Comparing Political
Systems Across Empires
Bl 0 A

* Define "empire" vs. nation-state or city-state

* Framework: legitimacy, administration,
succession, taxation, control

* Comparison reveals patterns hidden in
single-case histories

* Qutcomes: build defensible comparisons,
design clear lessons
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<& Single-case studies hide what
comparison reveals

Paired cases isolate key variables:
Rome-Han centralization

<& Mongol-Ottoman: governing
diversity in parallel

5 British-Qing: shared
modernization pressures

ﬁ% Move from lists to structural,
causal comparison
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Core Concepts THE COMPARISON MATRIX
and the —— | —— s

Comparison Matrix
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« Four core criteria: legitimacy,
taxation, legal pluralism,
military organization

LEGAL |

Cross-cutting: centralization vs. PLURALISM |

indirect rule, succession continuity

Centralized bureaucratic vs.
decentralized tributary/feudal
empires

Reusable comparison matrix
applied throughout the course

MILITARY CENTRALIZATION (| oUCCESSION |
ORGANIZATION VS. INDIRECT | CONTINUITY |




|

A Method for Defensible Comparison
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QUESTION

+ - Guard against the small-N
problem in historical cases

BROAD UNIVERSE
OF CASES

% - Use longitudinal extension to

expand limited observations
APPLY PRINCIPLES =/ 1A

OFetEtlll o & |l & < - Apply ceteris paribus logic to

IDENTIEY isolate key variables

COMPARABLE PAIRS /

< - Focus on comparable cases
CONTROL FOR
KEY VARIABLES | rather than total coverage

_ 7 \ < - Avoid anachronism and cultural
WHVEES CONTROLLED COMPARISON stereotyping Ta analysis
N OF CASE PAIRS J s




Rome and Han: Two Paths to Centralization
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GOVERNORS JURISTS MILITARY

CIVILIAN BUREAUCRATS
COMMANDERS

e Comparable scale: ~4 million sq km, 60+ million people each

® Han ruled through civilian bureaucrats; Rome through governors, jurists,
and military commanders

- ® Han standardized law under Confucian officialdom; Rome expanded
- citizenship and local autonomy

® Both faced succession pressures and military loyalty as threats to
central control




Mongol and

Ottoman:
Governing Diversity |
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- Mongol dual administration:
darughachi overseers alongside
local dynasties

- Ottoman millet system:
non-territorial religious
community autonomy

- Both relied on intermediaries
while retaining central
strategic control

- Core differences: nomadic
military organization vs.
institutionalized legal pluralism




British and Qing:
Modernizing States

ADMINISTRATIVE Maritime commercial empire vs. continental bureaucratic rule
BLUEPRINT . : ;
Qing legal pluralism: frontier, banner, and core governance

©
0
® Liberal reform in British India; late Qing constitutional reform
®

Elite resistance and the limits of institutional adaptation

[ MODERN
' PRESSURE

Imperial reach S =y Continental governance
Commercial expansion | : Bureaucratic adaptation

| Liberal institutional reform Constitutional reform
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i . Legitimacy and Ideology
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Religious legitimation: Islam, Christianity, Confucianism
Divine kingship vs. civic law

Shift to constitutional legitimacy in modern empires
Claims shaped recruitment and compliance
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Taxation, Communication, 5
and Control Lol

Land-based empires relied on
agricultural tribute; maritime
empires taxed trade

Communication speed and roads
directly limited central authority

Tax farming and delegation to
intermediaries were common
fiscal strategies

Rebellion often followed heavy
taxation and threats to local
autonomy

Censuses and postal systems ——> Flow of Land Tribute (Agricultural Taxation)

; : : aila - Flow of Maritime Trade Taxation
helped tighten imperial supervision

====Communication Routes (Roads & Messengers)
@ Postal & Information Network

& Centers of Authority
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® Hereditary, elective, and

meritocratic succession systems

SUCCESSION PATHWAYS
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Power passes within
the ruling family
by birth order.

Lo we)

MERITOCRATIC

SUCCESSION

Power granted to the
most capable through

demonstrated merit.
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ELECTIVE
SUCCESSION

Power chosen by
elites or assemblies

through selection.
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INSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATION w

Palace institutions sustain and legitimize succession

across all pathways.

4
. <>

Palace institutions: eunuchs,
viziers, royal councils,
court factions

3>

Primogeniture reduced
succession wars; elective
systems raised civil war risk

—e

Competence-based selection
vs. smooth hereditary transfer
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Stable rules enabled elite
coordination and longer reigns




Expansion, Integr

Frontier strategies: annexation,
client states, settler colonies,
tributary arrangements

Common collapse pathways:
overextension, elite fragmentation,
fiscal crisis, external pressure

Political systems shaped speed
and nature of decline

Case studies: Rome-Han
divergence, Qing-Ottoman
reform trajectories

ation, and Collapse

)




Cross-Cutting Patterns

Indirect rule and intermediaries recur
across all cases

4 Legal pluralism common, not exceptional

Chlnasworld-emp{re model vs. | { ADMINISTRATIVE BLUEPRINT J
western fragmentation _—— . "

+ Equifinality: similar outcomes, |
different causes I |

: ;ld' ct Rul
4 Compare what varies most and "5 e

least via matrix ‘ | Intermediary
i ~ Dependence

Legal
Pluralism
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Common Misconceptions

- 'Centralized' empires ruled
indirectly through intermediaries

# loss of central control

e
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- Legal pluralism was control, = -
~===m==——===== ]
not modern tolerance o TR e
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- Avoid 'minority' before f.'.i 5_‘_
modern nationalism "
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- Delegation to intermediaries ° g




ADMINISTRATIVE
BLUEPRINT

- Designing Lessons and Content e
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REUSABLE COMPARISON MATRIX

FOR EMPIRE-BASED LESSONS
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EMPIRE A

FOUNDATIONS
& LEGITIMACY

ADMINISTRATION
& GOVERNANCE

Law & JUSTICE

EconOoMY &
RESOURCES

MILITARY &
SECURITY

SOCIETY &
CULTURE

LEGACY &
ENDURANCE

Use a reusable comparison matrix for building empire-based lessons

Present structural differences via paired diagrams, maps, and timelines

Pair accessible cases: Rome-Han, Mongol-Ottoman, British-Qing

Draw on administrative records, legal codes, and court chronicles



Practical Strategies
and Pitfalls

) e Use concrete examples and visuals to
'\L anchor abstract comparisons

e Assess justification of comparisons,
not just lists of similarities

e Avoid over-simplification and
over-complication in lessons

e Content checklist: define criteria,
justify cases, distinguish structural
from superficial comparison
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Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
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