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Abstract 

The purpose of the research is to continue to develop a methodological technique for abstracting empirical evidence 
from history about the validity of middle-range social science theories. The theory addressed here crosses the 
disciplines of economics, political science, sociology, and anthropology. It focuses upon middle-range theories about 
societal stability. The stability of a society is an important topic. From all the historical instances and studies on 
instability in societies, there is one generalization which stands out; and that is societies become unstable from the 
interactions of the systems in a society: economic, political, cultural, technological. In particular, patrimonialism (in 
the form of hiring kin or nepotism in an organization) is a universal problem in all governments, because the cultural 
system of a society has significant interactions with its political system. Societies are complicated social objects. A 
Weberian four-system model of a society can divide the complications into four sectors, and a further fourfold 
division of each sector creates a sixteen-unit functional model of a society. This model of a society can identify 120 
kinds of connections between the sub-systems of a society as explanatory relations for understanding societal system 
stability or instability. 

Keywords: Societal systems, Social stability, Political economy 

1. Introduction 

We apply a topological systems analysis to political-economic theory, in regard to the factor of 'patrimonialism' in 
the stability of Chinese society. We use three historical cases of Chinese society: the contemporary economic reform 
in the Peoples Republic of China (2014), the origin of the Chinese form of a state in the Qin Dynasty (221-206 BC), 
and the fall of the early Han Dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD). In all these cases, one observes 'patrimonialism' as an 
important relationship between government and kinship; and this has historically impacted the stability or instability 
of Chinese society. Patrimonialism is not unique to China, but universal in all societies in the globe and in history. 
These cases were chosen to study because there exist many good scholarly studies of China’s ancient past, with some 
focusing upon ‘patrimonialism’. Moreover, there are modern instances of patrimonialism which have appeared in 
current news about modern China. This paper casts no aspersions against the current government of China. It only 
examines the deep cultural aspects of any and all societies, particularly as culture interacts with political and 
economic systems.  

The paper first reviews the methodological technique of topological modeling (graphic analysis) of society as a 
taxonomy of systems. The technique is applied to three historical cases about ‘patrimonialism’ and therein shows 
how a similar social pattern has occurred in both modern ancient and China. This lends empirical evidence for the 
validity of Francis Fukuyama’s middle-range theory -- about the importance of the relationship between cultural and 
the political-economic systems of a society, across time.  

2. Methodology – Systems Model of Societal Stasis  

A societal systems model can be constructed, using two basic sociological dichotomies from Max Weber. (Weber, 
1958) Weber had written that in any and all social interactions in a society, participants can hold four kinds of 
expectations about that interaction: (1) utility or identity and (2) reciprocity or authority.  

By the dichotomy of utility or identity, Weber meant that in any societal interaction, each party to the interaction will 
anticipate either:  
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In addition, there are relations between the four societal systems, which we call exogenous (outside) relations. But 
each subsystem can connect to the other subsystems, so there are sixteen possible exogenous relations from one 
subsystem to another. This is true for each subsystem connecting to another subsystem, so that there are (6 X 16 = 96) 
a total of ninety-six exogenous relations. 

The 24 endogenous relations added to the 96 exogenous relations (24 + 96 = 120) provide a total of 120 possible 
relations connecting each societal system to another. This is a large number, but a finite number -- one hundred 
twenty ways of explaining the relations among societal systems within a society. These 120 relations are possible 
‘explanations’ of the relationships which can occur between the different systems operating within a society. 

3. Historical Case: Patrimonialism in Reforming Modern China 

We next apply this methodology to the case of patrimonialism in contemporary China. In traditional communist 
dogma, Marx had called a communist state as a 'dictatorship of the proletariat'. But Lenin contributed to communist 
dogma by adding: a 'dictatorship by professional revolutionaries in the name of a proletariat' Mao Zedong's 
contribution to dogma was to have the 'dictatorship by professional revolutionaries in the name of a peasantry'. After 
Mao's death, Deng Xiaoping began a reform of the Chinese economy toward a ‘Chinese socialism’ (which 
encompassed capitalism), while still retaining a communist government. Thus Deng’s contribution to communist 
theory can be seen (1) as removing ‘dictatorship’ as the form of a communist government and (2) replacing the 
ideological concept of ‘class-struggle’ with an idea of ‘classes-cooperating-together-for-national-development’. 
Historically, Mao was most interested in ‘class-struggle’ as the dynamics of society; whereas Deng was more 
interested in ‘national-development’ for prosperity and strength. 

