acts of protest such as mass kneeling at the Meridian Gate (the entrance to 
the Forbidden City).30 The recurrence of such protests made many emperors willing to 
seek aides from outside civil service.

The major pool of these aides was the emperor’s kinsmen—from brothers and sons to 
more distant relatives. Under certain dynasties, such as Eastern Han (25–220 CE), the 
emperor’s affinal relatives could become an exceptionally powerful group. A broader pool 
of potential aides was a variety of aristocratic groups, such as the military aristocracy in 
the beginning of many dynasties, or tribal aristocracy under the nomadic rulers of China. 
In some cases, most notably under the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1261–1368), these groups 
could be supplemented by the emperors’ personal confidants who would be skyrocketed 
to the highest positions in bureaucracy. Yet members of each of these groups remained a 
problematic replacement for the literati officials. First, they were less administratively 
competent—or so, at least, the literati historians want us to believe. Second, and undeni
ably, they were more threatening for the throne. Even the closest kinsmen could become 
completely unruly once given strong political and military standing. In the early Han dy
nasty, then under Western Jin (265–318), and again in the early Ming dynasty (1368–
1644), it were the emperor’s closest kin elevated to highest positions in regional adminis
tration who became the major source of instability. In the nomadic and semi-nomadic dy
nasties, the threat from unruly tribal leaders who considered the empire a common pos
session of their clan rather than an individual emperor’s patrimony was a permanent fea
ture.31 Overall, kinsmen and other aristocrats could be used at times to counterbalance 
the civil service, but they could not replace the literati officials.

Another source of alternative aides for the emperors came from the so-called inner court, 
in which the eunuchs played the most prominent role. Much maligned by the literati, the 
eunuchs were indispensable for running the emperor’s inner quarters. Unlike bookish bu
reaucrats who expected the emperor to fit their abstract moral demands, the eunuchs 
treated the emperor as a human being, catering to his personal needs, and developing in
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timate relations with him ever since his childhood. They were amicable, reliable (they 
could never usurp the throne), and immensely useful for the emperors who either mis
trusted their bureaucrats or simply preferred more easy-going aides. Under not a few dy
nasties, the inner court evolved into a parallel bureaucratic structure run by the eunuchs. 
At the very minimum they could handle the flow of documents into the palace’s inner 
quarters, which allowed considerable political leeway. Yet not a few sovereigns went a 
step further, entrusting the eunuchs with a variety of sensitive tasks—from maintaining 
security in the palace and around it, to supervising the armies, serving as commissioners 
and envoys, maintaining additional sources of income (such as mining or collection of 
commercial levies), and the like.32 Under a few dynasties, most notable Latter Han, the 
second half of the Tang dynasty, and much of the Ming, eunuchs could become—much to 
the bureaucrats’ chagrin—the most powerful political group in the empire. In a few cases 
our sources imply that the eunuchs developed a kind of group solidarity and acted in uni
son not just against the bureaucrats but sometimes against the emperors, manipulating 
succession and trying to perpetuate therewith their power. However, even at the apex of 
their power, they could not replace the civil service but maximum to partly counterbal
ance it. In the final account, the emperors had no alternative but to collaborate with the 
literati officials.

Mitigating the Emperor’s Activism
The emperors’ ultimate reliance on the literati officials explains why, despite the magni
tude of the monarchic power, the sovereign’s whimsical rule was much less frequent than 
could have been expected. In practice, the bureaucrats succeeded to neutralize most of 
the emperors to such an extent that the individual political input of all but a few excep
tionally assertive and/or capable emperors remained minuscule.

How did the bureaucrats succeed to rein in most of the rulers? The answer can be divided 
into two: ideological and practical one. Ideologically, the literati exercised intellectual 
hegemony. It was they who interpreted the classics, wrote histories, edited administrative 
manuals, prepared educational materials, and disseminated literary production through
out the empire. It was they who formed the public opinion, both synchronic and diachron
ic (through historical writings projected into posterity). Hence, their views mattered a lot. 
In particular, their monopoly on educating the crown prince ensured that they imbue him 
with their ideas. Already at the tender age, the would-be emperor learned that the ruler 
should embody impartiality and fairness, that to preserve his impartial image he should 
refrain from display of personal preferences and minimize personal initiatives, that he 
should heed remonstrance and loyal criticism, and that overturning the ministers’ advice 
could bring about grave consequences for him personally and for the dynasty as a whole.

On a practical level, the insistence on the emperor’s impartiality meant that he should not 
initiate policies but rather approve or disapprove the suggestions submitted by his offi
cials. This norm severely impaired the emperors’ initiative. An astute ruler could overturn 
this hurdle by relying on personal confidants within the officialdom, who would submit 
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the desired proposals for his approval. However, placing these confidants in the positions 
of power or fostering cronies within the civil service was not an easy task, and many em
perors lacked sufficient skills to play this sophisticated game.

Aside from fostering norms that did not favor initiatives from the throne, the imperial bu
reaucrats developed a covert system of invisible checks and balances that prevented most 
emperors from giving free rein to their whims. This system bears unmistakable resem
blance to some of the tricks played by Sir Humphrey Appleby from the brilliant British sit
com, Yes, Minister. The bureaucratic tricks included overburdening the emperor with so 
many administrative and ceremonial tasks as to make personal attendance to all these 
physically impossible and turn relegation of one’s responsibilities to the underlings into a 
default choice.33 Besides, some of the essential information could be withheld or hidden 
behind either highly technical language or literary embellishments that prevented an em
peror from fully grasping the situation on the ground. An emperor could try to gather ad
ditional information about the empire’s situation either through eunuch commissioners or 
through personal tours of inspection. However, these tours were bitterly opposed by the 
bureaucrats who claimed that they endanger the monarch and waste precious 
resources.34 In fact, it is highly likely that the real source of opposition was the officials’ 
desire to limit the possibility of the emperors’ acquiring extra-bureaucratic sources of in
formation about the life of his subjects.

