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What is the Administrative Practice of
the Confucian-Legalist State?
——A Historical Investigation Based on Qing China

YU Fuhai

[Abstract] While Max Weber’s theory of “patrimonial bureaucracy” elucidates the relationship
between monarchical power and bureaucracy, it falls short in explaining the administrative practices
of personnel arrangements at the state and county levels. Based on China’s historical realities, this
paper focuses on Qing China—the context of Weber’s discussion—and adopts the perspective of the
Confucian-Legalist state to explore how the ideals and principles of traditional China’s “Confucian-
Legalist state” were translated into grassroots governance arrangements through the division and
balance of power between officials and clerks. It further analyzes the discrepancies between Weber’s
theory of “patrimonial bureaucracy” and historical realities, summarizing traditional China’s bureau-
cratic system as a tripartite embedded bureaucracy. The three elements are the monarchical power,
officials selected through the imperial examination system, and clerks. The relationship among
these three is essentially one of mutual embedding and balance. This analysis adds the dimension of
“clerks” to Weber’s theoretical framework, avoiding the misconception of homogenizing officials and
clerks, the latter of whom were mostly non-official personnel. It better explains how the administra-
tive practices under the governance framework of traditional China’s “Confucian-Legalist state” were
concretely implemented, and it also serves as an important correction to the traditional view that of-
ficials were constrained by clerks.

[Key words] Max Weber, Patrimonial Bureaucracy, Division of Officials and Clerks, Confu-
cian-Legalist State, Qing China
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