Yet in Deng’s reform, there is evidence of the recurrence of patrimonialism -- connecting the economic system to the 
government system. For example in 2014, Michal Forsythe, Chris Buckley and Jonathan Ansfield wrote: "Zhou 
Yongkang, a member of China’s ruling Politburo Standing Committee from 2007 to 2012, is the subject of one of the 
highest-level corruption investigations in the history of the People’s Republic of China. Several members of his 
family, over the years Mr. Zhou was in power, made investments in companies with ties to the China National 
Petroleum Corp., the state oil company formerly run by Mr. Zhou, although there is no evidence to show that Mr. 
Zhou was personally involved in the dealings." (Forsythe, Buckley and Ansfield, 2014) The pattern of 
‘families-of-high-government-officials-becoming-very-wealthy’ had emerged in the economic reform in China.  

Historically, the political dynamics of reform under Deng had oscillated from rapid reform to halting reform and to 
again rapid reform to halting reform again. Deng represented the liberal faction of the Chinese Politburo, while Chen 
Yun represented the conservative faction. Alternately, Deng pushed rapid reform, while Chen Yun pushed for halting 
reform: "This seesaw dynamic produced, in the terminology used by Chinese, alternate periods of 'loosening' (fang) 
and 'tightening' (shou)." (Lieberthal, 1995) But both Deng and Chen agreed that at no time should the Chinese 
Communist Party lose control of the government and country. 

Thus the path to reform in China has been to liberalize the economy with increasing capitalism, while still having 
government remain a one-party authoritarian regime. In this mixed path of communism-capitalism, relatives of 
prominent government officials found opportunities to gain control of private companies and acquire wealth. Michal 
Forsythe, Chris Buckley and Jonathan Ansfield wrote: "The finances of the families of senior leaders are among the 
deepest and most politically delicate secrets in China. The party has for years followed a tacit rule that relatives of 
the elite could prosper from the country’s economic opening, which rewarded loyalty and helped avert rifts in the 
leadership." (Forsythe, Buckley and Ansfield, 2014) 

In the investigation begun about Zhou Yongkang, they wrote: "(Zhou's) son landed contracts to sell equipment to 
state oil fields and thousands of filling stations across China. His son’s mother-in-law held stakes in pipelines and 
natural gas pumps from Sichuan Province in the west to the southern isle of Hainan. And his sister-in-law, working 
from one of Beijing’s most prestigious office buildings, invested in mines, property, and energy projects. In 
thousands of pages of corporate documents describing these ventures, the name that never appears is his own: Zhou 
Yongkang, the formidable Chinese Communist Party leader who served as China’s top security official and the de 
facto boss of its oil industry. But President Xi Jinping has targeted Mr. Zhou in an extraordinary corruption inquiry, a 
first for a Chinese party leader of Mr. Zhou’s rank, and put his family’s extensive business interests in the cross 
hairs." (Forsythe, Buckley and Ansfield, 2014) 

In 2014, Xi Jinping was principle leader in the Chinese government, as General Secretary of the Communist Party of 
China, President of the People's Republic of China, and Chairman of the Central Military Commission. After all 
these years of the close ties between the government by senior communist officials and the economic development of 
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This pattern -- accumulating wealth through relatives while occupying major government posts – may have been 
widespread. Earlier in 2012, David Barboza had written about the then prime minister Wen Jiabao (who was about to 
retire): "The mother of China’s prime minister, Wen Jiabo, was a schoolteacher in northern China. His father was 
ordered to tend pigs in one of Mao’s political campaigns. And during childhood, 'my family was extremely poor,' the 
prime minister, Wen Jiabao, said in a speech last year. But now 90, the prime minister’s mother, Yang Zhiyun, not 
only left poverty behind, she became outright rich, at least on paper, according to corporate and regulatory records. 
Just one investment in her name, in a large Chinese financial services company, had a value of $120 million five 
years ago, the records show. The details of how Ms. Yang, a widow, accumulated such wealth are not known, or 
even if she was aware of the holdings in her name. But it happened after her son was elevated to China’s ruling elite, 
first in 1998 as vice prime minister and then five years later as prime minister. Many relatives of Wen Jiabao, 
including his son, daughter, younger brother and brother-in-law, have become extraordinarily wealthy during his 
leadership, an investigation by The New York Times shows. A review of corporate and regulatory records indicates 
that the prime minister’s relatives — some of whom, including his wife, have a knack for aggressive deal making — 
have controlled assets worth at least $2.7 billion." (Barboza, 2012) 

