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How were state formation and early modern politics shaped by the 
state’s proclaimed obligation to domestic welfare? Drawing on a wide 
range of historical scholarship and primary sources, this book dem-
onstrates that a public interest-based discourse of state legitimation 
was common to early modern England, Japan, and China. This nor-
mative platform served as a shared basis on which state and society 
could negotiate and collaborate over how to attain good governance 
through providing public goods such as famine relief and infrastruc-
tural facilities. The terms of state legitimacy opened a limited yet sig-
ni�cant political space for the ruled. Through petitioning and protests, 
subordinates could demand that the state ful�ll its publicly proclaimed 
duty and redress welfare grievances. Con�icts among diverse dimen-
sions of public interest mobilized cross-regional and cross-sectoral col-
lective petitions; justi�ed by the same norms of state legitimacy, these 
petitions called for fundamental political reforms and transformed the 
nature of politics.

Wenkai He is Associate Professor in the Division of Social Science at 
the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology.

www.cambridge.org/9781009334518
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-33451-8 — Public Interest and State Legitimation
Wenkai He
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Cambridge Studies in Historical Sociology

General Editors

Anthony S. Chen, Northwestern University
Stephanie L. Mudge, University of California, Davis

Associate Editors

Jenny Andersson, Uppsala University
Nitsan Chorev, Brown University
Manali Desai, Cambridge University
Emily Erikson, Yale University
Cybelle Fox, University of California, Berkeley
Julian Go, University of Chicago
Wenkai He, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
Robert Jansen, University of Michigan
Hazem Kandil, Cambridge University
Greta Krippner, University of Michigan
Cedric de Leon, University of Massachusetts, Amherst
Isaac Martin, University of California, San Diego
Virag Molnar, New School for Social Research
Alondra Nelson, Institute for Advanced Study
Joshua Pacewicz, Brown University
Angel Adams Parham, Loyola University New Orleans
Christopher S. Parker, University of California, Santa Barbara
Tianna Paschel, University of California, Berkeley
Sarah Quinn, University of Washington
Lisa M. Stulberg, New York University
Antoine Vauchez, Centre National de la Recherche Scienti�que
Melissa Wilde, University of Pennsylvania
Genevieve Zubrzycki, University of Michigan

Cambridge Studies in Historical Sociology publishes scholarship that seeks 
to explain sociologically and historically signi�cant processes and outcomes. 
The series conceives of historical sociology broadly and aims to publish exem-
plary, agenda-setting work, regardless of intellectual perspective, historical 
period, geographic focus, analytic scale, or methodological approach.

Books in the series

Wenkai He, Public Interest and State Legitimation: Early Modern England, 
Japan, and China

www.cambridge.org/9781009334518
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-33451-8 — Public Interest and State Legitimation
Wenkai He
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Public Interest and State Legitimation

Early Modern England, Japan, and China

WENKAI HE

Hong Kong University of Science and Technology

www.cambridge.org/9781009334518
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-33451-8 — Public Interest and State Legitimation
Wenkai He
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,  
New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009334518

DOI: 10.1017/9781009334525

© Wenkai He 2023

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions 
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take 

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2023

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: He, Wenkai, 1969– author.

Title: Public interest and state legitimation : early modern England,  
Japan, and China / Wenkai He.

Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY :  
Cambridge University Press, 2023. | Series: Cambridge studies in historical  

sociology | Includes bibliographical references and index.  
Identifiers: LCCN 2023007609 | ISBN 9781009334518 (hardback) |  

ISBN 9781009334525 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Public interest. | Public interest – England – History. |
Public interest – Japan – History. | Public interest – China – History. |

Legitimacy of governments. | Legitimacy of governments – England – History. | 
Legitimacy of governments – Japan – History. | Legitimacy of governments –  

China – History.
Classification: LCC JC330.15 .H4 2023 |  

DDC 320.01/10942–dc23/eng/20230322
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023007609

ISBN 978-1-009-33451-8 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-009-33455-6 Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence 
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this 

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will 
remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781009334518
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-33451-8 — Public Interest and State Legitimation
Wenkai He
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

To my mother Xu Xiaohua and my father He Yongshou

www.cambridge.org/9781009334518
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-33451-8 — Public Interest and State Legitimation
Wenkai He
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

vii

Contents

Acknowledgments page ix

  Introduction 1

PART I SOURCES OF EARLY MODERN STATE RESILIENCE

 1 Legitimacy and Resilience of the Early Modern State 37

 2 State–Society Collaboration against Subsistence Crisis 69

 3 Financing Public Infrastructure 107

 4 The Negotiation of State and Society over Redress  
of Grievances 145

PART II THE EMERGENCE OF MODERN POLITICS

  Prologue: Limits to Early Modern State Resilience 185

 5 A Political “Great Divergence”: England (1640–1780), 
Japan (1853–1895), and China (1840–1911) 193

  Conclusion: Toward a Contextualized Comparative  
Historical Analysis 243

Bibliography 257

Index 299

www.cambridge.org/9781009334518
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-33451-8 — Public Interest and State Legitimation
Wenkai He
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ix

So many people and institutions have made this work possible. In the 
summer of 2009, I visited the Komaba Campus of the University of 
Tokyo. Mitani Hiroshi was my host. On the �rst day I went to his of�ce, 
he took me to an izakaya (a sort of Japanese pub) near the campus. We 
talked about how to understand the political implications of the indig-
enous practice of “public deliberation” in Tokugawa Japan and Qing 
China. Mitani Hiroshi introduced me to the research of Japanese histori-
ans such as Kurushima Hiroshi and Hirakawa Arata, which prompted me 
to move away from the Meiji era and enter into the world of Tokugawa 
Japan. At the same time, Paul Slack’s work on social policy in Tudor and 
early Stuart England was a constant source of inspiration. The scholar-
ship on social policies in Tokugawa Japan and early modern England 
resonated with my own research into the central–provincial debates in 
Qing China over welfare policies related to currency, famine relief, and 
�nancing of water control projects.

In 2011 I began this journey of comparative historical analysis to 
explore state formation from the perspective of safeguarding domestic 
welfare rather than �ghting foreign wars. The passion I felt in the early 
stage of research was soon overwhelmed by the huge dif�culties of study-
ing diverse issues – famine and poverty relief, infrastructural facilities, 
and popular petitions over welfare grievances – in three quite different 
early modern states. I struggled to digest the immense literature on legiti-
macy and early modern political thought. Although I managed to write 
several papers by utilizing Qing archival materials, I found it very hard to 
come up with a coherent framework to integrate the case of Qing China 
with those of early modern England and Tokugawa Japan. At points, I 
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