This combination of overt and covert means of deactivating the emperors was highly ef
fective, as can be demonstrated by the example of the Ming dynasty. Its founder, Zhu 
Yuanzhang (1328–1398), was an exceptional personality. Having risen from the very bot
tom (all the way from a begging monk to a petty rebel, a rebel leader, and finally the em
peror of China), he had very strong ideas about how the society should be run. The gov
ernment should take care of the commoners needs; bureaucratic corruption and exces
sive wealth concentration in the hands of elites should be eliminated; and a powerful 
state should regulate every aspect of the people’s lives. When his officials disagreed or 
tried to thwart his initiatives, Zhu Yuanzhang subjected them to unprecedentedly fero
cious reign of terror. For good or for bad, he succeeded in dramatically reshaping the 
country’s economic, social, religious, and cultural life. He had also changed the adminis
trative system so as to concentrate all imaginable executive powers in his own hands and 
reduce the officials to his servitors. His reign can be justifiably viewed as one of the 
peaks of China’s authoritarianism and despotism.35

Zhu Yuanzhang was aware that his descendants, “born and bred deep within the palace, 
unfamiliar with the world,” may well lack the necessary qualities to “extend imperial 
benevolence and authority throughout the realm,”36 or, in other words, to continue his 
mode of rule. He tried to solidify his legacy by developing rigid Ancestral Instructions
aimed to fix the system once and for all and prevent malevolent officials from hijacking 
it.37 Yet his hopes were thwarted. The dismantling of some of his initiatives—precisely 
those aimed at curbing the power of officials and of local elites—started immediately af
ter his death. The Ming dynasty ended as one of the most corrupt regimes in China’s his
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tory, and also the regime in which local elites—so often targeted by the dynasty’s founder
—reached the apex of their power.38

Perhaps the most remarkable change over the course of the Ming dynasty was the pro
gressive weakening of its emperors. Notwithstanding periodic outbursts of despotism, 
notwithstanding occasional persecution of dissenting officials, flogging the protesters, re
lying on eunuchs to weaken the civil service, conducting periodic purges, and the like, the 
results from the point of view of the emperors were unimpressive.39 As early as “the mid-
fifteenth century, the civil bureaucracy had made major inroads in defining the emperor’s 
job.”40 The emperors’ ability to influence policy-making had further deteriorated in the 
course of the dynasty’s later history. Eventually, late Ming emperors, still acting within 
the institutional framework bequeathed by the dynastic founder, entered history as extra
ordinarily weak rulers. Ray Huang had aptly summarized this situation in his portrait of 
Emperor Shenzong (r. 1572–1620) as a “living ancestor,” who “remained the Son of Heav
en only because everybody believed that he was.”41

The Ming story is not a happy one. Having succeeded to neutralize the emperor’s ac
tivism, the officials eventually deprived the dynasty of effective and resolute leadership in 
time of crisis. When the dynasty faced the double pressure of popular rebellion and for
eign incursions, it collapsed amid continuous bureaucratic infighting. Keeping the bal
ance between excessively assertive and excessively passive emperorship was not an easy 
task. And yet when we consider the Ming dynasty’s longevity—almost 300 years of rule, 
mostly under less than brilliant and less than adequate emperors—we can evaluate anew 
the officials’ relative success. Through trial and errors, they learned to navigate the em
pire under both powerful despots and child emperors, maintaining social and political or
der on his majesty’s behalf, and quite often in his stead.

From Khan to Emperor: The Conquest Dynas
ties
Conquest dynasties provide the most interesting case study to test the functioning of the 
Chinese mode of emperorship in a highly different cultural setting. The nomadic and 
seminomadic conquerors of China represent a military-oriented political culture that dif
fered in several crucial aspects from that of China proper. To make a rough generaliza
tion, it may be said that while the latter was predicated on stability, the former valued the 
ability of the ruler. The nomads shared the Chinese concept of Heaven’s Mandate, but in 
their view it rested with the ruling clan as a whole, each of whose members could lead 
the steppe dwellers insofar as he possessed sufficient charisma and martial skill. More
over, Heaven (Tengri) did not bestow its mandate on every generation; only through mili
tary success could a leader demonstrate Heaven’s ongoing support. The role of the lead
ership was therefore constantly contested: if the ruler failed to deliver victories, he could 
expect a coup and replacement by a more able candidate. The position of an heir was 
even more contestable: violent struggles among rival clansmen became such a persistent 
feature of nomadic life that Joseph Fletcher termed their succession system “bloody 
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tanistry,” that is, violent competition among potential heirs, resulting in the success of the 
fittest.42 This system ensured the high quality of nomadic leaders, but it also introduced 
immanent instability in nomadic polities, which were repeatedly torn apart by bloody suc
cession struggles among the closest kin.

Adoption of the Chinese model of emperorship became one of the most important steps 
taken by the nomadic regimes on their road toward eventual adaptation to the norms of 
sedentary rule, which was crucial should their state aim at conquering parts of China. 
Practically, it meant elevating the tribal leader to a new height: no longer would he be the 
primus inter pares, whose military skills determined his right to rule; rather, he would be 
a sacrosanct True Monarch, aloof from his subjects, whose position was unassailable in 
all but truly exceptional conditions. Similarly, according to the new rules of the game, the 
heir apparent was to be established through a regular procedure, diminishing the poten
tial for violent succession clashes. This radically different pattern of rule was beneficial to 
the rulers and to political stability in general; but it also represented a cultural break with 
steppe heritage and potentially undermined the military prowess of the conquest leader
ship. Hence the adoption of Chinese imperial culture was usually a lengthy and gradual 
process, during which many steppe rulers tried to combine the posture of a Chinese em
peror with that of a tribal khaqan or khan. Those who succeeded in blending the advan
tages of Chinese and nomadic traits of rulership were renowned as the most magnificent 
leaders in China’s history, such as the great Qing emperors discussed in this section. 
However, this synthesis between the active/military and passive/civilian models of ruler
ship was not sustainable for long. Gradually but inevitably, alien conquerors moved to
ward the Chinese model of a passive ruler.