While the pattern of wealth accumulation was apparently common, knowledge about it was not public. Barboza 
wrote: "In many cases, the names of the relatives have been hidden behind layers of partnerships and investment 
vehicles involving friends, work colleagues and business partners. Untangling their financial holdings provides an 
unusually detailed look at how politically connected people have profited from being at the intersection of 
government and business as state influence and private wealth converge in China’s fast-growing economy. Unlike 
most new businesses in China, the family’s ventures sometimes received financial backing from state-owned 
companies, including China Mobile, one of the country’s biggest phone operators, the documents show. At other 
times, the ventures won support from some of Asia’s richest tycoons. The Times found that Mr. Wen’s relatives 
accumulated shares in banks, jewelers, tourist resorts, telecommunications companies and infrastructure projects, 
sometimes by using offshore entities. The holdings include a villa development project in Beijing; a tire factory in 
northern China; a company that helped build some of Beijing’s Olympic stadiums, including the well-known ‘Bird’s 
Nest’; and Ping An Insurance, one of the world’s biggest financial services companies." (Barboza, 2012) 

Thus connections between the political, economic, and cultural planes is an example of the cultural-political pattern 
of 'patrimonialism'. The reason for the investigation into Zhou Yongkang's wealth was a worry by a new leader in the 
government that such extensive patrimonialism was undermining the Chinese peoples' perception of proper justice in 
the government of China by the Communist Party, distributing vastly unequal wealth through different employment 
opportunities. 

What we see in graphing the connection of 'kinship' (in the cultural system of modern Chinese society) to the 
communist 'party' (of the authoritarian Chinese government) is a connection of 'patrimonialism', which has occurred 
throughout Chinese history. Graphing societal connections in this empirical historical example thus enables us to 
clearly identify a middle-range political theory called ‘patrimonialism’ For the stability or instability of political 
institutions, connections between the subsystems of the society are important to explain the stability of a society. The 
graphic analysis of this societal stasis indicates that the connections between societal sub-systems are principal 
contributors to societal stability or instability. This modern case of 'patrimonialism' has raised some worries about 
the stability of communist party control over contemporary China. 

4. Patrimonialism as a Middle-Range Societal Theory 

We are using this graphic form of societal systems as an analytical technique for providing evidence to the empirical 
grounding of 'middle-range' social science theories. In the discipline of the sociology, it has long been an American 
tradition that sociologists should seek ‘middle-range’ theory rather than ‘grand’ theory. This was particularly as 
espoused by Robert K. Merton. (Merton, 1967) Merton argued for this in order to establish sociological theory 
directly based upon empirical research. The middle-range societal theory being examined here is Francis 
Fukuyama’s view of societal stability as a kind of systems 'balance', in which the principle of 'patrimonialism' has 
been an important factor in Chinese history. We will briefly review Fukuyama’s middle-range political economy 
theory about this. 

As have many political economists, Francis Fukuyama emphasized the importance of societal connections between 
politics, economy, and culture: "There is in fact a curious blindness to the importance of political institutions that has 
affected many people over the years, people who dream about a world in which we will somehow transcend politics. 
This particular fantasy is not the special province of either the Left or the Right; both have had their versions of it. 
The father of communism, Karl Marx, famously predicted the 'withering away of the state'. . . . The fantasy of 
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statelessness most prevalent on the Right is that the market economy will somehow make government unnecessary 
and irrelevant. Political institutions are necessary and cannot be taken for granted." (Fukuyama, 2011) 

In the process of institutionalization of a government, Fukuyama had identified as a middle-range social theory, a 
universal opposition of tribalism to the state: "Virtually all peoples on earth owed primary obligations not to a state 
but to kinfolk; and they settled disputes not through courts but through a system of retributive justice; and they 
buried their dead on property held collectively by groups of kin." (Fukuyama, 2011) Fukuyama defined the problem 
of the modern state -- as institutionalizing power and justice in society beyond the cultural conditions of 'kinship'. 
The building of a 'state' extends the political system of a society beyond the boundaries of kin and tribes.  

