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Abstract

Bureaucracy is a pillar of state building. I examine how new states achieve the transition

from tenuous rule to consolidated rule. Rulers can diversify the selection system to recruit

agents who have different skill sets to solve the dual challenges of territorial pacification

and routine administration in pursuit of state-building. While rulers appoint officials who

have cultural training resources to maintain routine governance, they turn to officials with

practical skills to pacify contentious areas.

This dissertation brings bureaucracy to the debate on state-building and contributes to

the literature about meritocracy and bureaucratic politics. I draw on archives to build an

original dataset on the prefects of Qing Dynasty of Imperial China prefectural and conflict

incidents to test this theory. First, I explain the temporal variation in recruitment channels

by describing how appointment strategies responded to perceived regime threats, condi-

tioned by the supply side constraint. Second, I find that during peaceful times the Qing

imperial court was more likely to appoint officials who passed entered the Imperial Civil

Service Exams during peaceful times, but they the court turned to Manchu officials and

office purchasers after conflicts broke out. Third, I examine the impact of bureaucratic

structure on state performance. I test whether or not the exam officials performed better in

terms of delivering famine relief and establishing charities. I find the Qing imperial court

shifted to appointing officials with military skills and fiscal resources after conflicts broke

iv



out from appointing officials who entered the administration via the exam route. I also

find that the exam officials did not perform better than non-exam officials in governance,

measured by famine relief measures and charitable activities. I conclude the dissertation by

summarizing the theoretical framework and empirical findings, discussing limitations, and

reviewing the research agenda.
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1

Introduction

The rise of the nation-state as the primary means for organizing social order is a recent

phenomenon in human history. Starting with Tilly (1975), social scientists and historians

have paid a great deal of attention to understanding the trajectories of modern statehood and

the product of fiscal-military competition is modern fiscal states of Europe.

The comtrast between Europe and China is stark. The state-building trajectory in China

represents a bureaucratic alternative to the fiscal states in Western Europe (Fukuyama,

2014a; Stasavage, 2020). Indeed, Tilly (1992) is attentive to the difference in the logic of

state formation in Western Europe and in China: while fierce military competition between

states served as the bottom-up driving force behind state formation in Western Europe, the

construction of political order in China rested on direct, bureaucratic rule, even though the

state had to rely on indirect rule via gentry.

Two factors make the Chinese case interesting. First, warfare was not the driving force

behind state formation in China. This is more perplexing considering that the Imperial

1



Chinese state had an early advantage in statemaking but did not evolve into a fiscal state.

The world’s first bureaucratic, centralized state emerged in the China’s Qin dynasty (Hui,

2005). Unlike Europe, China was politically united for long periods before the advent

of nation states. The first image of China formed in the West was that of a bureaucratic

state. The impression of the first observers was that powerful scholar-officials ruled the

Imperial Chinese state (Weber, 1951; Levenson, 1972; Fei, 1953). In sum, taking a bird’s

eye view of the vast stretch of China’s history, the persistence and stability of dynastic rule

is notable. Perhaps more importantly, the most conspicuous sign was the uninterrupted

continuity of a ruling class of scholar-officials, or gentry. The Chinese Empire was so vast

that the emperors had to rule via gentry in the countryside.

Not only were the Chinese the pioneers in making bureaucracy, but they also had a

meritocratic bureaucracy. The Chinese invented the world’s first meritocracy with the Im-

perial Civil Service Exams. According to the Princeton Encyclopedia of American History

(Kazin, Edwards, and Rothman, 2009, p. 142):

One of the oldest examples of a merit-based civil service system existed in the

imperial bureaucracy of China. Tracing back to 200 B.C., the Han Dynasty

adopted Confucianism as the basis of its political philosophy and structure,

which included the revolutionary idea of replacing nobility of blood with one

of virtue and honesty, and thereby calling for administrative appointments to be

based solely on merit. This system allowed anyone who passed an examination

to become a government officer, a position that would bring wealth and honor

to the whole family. In part due to Chinese influence, the first European civil

service did not originate in Europe, but rather in India by the British-run East
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