A brief glimpse of two major alien dynasties, the Mongol Yuan (1271–1368) and the 
Manchu Qing (1636/1644–1912), illustrates this process. The leaders of each of these dy
nasties were well aware of the traps into which some of their predecessors had fallen, 
having become absorbed into the Chinese mode of life to the extent of losing martial 
prowess. The Mongols were particularly averse to the enticements of sedentary civiliza
tion; hence their full-scale adoption of the Chinese imperial system (even in its “reduced” 
form) took place only in 1271, a full sixty-five years after the establishment of the Great 
Mongol State by Chinggis Khan (c. 1162–1227). Their early leaders were each renowned 
for military prowess, assertiveness, and activism; their succession system prior to 1271 
retained traits of “warrior democracy,” as the supreme leader had to be approved by the 
qurlitai meeting of the tribal chiefs. Inevitably, succession struggles marred every reign 
after Chinggis Khan’s death. It was partly the quest for internal stability that prompted 
Khubilai Khan (r. 1260–1294) to adopt the Chinese imperial title in 1271.43

Khubilai himself was a powerful and resolute leader, whose adoption of Chinese ways did 
not reduce his charisma; but his successors were progressively marginalized by their en
tourage. While the middle period of the Yuan dynasty is marred by bloody succession 
struggles that reflect the strong impact of the steppe heritage, court life moved gradually 
but irreversibly in the “Chinese” direction of decrease in the emperor’s activism. The last 
emperor of the Yuan, Toghon Temür (r. 1333–1368), ended his lengthy tenure in a very 



China’s Imperial Institution

Page 17 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, ASIAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/asianhistory). (c) Oxford Univer
sity Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Pol
icy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Hebrew University of Jerusalem; date: 29 August 2019

“Chinese” way, as a hapless spectator of his empire’s disintegration, unable to meaning
fully influence the course of events.44 It is noteworthy that Zhu Yuanzhang, who over
threw the Yuan, averred that the emperors’ weakness rather than excessive power was 
one of the major maladies of the nomadic dynasty.45 Thus, despite its relative brevity, the 
Yuan demonstrates the same pattern of marginalization of individual monarchs as is char
acteristic of Chinese dynasties.

The Qing dynasty exemplifies this pattern even better. Having crowned China’s lengthy 
imperial age, this dynasty manifested, during its first century and a half, the best ever 
blend of alien and Chinese, of the civilian (wen) and the martial (wu), of stability and effi
ciency. The first six Manchu emperors were renowned activists: they closely supervised 
and at times personally led their armies, toured the country, and directly intervened in 
policy making, if necessary through ruthless oppression of real or imagined opposition. 
The imperial princes also participated in military campaigns and in civil administration; 
and although the dynasty did not escape bitter succession struggles, those remained gen
erally manageable, while generating efficient rulers. The dynasty benefited in particular 
from the combined civilian and military experience of its fifth monarch, the Yongzheng 
Emperor (r. 1723–1735), arguably the most administratively astute ruler in China’s long 
history. Having ascended the throne as a mature statesman, this emperor had exceptional 
understanding of the functioning of the bureaucratic apparatus and was sufficiently self-
confident to impose his view on the opposition without sinking into senseless despotism. 
His reasonable leadership brought about, among other benefits, a tremendous improve
ment in the dynasty’s financial situation. The Yongzheng Emperor’s father and son, 
Kangxi (r. 1661–1722) and Qianlong (r. 1736–1795) Emperors, also proved to be particu
larly adept leaders, whose military and diplomatic skills contributed to the unprecedent
ed expansion of the Qing realm. The succession of capable monarchs was one of the ma
jor reasons for Qing’s overall success.46

The Qing model of assertive emperors adopted from the dynasty’s tribal past was one of 
its major assets, but it was not a lasting solution to the gradual atrophy of imperial charis
ma. When we jump to the nineteenth century, the picture becomes dramatically different 
from the early Qing reigns. Again, we see passive leaders, whose activities are largely 
confined to the imperial capital in Beijing and the nearby summer capital in Rehe (mod
ern Chengde)—leaders who appear to have been entirely unable to influence the adverse 
course of events that led to the ultimate collapse of the empire. The familiar pattern of 
the Han, Tang, Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties (to mention only a few)—namely, a vigor
ous, if violent, beginning and an inglorious end—is exemplified in the Qing dynasty as 
well.

These trajectories of rulership atrophy in even the most charisma-oriented dynasties in 
Chinese history suggest that the pattern of the monarchs’ declining ability to influence 
political processes can indeed be considered one of the basic characteristics of the Chi
nese imperial system. The same internal logic of the empire, which favored stability 
above all, was conducive not just to the concentration of all imaginable power in the 
hands of an emperor as an institution but also to systematic reduction of the impact of in
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dividual emperors on political processes. Invisible as they were, Chinese checks and bal
ances effectively reduced the danger of autocratic arbitrariness to a tolerable level. Yet, 
like every political choice, the one made by Chinese statesmen had its price, both in 
terms of reduced efficiency and in terms of persistent and sometimes debilitating ten
sions at court. It is time now to assess the advantages and disadvantages of this choice.

Afterthought: Stability Versus Ability
China’s imperial institution was a highly contradictory construct. It constantly fluctuated 
between the conflicting demands of ensuring the incumbent’s abilities and ensuring the 
system’s stability. Speaking of the first, we should recall that whereas most of the 
emperor’s tasks could conveniently be relegated to the underlings, two of these were not 
easily dispensable. The emperor was supposed to be sufficiently clear-minded to make ap
propriate appointments, especially on the top bureaucratic level; and he was expected to 
be sufficiently knowledgeable to handle bureaucratic cleavages appropriately. Whenever 
these tasks were relegated to a substitute (e.g., to a powerful regent acting on behalf of a 
minor or otherwise incapacitated emperor), the tensions inevitably run high. From the 
Han dynasty on, it was known that a powerful regent—be it an empress-dowager or a 
powerful minister—can utilize her or his power as the emperor’s surrogate to promote 
her or his cronies and even try to highjack Heaven’s Mandate. The cases of Empress-
Dowager Lü (r. 194–180 BCE), and of the (in)famous usurper, Wang Mang (45 BCE–23 CE) 
were well known to any educated Chinese. Hence, a weakling on the throne was an un
welcome option.