For a government of democracy, Fukuyama three identified three aspects that are essential to its institutionalization: 
authority, law, accountability. A successful democracy is one which has sufficient central authority as a 'state’ to 
defend itself against external aggression, while also operating under a 'rule-of-law', and with ‘accountability’ for its 
actions (by the replacement of officials through periodic elections). The problem of constructing a 'good state’ 
centers upon a proper balance between power and accountability. Fukuyama wrote: "Modern democracy was born 
when rulers acceded to formal rules limiting their power and subordinating their sovereignty to the will of the larger 
population as expressed through elections." (Fukuyama, 201)  

For Fukuyama, the proper operation of a successful democracy centers (1) upon the ‘rule-of-law’, in which all 
citizens are treated equally under the law; and (2) upon 'accountability', in which offices are held by merit and not by 
kinship. But attaining an operational ‘rule-of-law’ and ‘accountability’ is neither easy nor historically stable. For 
example, Fukuyama wrote: "The story of how political institutions developed cannot be told without understanding 
the complementary process of political decay. Human institutions are 'sticky'; that is, they persist over time and are 
changed only with great difficulty. Institutions that are created to meet one set of conditions often survive even when 
those conditions change or disappear, and the failure to adapt appropriately, entails political decay. This applies to 
modern liberal democracies encompassing the state, rule-of-law, and accountability as much as to older political 
systems. . . . Moreover, the natural human propensity to favor family and friends -- something I refer to as 
'patrimonialism' -- constantly reasserts itself in the absence of strong countervailing incentives. Organized groups -- 
most often the rich and powerful -- entrench themselves over time and begin demanding privileges from the state." 
(Fukuyama, 2011) 

The middle-range social theory of ‘patrimonialism’ is a cultural pattern that can reoccur in all societies, connecting 
culture to politics. The research in this paper is examining how a topological form of societal-system analysis can 
make more clear (highlight) the societal factor of 'patrimonialism' in the stability of Chinese society and in the 
evolution toward democracy in modern China.  

5. History: Patrimonialism in Ancient China 

We next use this societal systems model to further explore the extension of Fukuyama's political theory of 
'patrimonialism' over time, from the present time back to the origin of the Chinese state. By extending the theory 
over time and societies, empirical validity for middle-range political theories can be established; and a societal 
systems topological model provides and efficient analytical methodology for accomplishing this temporal 
comparison.  

Again we will draw upon Fukuyama’s analysis of ancient China. Going back to the Zhou Dynasty in China’s history, 
Fukuyama wrote: "China during the early Zhou Dynasty had evolved into something between a tribal and a 
chiefdom-level society. None of its units commonly referred to as 'states' in histories were true states. Zhou China 
was a textbook example of a patrimonial society. That is, the entire country was 'owned' by a series of local lords and 
their kin groups. Within the constraints of China's agnatic kinship rules, the land and the people living on it were 
patrimony or heritable property that was passed down to descendents. There was no distinction in this society 
between public and private; each ruling lineage raised armies, imposed taxes, and dispensed justice as it saw fit. All 
this, however, soon changed." (Fukuyama, 2011) 

