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From “Formal Autarchy” to ‘‘Substantial Autarchy”

On the Rise and Development of the Autocratic Regime in Ancient China

Zhang Yifer

Abstract: what is the reason that the regime is autocratic in ancient China? Many scholars tried to give an an-

swer to this question- The most influential explanation in China is Marx’s “Asiatic mode of production” theory

and Wittfogelys “irrigating society” theory- Our study finds that there is a big loophole in Marx s theory, and

the academic criticism of Wittfogel does not touch upon the crux of the problem- It reflected that we did not

precisely distinguish the three concepts: “State”, “authoritarian” and “centralization” - However, the using

of two concepts of “formal autarchy” and “substantial autarchy” can solve this problem effectively- From this

prospective, we can find that ancient China’s regimes have experienced the process from “formal autarchy” to

“substantial autarchy” -

Key words: Asiatic mode of production; autarchy; Wittfogel
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