In principle, it was possible to ensure succession of capable monarchs. This required, 
first, implementing, when necessary, lateral rather than lineal succession (i.e., preferring 
an adult brother of the reigning monarch to a minor child), and, second, maintaining a 
broad pool of potential successors, who would undergo administrative (and if necessary) 
military training, and who would be therefore fit to occupy the throne. Both principles 
were implementable in certain circumstances, most notably under the nomadic dynasties 
(e.g., the Qing) or under the dynasties influenced by the nomadic political culture, such 
as the early Tang. The best-known example of this violent competition was the case of Li 
Shimin, the illustrious Tang Taizong (r. 626–649). Taizong was one of the most capable 
and most admired emperors in Chinese history, but few would forget the problematic 
start of his emperorship. Li Shimin’s remarkable military and civilian career as a minor 
prince allowed him not only to gain precious political experience, but also to amass suffi
cient backing to stage a bloody coup against his brothers and force his father to 
abdicate.47 This was not a precedent that most Chinese statesmen would like to follow.

This brings us to the second imperative of China’s imperial system: maintaining political 
stability. In the long term, it was prudent to avoid succession struggles by establishing 
regular norms of lineal succession. Indeed, sooner or later, every dynasty opted for a sys
tem, in which an emperor designated a crown prince (ideally, the empress’s elder son) 
early in his reign, and did not change the incumbent unless under very exceptional cir
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cumstances. The incumbent was duly educated, but normally the training remained 
scholastic with little if any chance for a crown prince to serve in consequential military or 
civilian positions. Inevitably, given the emperors’ average lifespan, this system often 
brought about succession of minors. In several dynasties (Eastern Han, Ming) most of the 
emperors who ascended the throne were adolescents, without any practical experience in 
governing. Yet although this situation was considered undesirable, in the final account, 
stability of succession was preferred over ensuring the ruler’s ability.

China’s imperial system had numerous flaws. At times it brought about outbursts of 
tyranny, at times evolved into an opposite direction generating impotent monarchs pre
cisely when the state required strong leadership. These weaknesses notwithstanding, two 
points can be considered as manifestation of this system’s success. First, the ultimate 
goal of the imperial architects—eliminating multiple loci of power and creating a unified 
system of decision-making aimed at preventing internal disorder—was realized remark
ably well. Although China did not avoid lengthy periods of turmoil and disintegration, 
those were less damaging and less frequent than in most other polities of comparable size 
and complexity. The unifying presence of the supreme monarch as the embodiment of the 
Great Unity of All-under-Heaven contributed toward political stability.

Second, the imperial system appears to have been quite manageable in the long term. 
Throughout millennia, the dragon throne was occupied by megalomaniacs and minors, by 
generals and peasant rebels, by nomadic warriors and refined literati, by elderly, infan
tile, and mentally or physically impaired monarchs. That none of these, whatever tempo
rary disruption they caused, inflicted lasting damage on the imperial enterprise is truly 
remarkable. It seems that despite its ostensible awkwardness, the Chinese variant of 
checks and balances—namely, distinguishing between the institutional and the individual 
power of the monarch—was well adaptable to changing circumstances and could with
stand most woeful crises, including (in the case of the Northern Qi dynasty, 550–587) a 
chain of mentally unstable monarchs,48 without collapsing and disintegrating, and at 
times even without significantly impairing the normal life of the empire’s subjects. This is 
an undeniable achievement, unparalleled in other ruler-centered polities. In the final ac
count, imperfect and full of contradictions, the Chinese imperial institution contributed 
nonetheless to the empire’s impressive durability.

Discussion of the Literature
After the disastrous collapse of the Ming dynasty, many intellectuals tried to understand 
the reasons for its demise. Some—most notably Huang Zongxi (1610–1695) and Gu Yan
wu (1613–1682)—identified the excessive centralization of power in the emperor’s hands 
as one of the major maladies of the imperial system as a whole and of the Ming dynasty in 
particular.49 In the early 20th century, these ideas were translated by thinkers such as 
Liang Qichao (1873–1929) into a novel interpretation of Chinese history as a continuous 
descent into the abyss of dictatorship.50 This idea of the ever-aggravating “despotism” in 
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imperial China became highly popular among Chinese, Japanese, and Western scholars 
through much of the 20th century.

In a nutshell, the theory of aggravating despotism viewed the Song dynasty (960–1279) as 
a starting point toward the monarchical “absolutism,” either due to the demise of the 
hereditary aristocracy which remained prominent in the previous dynasties, most notably 
the Tang (618–907), or due to the overall trend toward centralization of power under the 
Song, which logically culminated in strengthening the emperor’s position. Later, accord
ing to this theory, the despotic potential of the Song government was further exacerbated 
because the alien Yuan dynasty had no respect toward the Chinese literati and diminished 
their position to that of the ruler’s petty servitors. These trends had been inherited and 
aggravated under the native Ming and the alien, Manchu, Qing dynasty, bringing about 
the ever more despotic rule over China. For not a few scholars it seemed the most logical 
explanation of what they saw as the culmination of China’s despotism under the rule of 
Mao Zedong (1893–1976).51

A new series of studies that started shortly after Mao Zedong’s death and continue well 
into our days have undermined the “aggravating despotism” theory. The singularly impor
tant study with this regard was that of Ray Huang, 1587: A Year of No Significance.52

Huang had shown that one of the alleged “despots,” the Ming emperor Shenzong (r. 
1572–1620) was in fact disempowered by his officials, who had repeatedly obstructed his 
moves. Later scholars of the Song and Yuan dynasty had demonstrated the inaccuracy of 
the “despotism” label attached to these periods in China’s history.53 However, it is not dif
ficult to find many instances of imperial tyranny under earlier and supposedly less 
“despotic” dynasties. Rather than neat progression, we have permanent fluctuations of 
relations between the emperor and his literati officials, in which despotic potential is 
surely present but which are not marked by despotism alone.