The change occurred from 770 BC to 256 BC, the time of the Eastern Zhou Dynasty. Fukuyama wrote: ". . . genuine 
states began to coalesce in China. They established standing armies that were capable of enforcing rules throughout a 
defined territory; they created bureaucracies to collect taxes and administer laws; they mandated uniform weights 
and measures; and they created public infrastructure in the form of roads, canals, and irrigation systems. One state in 
particular, the kingdom of Qin, embarked on a remarkable modernizing project whose direct target was the 
kinship-based, patrimonial social order of the early Zhou" (Fukuyama, 2011) 
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state builders saw clearly that the kinship networks of earlier ages were impediments to the accumulation of power, 
so they implemented policies deliberately intended to replace them with a system that tied individuals directly to the 
state.” (Fukuyama, 2011) Shang Yang justified the centralization of power in the state as a new ideology, which later 
came to be known as 'Legalism'. Throughout the history of China, even down to the present, ideology about the state 
was in the form of an opposition between Legalism and Confucianism. Fukuyama wrote: “Confucianism is an 
intensely backward-looking doctrine that roots legitimacy (of the state) in ancient practices. . . Family and kinship 
were at the core of . . . patrimonial order, and Confucianism can in many ways be seen as an ideology that builds a 
broad moral doctrine of the state outward from a model based on the family. . . .This tension between the family and 
the state, and the moral legitimacy that Confucianism gives to family obligations over political ones, has persisted 
throughout Chinese history." (Fukuyama, 2011)  

Thus the concept of a patrimonial political order can be seen as the basic societal ‘structure-process’ in a tribal 
organization of society. The construction of a state encompassing different tribes over different territories requires a 
central political order (state) opposed to patrimonial order (tribe). Fukuyama regarded the Chinese political thought 
of 'Legalism' of Shang Yang and Han Fei in the Qin state as justifying the control of an emperor over the people 
solely by the military power of the emperor -- over and above any patrimonial ties. In contrast at the time in China, 
there had been the earlier political thought of Confucius, who had constructed the idea of a state wherein ethical 
obligations bounded the emperor by familial ties. The emperor was thought of as a kind of greater father of the 
country, with an ethical obligation to protect and succor the greater family of China. This difference in political 
thought, between Chinese 'Legalism' and Chinese 'Confucianism', turned upon whether or not the political authority 
of the head of state (emperor) was justified solely by power (Legalism) for by patrimonial allegiance in a 
kinship-ordered state (Confucianism).  

In Figure 8, we topologically graph the systems connections, for the description of the building of the Qin state. First, 
there was an Anti-Patrimonialism policy which focused power on the government as a centralized State, taking 
government offices away from Kinship relations. This was partly accomplished by using the educational sub-system 
to train competent administrators for the state as a meritocratic administration. This was also accomplished by 
fostering an ideology of Legalism and suppressing Confucianism. Second, there was a conscription of peasants for a 
bow & pike-armed-infantry to create a large standing army -- conscripted army. Third, there was a reorganization of 
land and imposition of central state taxes upon agricultural production throughout China-- agricultural tax. Fourth, 
there were advances in technology in the introduction of iron tools and the yoking of animals and land and water 
management which increased agricultural production -- agricultural innovations. 
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It is interesting the Fukuyama viewed stability within the Early Han Dynasty as a kind of political 'equilibrium' -- 
balancing the interests of the different parties in the state. Thus political stasis in a society can be a kind of 
equilibrium between different-party interests.  

6. Results of the Research 

Societies are complicated social objects. The Weberian four-system model of a society helps address this 
complication by neatly dividing society's systems into four kinds: Cultural, Political, Economic, Technological. And 
a further fourfold division of each sector then creates a sixteen-unit functional model of a society. Sixteen 
sub-systems are many but still finite enough (1) to deal with complexity and (2) within which to analyze the 
functioning of a society as stasis (stable state). Moreover, this model is applicable to any society and over the times 
of its history. Societal histories are the empirical basis for constructing societal theory; and analytic models provide 
the analytic framework for comparing social science theory construction to empirical reality, to the natural 
experiments of any society -- its histories. 

Stability or instability of a society is an important question. Sometimes societies become unstable because of events 
external to the society and sometimes because of events internal to the society. For example, instability of the 
Russian and German societies at the end of World War I were due to the external event of the war. In contrast, 
internal events (stock market collapse and subsequent bank runs) were the immediate factors to bring about the 
1930s U.S. Great Depression. Also internal events of deregulation and financial fraud induced the instability of the 
U.S. financial system in 2007, the melting down of the U.S. economy. The study of societal instabilities is 
methodologically assisted by analyzing the historical events in the topological framework of societal dynamics 
theory. For example, the author used this methodology to analyze the Russian and German instabilities in (Betz, 
2011), the U.S. Great Depression in (Betz, 2013), and the Global Financial Crisis (Betz, 2012). 