As the interest in the topic of “despotism” receded in Western scholarship, the focus of 
the studies of the imperial institution shifted toward its cultural aspects: from representa
tion of emperorship, to the role of the court as a locus of a distinct sub-culture, which can 
be at odds with the literati-dominated culture of China’s elites.54 In distinction, in China 
many scholars continue to focus on the emperors’ authoritarian rule and its overall im
pact on political, intellectual, and cultural life of Chinese empire. Of many studies pub
lished since the 1980s, those by Liu Zehua (1935–2018) are singularly important. Liu Ze
hua, who dubbed the term “monarchism” (wangquanzhuyi 王權主義) as the essential fea
ture of Chinese political culture, was the first to systematically explore the ideological 
foundations of Chinese emperorship. He had also published extensively on the impact of 
monarchic authority on all aspects of life in imperial China.55 His studies had been devel
oped by some of his disciples, most notably Ge Quan and Yuri Pines.56

In distinction from the West, where studies of Chinese emperorship are just one and not 
necessarily most important topic for Sinological research, in China the attitude toward 
the monarchic experience of the past remains politically relevant well into our days. It is 
interesting with this regard to observe that whereas mainstream academic publications 



China’s Imperial Institution

Page 21 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, ASIAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/asianhistory). (c) Oxford Univer
sity Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Pol
icy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Hebrew University of Jerusalem; date: 29 August 2019

view the concentration of power in the emperor’s hands in highly negative terms, in the 
broader cultural realm (popular historical books, TV series, movies, and the like), power
ful emperors are often presented much more positively, and some (most notably the 
greatest Qing emperors)—with open admiration.57 Time will say whether or not this bifur
cation reflects deeper cultural and ideological trends.

Primary Sources

The ideology of monarchism formed during the Warring States period is spread through 
the writings of the so-called “Masters” (philosophers, zi 子) of that age. Their texts are 
conveniently accessible in Chinese series Newly Edited Collection of the Masters (Xinbian 
zhuzi jicheng 新編諸子集成) published by the Zhonghua shuju publishers. Almost all of the 
Masters’ works had been translated into English with a lot of recent translations and re-
translations, which make these texts easily accessible to the students and comparatists.

For the imperial period, the most important primary sources are the so-called dynastic 
histories. Twenty-four histories thickly cover all the period from the pre-imperial age to 
the end of the Ming dynasty; they were composed between the 2nd century BCE and 
1739. All merited easily accessible punctuated editions by Zhonghua shuju. In addition to 
these histories, of particular importance to scholars of China’s monarchism is the monu
mental Comprehensive Mirror to Aid the Government (Zizhi tongjian 資治通鋻), a historical 
work by Sima Guang 司馬光 (1019–1086) that covers the period from 403 BCE to 960 CE
(also republished by Zhonghua shuju). Only a tiny portion of these voluminous works had 
been translated into English, most notably the earliest one, Records of the Historian (Shiji
史記) by Sima Qian 司馬遷 (c. 145–90 BCE).

In addition to preparing histories of specific dynasties, Chinese scholar-officials compiled 
a variety of digests of institutional regulations, collections of imperial edicts and of minis
terial memorials, and the like. Among most valuable of these collections is the Great col
lection of the edicts and commands from the Tang (Da Tang zhaoling ji 唐大詔令集 [Xuelin, 
1992]), and the parallel edition for the Song dynasty (Da Song zhaoling ji 宋大詔令集 
[Zhonghua, 1962]). Another useful collection is Memorials of famous ministers from dif
ferent periods (Lidai mingchen zouyi 歷代名臣奏議[Shanghai guji, 1989]). The collections of 
essential documents (huiyao 會要) survived for the Tang to Song and Ming dynasties (col
lections for earlier periods were composed retroactively since the 13th century onward). 
Most of them merited modern editions by Zhonghua shuju or Shanghai guji publishers. 
The ten encyclopedic histories of government institutions (Shi tong 十通) comprise a con
siderable number of institutional developments related to the functioning of the emperors 
and their entourage. Most (but not all) of these merited Zhonghua shuju editions, and 
some are even available in several online free-access sources.

Voices of individual emperors are preserved, aside from their edicts and speeches cited in 
the dynastic histories, in several compositions directed either to the emperors’ immediate 
entourage and descendants or to the broader public. A representative sample includes 

Plan for the emperors (Di fan 帝範), by Tang Taizong 唐太宗 (r. 626–649), Rules for subjects
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(Chen gui 臣軌), by the only female emperor, Wu Zetian 武則天 (r. 690–705), and manifold 
texts by the Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang. The former two texts were published in 
Zhonghua shuju collections; the latter (The Collected Works of Ming Taizu [Ming Taizu ji
明太祖集) were published in 1991 by Hefei Huangshan shushe.

Links to Digital Materials

Most of the philosophers’ texts and many relevant historical texts (including the dynastic 
histories and some of the institutional histories) are conveniently accessible on the Chi
nese texts project database.
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Notes:

(1.) See David N. Keightley, “The Religious Commitment: Shang Theology and the Genesis 
of Chinese Political Culture.” History of Religions 17, no. 3–4 (1978): 211–224. For the 
Shang society in general, see David N. Keigthley, “The Shang: China’s First Historical Dy
nasty,” in The Cambridge History of Ancient China, ed. Michael Loewe and Edward L. 
Shaughnessy (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 232–291.

(2.) See details in Yuri Pines, Envisioning Eternal Empire: Chinese Political Thought of the 
Warring States Era (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2009); cf. Angus C. Graham, 
Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient China (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 
1989).

(3.) Mengzi 1.6, translation modified from D. C. Lau, Mencius (London: Penguin, 1970), 
53.

(4.) For these reforms and creation of the “ruler-centered” state, see Mark E. Lewis, 
“Warring States: Political History,” in The Cambridge History of Ancient China, 587–650.

(5.) Pines, Envisioning Eternal Empire, 25–53.

(6.) Lüshi chunqiu 13.5, translation modified from John Knoblock and Jeffrey Riegel, The 
Annals of Lü Buwei (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001), 294.
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(7.) Not incidentally, the word “common” is identical to that used for a regional lord (gong
公): the lord’s interests are supposed to be identical to those of the community under his 
control (Paul R. Goldin, After Confucius: Studies in Early Chinese Philosophy [Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2005], 59).

(8.) Lüshi chunqiu 17.8, translation modified from The Annals of Lü Buwei, 434.

(9.) These three statements are cited from the original text of “The Great Oath” (“Tai shi”
泰誓) (which was subsequently lost and replaced with a forgery currently incorporated in 
the Canon of Documents). In all likelihood, the original is from the Western Zhou period 
(c. 1046–771 bce). For citations, see Mengzi 9.5 (Mencius, 144) and Zuo zhuan Xiang 
31.3, translation modified from Stephen Durrant, Li Wai-yee, and David Schaberg, Zuo 
Tradition/Zuo zhuan (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2016), 1275.

(10.) For the right to rebel in Zhou ideology, see Yuri Pines, “To Rebel is Justified? The 
Image of Zhouxin and Legitimacy of Rebellion in Chinese Political Tradition,” Oriens Ex
tremus 47 (2008): 1–24; for rebellions through the imperial history, see Pines, The Ever
lasting Empire: Traditional Chinese Political Culture and Its Enduring Legacy (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 134–161.

(11.) See Yuri Pines, “Disputers of Abdication: Zhanguo Egalitarianism and the 
Sovereign’s Power.” T’oung Pao 91, no. 4–5 (2005): 243–300; cf. Sarah Allan, The Heir and 
the Sage: Dynastic Legend in Early China (rev. ed.) (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 2016).

(12.) For the divine attributes of the sages, see Michael J. Puett, To Become a God: Cos
mology, Sacrifice, and Self-Divinization in Early China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Universi
ty Press, 2002).

(13.) Xunzi 18, translation modified from Eric L. Hutton, Xunzi (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2014), 196.

(14.) See Pines, Envisioning Eternal Empire, 82–107.

(15.) For the First Emperor’s self-image, see Martin Kern, The Stele Inscriptions of Ch’in 
Shih-huang: Text and Ritual in Early Chinese Imperial Representation (New Haven, CT: 
American Oriental Society, 2000); Yuri Pines, “The Messianic Emperor: A New Look at 
Qin’s Place in China’s History,” In Birth of an Empire: The State of Qin revisited, ed. Yuri 
Pines, Lothar von Falkenhausen, Gideon Shelach and Robin D. S. Yates (Berkeley: Univer
sity of California Press, 2014), 258–279. For the emperor’s theomorphic posture, see 
Puett, To Become a God, 236–241.

(16.) For Qin biblioclasm, see Kern, Text and Ritual, 183–196; Pines, Envisioning Eternal 
Empire, 180–183.
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(17.) On the emperors’ identification as sages, see Liu Zehua, “The Monarch and the 
Sage: Bifurcation and Unification of the two,” Contemporary Chinese Thought 45, no. 2–3 
(2013–2014): 55–88.

(18.) Hanshu 56: 2503; cited from Puett, To Become a God, 295. For Dong Zhongshu’s 
theory, see Puett, To Become a God, 289–300.

(19.) For an example of subversive interpretation of omens and portents aimed at replac
ing the ruling dynasty, see Gary Arbuckle, “Inevitable Treason: Dong Zhongshu’s Theory 
of Historical Cycles and Early Attempts to Invalidate the Han Mandate,” Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 115, no. 4 (1995): 585–597.

(20.) See, for example, Andreas Janousch, “The Emperor as Boddhisattva: The Boddhisatt
va Ordination and Ritual Assemblies of Emperor Wu of the Liang Dynasty,” in State and 
Court Ritual in China, ed. Joseph P. McDermott (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999), 112–147; Chao Shin-yi, “Huizong and the Divine Empyrean Palace 神霄宮 
Temple Network,” in Emperor Huizong and Late Northern Song China, ed. Patricia B. 
Ebrey and Maggie Bickford (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2006), 324–
358; and David M. Farquhar, “Emperor as Bodhisattva in the Governance of the Ch’ing 
Empire,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 38, no. 1 (1978): 5–34.

(21.) Patricia Ebrey notes that “the relative rarity of reverencing likenesses of rulers 
makes China stand out among the early civilizations of Eurasia” (“Portrait Sculptures in 
Imperial Ancestral Rites in Song China,” T’oung Pao 83, no. 1–3 [1997], 46n13). Whereas 
imperial portraits were produced, their circulation generally remained limited to mem
bers of the upper elite; in the Ming dynasty “it was made illegal to make or possess an im
age of a ruler or former rulers, apparently out of fear that it would be used for anti-dynas
tic ends” (Portrait Sculptures,” T’oung Pao 83, no. 1–3 [1997], 46n13).

(22.) Karl A. Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1957).

(23.) See Charles A. Peterson, “Court and Province in Mid- and Late T’ang,” in The Cam
bridge History of China. Volume 3, Sui and T’ang China, 589–906 AD, Part One, ed. Denis 
C. Twitchett (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 464–560.