A topological (graph theory) model of the four-fold Weberian system model of a society can identify all the 
logically-possible connections between the sub-systems -- as explanatory relations for understanding the stability/ 
instability of societal stasis. There are 120 such explanatory relations in the graphic system model. Of these, there are 
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24 endogenous (inside) relationships within the four systems (cultural, economic, political, and technological 
systems). And there are an additional 96 explanatory relations connecting between (exogenous) the four systems. 
The one-hundred-twenty explanatory relations is a large number, but not an infinite number. 

The importance of this methodological approach of societal dynamics is that it provides a structure-functional an 
framework for analysis of societies, in alterations of stasis and change. Societies are structural-functional objects, as 
long ago described by sociologists, such as Talcott Parsons. (Parsons, 1951). The topological analysis of ‘societal 
dynamics’ used in these cases is a graphical methodology for expressing both structure and function in a society, as 
composed of societal systems. (Betz, 2011)  

Of course, societies are functional objects in nature and not mechanistic objects, such as physical things. In 
comparison in the physical/biological science, there is a mechanistic description of physical objects and, accordingly, 
only one kind of explanation – ‘cause-effect’ -- the cause of a force effecting change in the motion of a physical 
object. In contrast, since society is not a mechanistic thing but a functional object, there is no causality (causes) in 
societal explanation. Functional explanations are more complicated than a single mechanistic cause-effect 
explanation. For the social object of a society, one needs an observational framework, which is not the physical 
space-time framework of the mechanistic physical sciences. Instead, the observation of societies requires a societal 
perceptual space, consisting of the social-science dichotomies of individual-society, group-process, and 
action-reason. And in this perceptual space, a change-event of a society can be explained in 15 relations, Figure 11. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Change in a societal from a stable state (stasis) occurs as a crisis by a change event. After a change event, an altered 
societal structure can emerge as a new stasis. Thus the functional time of a society is not physical time, but a series 
of change events which alter stasis.  

In analyzing change in a society, there are fifteen possible explanatory relations (societal explanations of change). 
In analyzing the stasis of systems in a society, there are one hundred twenty possible explanatory relations (societal 
explanations of stasis).  

Explaining the history of societal events (change and stasis) is a more complicated analysis than explaining physical 
events.  

In terms of future research, one can see that these topological models (of societal event-change and societal stasis) 
are yet qualitative models and not quantitative models. However, any topological graphic form can be translated into 
a matrix form. And in a matrix form, quantitative information about an explanatory relationship can be stored 
(expressed). Thus the qualitative topological models of societal dynamics can in the future be used quantitatively in 
matrix form -- as a template for quantitative information about the dynamics of societies. 
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7. Conclusion 

The added value of this research lies in continuing to extend topological-modeling of societies across the social 
science disciplines, as a cross-disciplinary analytical framework for historical cases. The methodology of topological 
modeling of societal systems and societal change provides a general framework for abstracting important factors and 
explanations in historical events, which can provide evidence for generalized patterns. These patterns are expressed 
as mid-range theories, which can occur in different societies and in different times. This methodology provides 
relevant and useful sets of explanations for explaining the complexity of historical cases -- 16 explanations for a 
societal change event and 120 for a societal systems stasis.  

The limitation of the research is that no one historical case (nor even several historical cases) can ‘prove’ the validity 
of a middle-range social theory -- since abstraction from empirical evidence is logically an inductive process. But 
these can provide substantive evidence to take a theory seriously. And this is an important and fundamental aspect of 
methodological nature of all the social sciences – basing societal theory upon societal histories.  

As there is no ‘causality’ in social science explanation, hence there can be no ‘prediction’ of social change. But there 
are other kinds of explanations methodologically appropriate to structural-functional social science. Two of these are 
‘prescriptions and ‘themes’, which can be used in middle-range theorizing. These can clarify the complications of 
history (and particularly the complications of current history). In the cases examined here we have seen evidence for 
such a prescriptive theory. This prescriptive theory is by Francis Fukuyma. It is to restrict having too much of a 
family-oriented culture carried over into the economic-political structures of a society, as ‘patrimonialism’ 
contributes to the instability of a ‘state’ form of societal governance. 
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