(24.) For the ups and downs in the imperial control over Buddhism, see, for example, An
tonello Palumbo, “Exemption not Granted: The Confrontation between Buddhism and the 
Chinese State in Late Antiquity and the ‘First Great Divergence’ between China and West
ern Eurasia,” Medieval Worlds 6 (2017): 118–155; cf. Timothy Brook, “At the Margin of 
Public Authority: The Ming State and Buddhism,” in Timothy Brook, Chinese State in 
Ming Society (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2006), 139–158. For the most famous case of 
anti-Buddhist persecution, see, for example, Kenneth Ch’en, “The Economic Background 
of the Hui-ch’ang Suppression of Buddhism,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 19, no. 1–
2 (1956): 67–105.
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(25.) The “Bei shan” (Northern Mountain) ode, translation modified from Waley, The Book 
of Songs, edited with additional translations by Joseph R. Allen (New York: Grove Press, 
1996), 189.

(26.) For the de-facto recognition of private property on land (without defining it de-jure), 
see Philip C. C. Huang, Civil Justice in China: Representation and Practice in the Qing
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996). For the ups and downs in the state’s re
lations with local elites throughout the imperial history, see Pines, Everlasting Empire, 
104–133.

(27.) For Xiaowen’s reforms, see Wang Zhongluo 王仲犖, Wei Jin Nanbeichao shi 魏晉南北朝

史 (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 1998), 522–557; for certain aspects of these 
reforms, see Kenneth W. Chase, “The Edict of 495 Reconsidered.” Journal of the Economic 
and Social History of the Orient 39, no .4 (1996): 383–397.

(28.) See Wu Han 吳晗, Zhu Yuanzhang zhuan朱元璋傳 (Xian: Shaanxi shifan daxue chuban
she, 2008); R. Kent Guy, The Emperor’s Four Treasuries: Scholars and the State in the 
Late Ch’ien-lung Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987), 157–200; Nor
man Kutcher, “The Death of the Xiaoxian Empress: Bureaucratic Betrayals and the Crises 
of Eighteenth-Century Chinese Rule,” The Journal of Asian Studies 56, no. 3 (1997): 708–
725; Benjamin Elman, A Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000), 211–212; Wu Fusheng, Written at Im
perial Command: Panegyric Poetry in Early Medieval China (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2008), 14.

(29.) See, for instance, Harry Miller, State Versus Gentry in Late Ming Dynasty China, 
1572–1644 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).

(30.) See Pines, Everlasting Empire, 76–103 for general discussion; for concrete exam
ples, see John W. Dardess, “Protesting to the Death: The fuque in Ming Political History,” 

Ming Studies 47 (2003): 86–125.

(31.) For the nomadic political culture, see, for instance, Michal Biran, Chinggis Khan 

(Oxford, U.K.: Oneworld, 2007).

(32.) See, for instance, Robert B. Crawford, “Eunuch Power in the Ming Dynasty,” T’oung 
Pao 49, no. 3 (1961): 115–148; and Miller, State versus Gentry, 75–94, 125–138.

(33.) For example, think just of the emperors’ ritual responsibilities. The court ritualists 
persistently multiplied the emperor’s ceremonial tasks so that by the late imperial period 
“even with the best of intentions, it was virtually impossible for an emperor to carry out 
all the prescribed rituals.” Evelyn S. Rawski, The Last Emperors: A Social History of Qing 
Imperial Institutions (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998), 212–213. In this 
situation, relegation of power to the underlings was the default choice of the majority of 
the monarchs.
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(34.) For the emperors’ tours, see Michael G. Chang, A Court on Horseback: Imperial 
Touring & the Construction of Qing Rule, 1680–1785 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Universi
ty Asia Center, 2007) (Chang deals with the Qing emperors but his study contains plenty 
of references to early instances of imperial tours and the bureaucratic opposition to 
those.)

(35.) For Zhu Yuanzhang’s rule, see, for instance, John W. Dardess, Confucianism and Au
tocracy: Professional Elites in the Founding of the Ming Dynasty (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 1983); Wu Han, Zhu Yuanzhang zhuan. For the complexity of Zhu 
Yuanzhang’s image, see Sarah Schneewind, ed., Long Live the Emperor: Uses of the Ming 
Founder across Six Centuries of East Asian History (Minneapolis, MN: Society for Ming 
Studies, 2008).

(36.) The August Ming Ancestral Instruction, cited from Edward L. Farmer, Zhu 
Yuanzhang and Early Ming Legislation: The Reordering of Chinese Society Following the 
Era of Mongol Rule (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 1995), 117.

(37.) Farmer, Zhu Yuanzhang.

(38.) For the changes following Zhu Yuanzhang’s death, see Dardess, Confucianism and 
Autocracy; Edward L. Dreyer, Early Ming China: A Political History, 1355–1435 (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1982); for the elite’s power in the late Ming, see Miller, 
State versus Gentry.

(39.) For some of the notorious struggles between the emperors and the bureaucrats, see, 
for instance, James Geiss, “The Cheng-te Reign, 1506–1521,” in The Cambridge History of 
China. Volume 7, The Ming Dynasty, 1368–1644, Part 1 (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1988), 403–439; cf. Ray Huang, 1587: A Year of No Significance (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1981), 95–102. See also Carney T. Fisher, The Chosen 
One: Succession and Adoption in the Court of Ming Shizong (Boston, MA: Allen & Unwin 
1990).

(40.) David Robinson, “The Ming Court and the Legacy of the Yuan Mongols,” in Culture, 
Courtiers and Competition: The Ming Court (1368–1644), ed. David Robinson (Cam
bridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2008), 400.

(41.) Huang, 1587, 46.

(42.) Joseph Fletcher, “Turco-Mongolian Monarchic Tradition in the Ottoman Empire,” 

Harvard Ukrainian Studies 3–4 (1979–1980): 236–251. See more in Biran, Chinggis Khan, 
9 and passim.

(43.) For the qurlitai in Mongol political culture and its gradual fading away under Khubi
lai, see Elizabeth Endicott-West, “Imperial Governance in Yüan Times,” Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies, 46, no. 2 (1986): 523–549.



China’s Imperial Institution

Page 28 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, ASIAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/asianhistory). (c) Oxford Univer
sity Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Pol
icy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Hebrew University of Jerusalem; date: 29 August 2019

(44.) For Khubilai Khan, see Morris Rossabi, Khubilai Khan: His Life and Times (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1988); and for subsequent Yuan history, see John W. 
Dardess, Conquerors and Confucians: Aspects of Political Change in Late Yüan China
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1973). David M. Robinson,’s Empire’s Twilight: 
Northeast Asia under the Mongols (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 18–
21, questions the widespread denigration of Toghon Temür as a weakling but does not 
produce compelling evidence to overturn the negative verdict. For the Qing Qianlong 
Emperor’s indignation with regard to Toghon Temür’s loss of nomadic prowess, see 
Chang, A Court on Horseback, 108–111.

(45.) See Dardess, Confucianism and Autocracy, 186.

(46.) For the power of pre-1800 Qing emperors, see for example, Rawski, The Last Em
perors (especially pp. 206–207); Chang, A Court on Horseback; and Jonathan D. Spence, 
“The Kang-hsi Reign,” in The Cambridge History of China, vol. 9, pt. 1: The Ch’ing Empire 
to 1800, ed. Denis Twitchett and John K. Fairbank, (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 2002), 120–182. For the Yongzheng reign, see Madeleine Zelin, “The Yung-
cheng Reign,” in The Cambridge History of China, vol. 9, pt. 1: The Ch’ing Empire to 
1800, ed. Denis Twitchett and John K. Fairbank, (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), 183–229; and Madeleine Zelin, The Magistrate’s Tael: Rationalizing Fiscal 
Reform in Eighteenth-Century Ch’ing China (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1984). See also Pei Huang, Autocracy at Work: A Study of the Yung-cheng Period, 1723–
1735 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1974); and Beatrice S. Bartlett, Monarchs 
and Ministers: The Grand Council in Mid-Ch’ing China, 1723–1820 (Berkeley, CA: Univer
sity of California Press, 1991).

(47.) For Taizong’s career, see Andrew Eisenberg, Kingship in Early Medieval China 

(Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2008), 167–194.

(48.) Jennifer Holmgren, “Seeds of Madness: A Portrait of Kao Yang, First Emperor of 
Northern Ch’i, 530–560 A.D.” Papers on Far Eastern History 24 (1981): 83–134.

(49.) See the summary of their views in Liu Zehua 劉澤華, ed. Zhongguo zhengzhi sixiang 
shi 中國政治思想史. Vol. 3 (Hangzhou, China: Zhejiang renmin chubanshe, 1996), 600–630. 
For Huang Zongxi, see also William Theodore de Bary, Waiting for the Dawn: A Plan for 
the Prince: Huang Tsung-hsi’s Ming-i-tai-fang lu (New York, NY: Columbia University 
Press, 1993); cf. Jiang Yonglin, “Denouncing the ‘Exalted Emperor’: Huang Zongxi’s uses 
of Zhu Yuanzhang’s Legal Legacy in Waiting for the Dawn,” in Long Live the Emperor, 
245–274.

(50.) Liang Qichao 梁啟超, “Zhongguo zhuanzhi zhengzhi jinhua shi lun” 中國專制政治進化史

論, in Liang Qichao, Yin bing shi wenji dianjiao 飲冰室文集點校. Vol. 3 (Kunming, China: 
Yunnan jiaoyu chubanshe, 2003), 1649–1667.

(51.) For the classical presentation of this theory in English (which is based on much of 
early to mid-20th-century Chinese and Japanese scholarship), see Frederick W. Mote, 



China’s Imperial Institution

Page 29 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, ASIAN HISTORY (oxfordre.com/asianhistory). (c) Oxford Univer
sity Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Pol
icy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: Hebrew University of Jerusalem; date: 29 August 2019

“The Growth of Chinese Despotism: A critique of Wittfogel’s theory of Oriental Despotism 
as applied to China,” Oriens Extremus 8 (1961): 1–41.

(52.) See note 40.

(53.) See Peter K. Bol, Neo-Confucianism in History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Asia Center, 2008), 115–152 (for Song); and Endicott-West, “Imperial Governance,” 523–
549 (for Yuan).

(54.) See, for instance, the articles collected in Frederick P. Brandauer and Huang Chün-
chieh, eds. Imperial Rulership and Cultural Change in Traditional China (Seattle, WA, and 
London, U.K.: University of Washington Press, 1994) and in David Robinson, ed., Culture, 
Courtiers and Competition. See also Schneewind, ed., Long Live the Emperor.

(55.) Liu Zehua’s major findings are summarized in his Zhongguo de Wangquanzhuyi 中國

的王權主義 (Shanghai: Renmin chubanshe, 2000). A collection of his articles has been 
translated and published in a special issue of Contemporary Chinese Thought 45, no .2–3 
(2013–2014). See also Liu Zehua, “Political and Intellectual Authority: The Concept of the 
‘Sage Monarch’ and its Modern Fate,” in Ideology of Power and Power of Ideology in Ear
ly China, ed. Yuri Pines, Paul R. Goldin, and Martin Kern (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill 
2015), 273–300.

(56.) See, for instance, Ge Quan 葛荃, Quanli zaizhi lixing: shiren, chuantong zhengzhi 
wenhua yu Zhongguo shehui 權力宰制理性—士人、傳統政治文化與中國社會 (Tianjin, China: 
Nankai daxue chubanshe, 2003); Pines, Envisioning Eternal Empire; Pines, Everlasting 
Empire, esp. 44–75.

(57.) See especially lengthy and very popular TV serials, Kangxi wangchao 康熙王朝 
(2001), Yongzheng wangchao 雍正王朝 (1997), and Qianlong wangchao 乾隆王朝 (2002).

Yuri Pines

Department of Asian Studies, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem


