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Between the Centralization of Authority and Effective Governance: 

The Institutional Logics of Governance in China 
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[Technological revolution] why Europe and West, and why not China? 

David S. Landes (2006:3) 

It was China’s unique destination to preserve as a civilization long 

after other ancient civilizations had perished; and this perseverance 

involved not fossilization but a series of rebirths. 

Philip A. Kuhn (1980:11) 

Situating these two quotations in the long 

Chinese history-from the Chinese dynasties, to 

the Republican era, and to the era of the People’s 

Republic-and especially in the context of the im-

pressive economic growth and the ongoing great 

transformation of the Chinese society since the 

1980s, we are confronted with a series of intrigu-

ing and significant questions: Compared with 

other ancient civilizations, why has the Chinese 

civilization survived the turbulent and long histo-

ry? Why has China experienced both impressive 

economic developments but also long periods of 

stagnation in her history? Why has there been 

such a burst of tremendous energy in China in 

the last few decades? 

China, and especially contemporary China, 

has presented many puzzles for social science in-

quiries. Let us turn our gaze at the 60・oddyears 

of short history of the People’s Republic of Chi-

na. On the one hand, one is impressed with the 

commanding role of the Chinese state in govern-

ing its vast territory characteristic of diverse and 

unevenly developed regions, and in engineering 

the rapid economic growth in the last three de-

cades. On the other hand, contemporary China 

has also witnessed a series of persistent and 

recurrent political and social phenomena: at the 

macro-level, cycles of centralization and decen-

tralization characterized relationships between 

the central and local governments; top-down 

political campaigns periodically generate policy 

twists and turns in different arenas; the rheto-

ric of political education, in different forms and 

shades, has run through the entire history even 

when it has long been ineffective and met with 

resistance of all kinds; the rationalization of legal 

institutions and of public administration has been 

limited and long stalled. At the micro-level, prob” 

lems in governance, such as the ineffectiveness 

of policy implementation, deviation and collusion 
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at the local level, have been attacked repeatedly, 

but they are stubbornly resilient and will not go 

away. 

The problems and issues outlined above 

always manifest themselves in specific circum-

stances, each having its own form and content, 

with its own rhythm of occurrence. As such, each 

can be examined and discussed on its own right. 

Indeed, there have been sizeable, separate liter-

atures on these specific issues-the central-local 

government relationships, political campaigns. 

selective and collusive behaviors in policy imple-

mentation, so on and so forth. But the persistence 

and recurrence of these phenomena lead us to 

ask a further question: Are there some stable 

mechanisms and processes that underline and in-

terconnect these occurrences in different areas? 

Put it another way, are there some institutional 

logics that systematically produce and reproduce 

these diverse phenomena? A further, related 

question is this: Is there a theoretical explanation, 

a broader perspective, that can explicate the in-

terconnections among these apparently disparate 

issues and phenomena in different forms, across 

different arenas and situations, and in different 

points in time, that would shed light on the under-

lining institutional logics, such that, so to speak, 

to see the forest beyond the trees, to trace the 

origins by following the streams? 

These larger questions have motivated the 

main theme of this article-the institutional log-

ics of governance in China. The evolution of a 

nation state, its strategies and capacities in prob-

lem solving and in response to crises, relation-

ships between central and local governments, 

and between the state and society, all these have 

been built on a set of institutions. These stable 

institutional arrangements have shaped the ways 

problems are solved, induced corresponding mi-

crobehaviors, and to a great extent dictated the 

key features and trajectory of governance in a 

society. We refer to those recurrent, predictable, 

and often causal, relationships based on these in-

stitutional arrangements as the institutional log-

ics of governance. Here, the term “governance” 

mainly refers to governance by the Chinese state; 

that is, We highlight the prominence and indeed 

the decisive role of the state in governing China, 

today as well as in history. Sociologist Charles 

Tilly once described the mechanisms in political 

processes as follows：“They consist of recurrent 

causes which in different circumstances and se-

quences compound into highly variable but none-

theless explicable effects”（Tilly 1995:1601). This 

description fits our view of the institutional logics 

well. That is, these stable institutional arrange-

ments serve as the mechanisms in shaping the 

larger trends and provide the repertoire of strat-

egies leading to predictable courses of action. But 

the realization of the concrete responses varies 

contingent on specific circumstances. In other 

words. those diverse, apparently disparate but 

recurrent phenomena are manifestations of these 

underlying institutional logics. 

We examine the institutional logics of state 

governance from a specific perspective-the 

organizational approach and, in particular. pay 

special attention to the role of the Chinese bu-

reaucracy. Let us first summarize my main ar-

guments as follows. The key characteristic of 
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governance in China is the centralization of au-

thoriかoverits large, diverse territory. That is, 

the central authority-be it the emperor in histo-

ry or the ruling party in the modern times-has 

had the paramount and ultimate authority over 

the population as well as the vast, diverse terri-

tory, encompassing all arenas and all corners of 

the society. Starting from this premise, we ar-

gue that one-perhaps the central-fundamental 

tension in governing China is between the cen-

tralization of authority and effective governance. 

By 〈併ctivegovernance, we mean the capacities 

of local authorities in problem solving, such as 

tax collection, conflict resolution, and public 

goods provision. The fundamental tension can 

be characterized as follows: The centralization of 

authority tends to centralize decision rights and 

resources upward toward the center; in so domg, 

it weakens the capacities of local authorities (lo・

cal governments or authorities on other bases) 

in problem solving, and hence weakens effective 

governance at local levels. Attention to effective 

governance requires the allocation of decision 

rights and resources toward local levels with bet-

ter information. But in so doing, local authorities 

have a tendency to-or are interpreted as having 

a tendency to-deviate from the central authon-

ty, to cause the loss of control, thereby undermm-

ing the centralized authority. This fundamental 

tension is inherent in the historical organization 

of the Chinese society; and an equilibrium can be 

reached only temporarily over time. We submit 

that the institutional logics of governance, togeth-

er with the stable institutions and the repertoire 

of governing strategies, have been developed m 

response to challenges and crises caused by this 

fundamental tension. In other words. an inquiry 

into the fundamental tension provides clues for 

us to understand the institutional logics of gover-

nance in China. 

Over the long Chinese history, the centraliza-

tion of authority relies on two key institutions as 

the pillar of governance: the Chinese bureaucracy 

and a unified official ideology. Schurmann (1968) 

argued that organization and ideology were two 

key organizing mechanisms of the Communist 

movement in China. These two mechanisms have 

had far reaching impacts in the long Chinese his-

tory. But in the course of political changes in mod-

ern China. especially in contemporary China, both 

mechanisms have met multifaceted challenges: 

both the bureaucratic form of governance and 

the official ideology have become increasingly in-

compatible with diverse. multiple demands in the 

society. In response, a series of mechanisms arose 

and evolved to meet these challenges: (1) the dy-

namic of loose-coupling between centralized poli 

cymaking and flexibility in policy implementation; 

(2) the ritualization of political education; (3) the 

use of political campaigns as a corrective mech-

amsm to tighten up central-local couplings from 

time to time so as to deal with local deviations. 

Specifically, the loose-coupling institutional 

arrangements. such as administrative subcon-

tracting between the central government and 

local governments across administrative levels. 

make it possible for the local governments to 

adopt flexible implementation and collusive be-

haviors to alleviate the fundamental tension at the 

local level. The ritualization of political education, 
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while has no effect to revive the official ideolo-

gy, plays an important role in maintaining the 

symbolic authority of the central government. 

making the loose coupled institutional arrange-

ments viable. Top-down political campaigns pro-

vide an important means for the central authority 

to tighten up the couplings between central and 

local authorities from time to time. so as to re司

set the limit to local flexibility. In so doing, the 

Chinese authority has been struggling to keep 

a delicate. at times precarious. balance between 

the two sides of the fundamental tension through 

processes of continuous fluctuations and adjust-

ments. 

Although these mechanisms have alleviated 

the fundamental tension from time to time. they 

are in essence incompatible and run counter to 

the grand trend of state building in modern so-

ciety, breeding further tensions and crises. First, 

the governance process evolves in shifts between 

centralization and decentralization. between sym-

bolic power and substantive intervention, and 

between the loss of control and reining in local 

deviations. These recurrent twists and turns pe-

riodically introduce shocks into the political pro-

cess. making it precarious and risking the ten-

dency toward crises and chaos at a large scale. 

Second, the institutional logics of governance 

outlined above put constraints on the potential 

and direction of institutional innovation. setting 

the limit to the rule of law the rationalization of 

bureaucracy, and to professionalization process-

es, casting a long shadow of uncertainty in the 

future of China’s institutional transformation. 

Before we turn to elaborate our discussion 

on the themes outlined above, let me first provide 

an outline of these key elements. We have sorted 

these issues and phenomena into three categories 

in sequence: First. some phenomena are the man-

ifestations of the fundamental tension at different 

levels and in different arenas, especially those as-

sociated with the twin institutions of bureaucra-

cy and official ideology. Second, other phenomena 

reflect the emergence of institutions in response 

to the fundamental tension. Third. still other 

phenomena are the outcomes or unanticipated 

consequences of such response strategies. These 

outcomes in turn feed back to the fundamental 

tension and the effectiveness of these response 

strategies. Our following discussion is organized 

in the same sequence: we will first explicate the 

fundamental tension between the centralization 

of authority and effective governance; we will 

then turn to discuss three response mechanisms 

gradually taking shape over the course of his-

torical evolution: the variable coupling between 

centralized policymaking and flexible policy im-

plementation; the ritualization of official ideolo-

gy, and the weapon of political campaigns as a 

corrective mechanism in adjusting the coupling 

between central and local governments. Finally, 

we discuss the consequences of these response 

strategies and the challenges and crises in Chi-

m’s institutional transformation. 

Centralization of authority and effective 

governance: The fundamental tension 

All nation states face the competitive pres-

sure for effective governance, in terms of eco-

nomic and social development, problem solving, 
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and public goods provision. The challenges for di壬

ferent states vary with their ecological environ-

ments, scales of size, and modes of governance-

the institutional arrangements of governance. In 

brief, other things being equal, the specific mode 

of governance adopted or inherited affects the ad-

vantages and disadvantages of a nation state and 

the challenges it faces. The mode of governance 

in a society is not chosen at will; instead, it is of-

ten deeply embedded in a society’s historical evo-

lution, characteristic of path dependency （金規涛，

刈青峰 2011,Finer 1997, Levi 1988, Tilly 1975). 

In this study, we focus on the specific forms and 

institutions in the state governance of China. 

State governance is organized around two 

themes: one is the relationship between central 

and local authorities; the other is the relationship 

between the state and society. The key charac-

teristic of the centralization of authority, togeth-

er with the vast and diverse regions and territo-

ries, makes the former the most salient theme in 

governing China. The centralization of authority 

in the hand of the emperors and his delegates 

over the entire territory has been the central 

characteristic of governance in Chinese history, 

as the ancient expression more than 2,000 years 

ago put it：“all the territory is under the rein of 

the emperor; all humans are the subjects of the 

emperor”（《時径・小雅北山｝). Historian西嶋定生

put it：“The Chinese emperor’s power reached all 

corners of the society. It denies the existence of 

any revelry with equal footing-there cannot be 

more than one emperor under the sun. This is 

the essence of the emperor’s power. That is. by 

its very nature, wherever the emperor’s power 

reaches. it owns" （西ili鳥定生 2004,p. 43). The evo-

lution of the Chinese state has created a country 

with vast territorial space, diverse and unevenly 

developed regions and cultures （憧其嘆 1986，周

振鶴 1997).In the long Chinese history, the in-

stitutions of governance have integrated these 

diverse regions and populations, together with 

natural disasters and crises therein. into a coher-

ent political and social entity. Although the insti-

tution of the empire had a fundamental break-

down in the early 20th century, the inherent 

tensions have not been fundamentally resolved in 

the subsequent successions of ruling parties （金

現涛，刻青峰 1993).Moreover，、nthe basis of the 

legitimate claims of ethnic equality, citizen rights 

and people’s republic. the modern state has re-

organized individuals under the state-dominated 

collective institutions in the name of revolution, 

liberation and legitimate rights. thereby grant-

ing the modern state further, direct control over 

individuals" (i王日宰2003:96).In this larger context. 

what organizing mechanisms does the central 

authority rely on to maintain the integration of 

the nation? How do these organizing mechanisms 

affect the behaviors and outcomes of state gover-

nance? These questions provide the port of entry 

for us to look into the contradictory role of the 

centralization of authority in China’s governance. 

The scαileαnd loαd of立O℃eγnαnee

One serious challenge in governing China 

is the scale and the load of governance involved 

over a vast territory and a huge population. Here, 

the scale of governance refers to both the spa-

tial coverage and the actual responsibilities the 

state assumed over the territory and the citizens 
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residing on it. In comparative studies of gover-

nance, scholars often make broad strokes of com-

parisons across these nation states without care-

ful attention to the scale of governance involved. 

For example, Singapore has a territory and pop-

ulation roughly the size of a mid-sized Chinese 

city. South Korea has a population only two-third 

that of Jiangsu Province in China. The size of the 

territory of China is roughly that of the entire Eu-

rope, with twice the population. In other words, 

the scale and challenge of governance in China is 

equivalent to those of governing the entire Eu-

rope. By emphasizing 冶cale＇’ ingovernance, we 

want to highlight the key role of organizations 

in governance. It is in light of the scale of gover-

nance that those specific organizing mechanisms 

move to the central stage of an inquiry into how 

China is governed. 

In contemporary China, as in Chinese histo司

ry, the Chinese bureaucracy has played a vital 

role in governance, implementing top-down poli-

cies and linking diverse regions toward the cen-

ter. A nation state cannot be built forever on co-

ercive power or political repression but needs to 

gain the acceptance and following of its citizens. 

It accomplishes this goal by a series of integra-

tive mechanisms and institutional arrangements. 

For example, institutions and resources are need-

ed to organize peasants into communes, or to 

reallocate resources across different regions and 

areas. Mechanisms of conflict resolution are need-

ed to address tensions and conflicts among social 

groups. Like other formal organizations, govern-

ment organizations also face transaction costs 

in coordination and management, information 

gathering and processing, and incentive design 

and implementation. These issues become in-

tensified and amplified in a bureaucratic setting 

characteristic of monopolistic power. limited in-

ternal labor markets for officials, and the upward 

accountability system. 

Social science research has already called 

attention to this set of issues. Economist Alesina 

and his colleagues (Alesina and Spolaore 1997) ex-

amined the relative advantages and disadvantag-

es of the nations of different sizes in economic de-

velopment, social organization and public goods 

provision. They found that nations of large size 

have incurred higher governance cost due to the 

diversity of groups and cultures within the terri-

tory, but have the scale advantage in market ac-

tivities. That is. large nations facilitate economic 

development and lower the fixed cost of certain 

public goods (e.g., defense). But in the globaliza-

tion of world economy, they noted, small nations 

can effectively make use of international markets, 

and hence are not necessarily disadvantaged in 

economic growth. Economists also conducted 

research on the scale and control of industrial 

organizations. and developed cost benefit analy-

sis of bureaucratic organizations. These studies 

emphasize the cost of political influence and ne-

gotiation within organizations (Milgrom and Rob-

erts 1988). McAfee and McMillan (1995) argued 

that members of an organization possess private 

information due to their positions and roles in or-

ganizations, and they use such information to en-

gage in rent seeking, as the authors put it：“Rent, 

we shall argue, are the lubricants that make it 

possible for a hierarchy to function" (p. 402). Loss 
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of efficiency occurs due to use of private informa- political life. all these add more complexities, and 

tion in negotiations and organizational disecono- starker challenges, in governing China. 

my of scale. Along with the increasing size of the Moreover. the scale of governance is contin-

organization, the chain of command lengthens, gent on the mode of governance. Different modes 

private information disperses, and the problem of of governance lead to different allocation of re-

information asymmetry worsens, leading to the sponsibilities at different levels and localities in 

loss of efficiency. In the context of the Chinese authority relationships in a society. Contrast the 

history, historian Ray Huang (2001, 2006) noted mode of centralization versus that of federalism 

the gap between the scale of governance and in governance. In the former, all localities are un-

the lack of effective mechanisms in governance. der the control of the central authority, which 

From the vantage point of historical geography, shoulders the comprehensive tasks of all respon-

historian Ge Jianxiong (1994) also observed the sibilities. through the intermediate and local gov-

high cost of spatial dispersion and the ensuing ernments. This means that the central govern-

difficulties in the transmission of information and ment must provide solutions to those problems 

command in the Chinese empire. Put it simply, and pressures that come from all corners and all 

the scale of governance has been a constant chal- arenas in a society. In a constitutional federal-

lenge that haunted the Chinese rulers. ism, on the other hand, local governments take 

Scale of governance in a society is not a responsibilities for those issues and problems 

constant but varies with the trajectory of his- within their own jurisdictions, the scale and load 

torical evolution, institutional arrangements, and of governance become dispersed accordingly. We 

the mode of governance. First of all, the scale of can see glimpse of such variations in the rural 

governance is contingent on the physical size as institutions in the history of the People’s Republic 

well as population size in a nation. These two of China. In the era of the People’s Commune, the 

go hand in hand: The larger the size and more state took control of the procurement and plan-

populous it is. the larger the scale of governance. ning of agricultural activities, putting farming 

Different regions in culture. climate and uneven decisions, the supply of factor resources. and pro-

economic developments. put additional burdens curement all under the planned economy. As a 

and challenges on the nation state-natural disas result. the state incurred considerable organizing 

ters or other crises may be present or absent in and coordination cost. In the decollectivization 

a particular region, but they surely have a con- era. villagers have the decision rights over farm-

stant presence in a nation of vast territories and ing and sale of their produce. governments no 

a large population. Moreover. along with the high longer are responsible for the returns of farming 

interdependence of modern economies. the plu- activities or fluctuations in prices. The scale and 

ralistic development of cultures and values. and pressure of rural governance upon the state has 

the diverse participation of citizens in social and been greatly reduced. These historical changes 
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show that the specific forms and contents of gov-

ernance varied across historical periods, so did 

the organizational burden and challenges accord-

ingly. 

The scale and the cost of governance are 

major challenges to state building and political 

reform. The core institution in response to such 

challenges is the Chinese bureaucracy, which 

shoulders the responsibility of implementing 

state policies and administrative directives from 

the top-down process. For this reason, an organi-

zational perspective and attention to the Chinese 

bureaucracy provide a useful lens by which to 

make sense of the institutional logics of gover-

nance in China. 

levels. The fundamental tension between the 

two can be summarized as follows: The extent of 

the centralization of authority is achieved at the 

expense of the effectiveness in local governance. 

That is, the centralization of authority places de-

cision rights and resources further away from 

those levels that have more accurate information 

and capacities in problem solving. Conversely, the 

strengthening of local governance capacities im-

plies the expansion of local authority, which often 

leads toー oris interpreted as-deviations from 

the center, thereby becoming an acute threat to 

the central authority. The intensity of fundamen-

tal tension depend on two factors: one is the scope 

of governance, the other is the center of gravity 

in resource allocation and authority. The broader 

The fundamental tension: The centralization of the scope of governance, or the more resources 

authority versus effective governance and decision rights are centralized upward, the 

Given the formidable scale of governance, heavier the burden of governance, and the lower 

the centralization of authority in China inevitably its effectiveness. Under these circumstances, the 

introduces a separation between policymaking tension between the two manifests in the form 

at the center and policy implementation at local of a lack of initiatives at the lower level. On the 

levels, which gives rise to the fundαmenl1αl ten- other hand, the decentralization of authority may 

sion between the centralization of authority and strengthen the capacities in effective governance, 

effective governance. Here, the centralization of and the tension takes the form of deviations and 

authority means that, in the broadest sense, the the loss of control from the center’s vantage 

central authority at the very top has legitimate point. The extent of the fundamental tension var-

decision authority over all corners and in all as- ies across historical periods. As such, the funda-

pects of the society, as embodied in centralized mental tension induces the rise and fall of chal-

policymaking processes, the power over resource lenges and crises as well as a series of response 

allocation and personnel mobility, and in particu- strategies and their consequences. 

lar the arbitrary power to intervene at any time In the Chinese history, the rulers have con-

in any processes. Effective governance refers to stantly facing the threat of the collapse of the 

the capacities in problem solving, policy imple- empire in forms of separatism, foreign invasion, 

mentation, and public goods provision at local or local rebellion, as well as stagnation under 



Between the Centralization of Authority and Effective Governance 
The Institutional Logics of Governance in China ( 45) -45-

centralization and the loss of control accompa-

nying decentralization. And tensions in relation-

ships between the central authority and local 

governments have run through the entire his-

tory. A large number of scholarly studies have 

examined different aspects of state institutions in 

Chinese history, from the formal structure of the 

central government, to local government institu-

tions, rules and regulations, and the selection and 

transfer of officials. among others. From the prac-

tice of governance in China, the following two 

mechanisms are especially salient: First, the bu-

reaucratic organization that carries out the top-

down directives and policies, thereby ensuring 

the consistency of local practice with the central 

authorities. Second, an official ideology that em-

phasizes the centrality of the higher authorities, 

generating and reinforcing the concentric tenden-

cy toward the center among government officials 

and across regions（隊旭麓 1991,金現涛，対青峰

2011). To put it simply, the Chinese bureaucracy 

and the official ideology are the two pillars of the 

centralization of authority: The former includes 

the hierarchical order of government organiza-

tions from the central government down to sub-

ordinate government agencies at different levels 

of the government apparatus; the latter consists 

of the set of cultural expectations between the 

state and citizens, reflected in the shared values 

inside the government and without, and through-

out the nation. The analysis of the two institu-

tions shed light on the organizational basis of the 

centralization of authority. 

The Chinese bureαUCγαcy 

Bureaucracy is the fundamental organiza-

tional form of the modern state. According to 

Weber(l978), bureaucracy is a distinct form of 

organization, characteristic of a clear delineation 

of authority in the hierarchical order, whose di-

rectives are carried out by rules and procedures, 

and personnel receives professional training and 

embark on professional career. All these increase 

efficiency in decisionmaking and implementation. 

In contrast to the traditional organizational form 

such as family, kinship or community, bureau-

cratic organizations are the central organizing 

mechanism in contemporary society. Sociologist 

Coleman (1982) observed that, along with the rise 

of corporate persons in contemporary society, 

a large number of public affairs are carried out 

by bureaucratic organizations-they make and 

implement public policies, deliver social welfare, 

public safety and provision of other kinds of pub-

lic goods, also regulate economic activities, such 

as market transactions, contracts and capital 

flow. Wilson (1975) pointed out that modern so-

ciety has a tendency, in developed as well as de-

veloping countries, to gradually transfer political 

power to bureaucratic organizations. Because of 

this, Galbraith (1984) argued that formal organiza-

tions are the major source of power in contempo-

rary society. As an organizational and historical 

phenomenon, bureaucracy can be examined from 

different lenses. Our focus is on the organization-

al mechanisms of the bureaucracy and their roles 

and consequences in governing China. 

At the core of the centralization of authority 

in China is this: The central authority holds the 
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supreme and ultimate power in all areas and pro-

cesses. In practice, power is especially central-

ized in the areas of resource allocation and per-

sonnel management （周禁安 2008,Landry 2008, 

Schurmann 1968). For example, the central gov-

ernment holds the authority in personnel man-

agement, rule making and decision rights in the 

evaluation, selection, and mobility of officials all 

over the nation. In terms of resource allocation, 

the central government has tremendous power 

in extracting, mobilizing and allocating resourc-

es. The top-down resource redistribution further 

reinforces the central authority control over dif-

ferent regions, groups, and citizens on the other. 

In Chinese history, the characteristic of the cen-

tralization of authority already appeared in dif-

ferent forms over time （塵同祖 2003[1962］，果宗

国 2004).But in contemporary China, the central-

ization of authority has reached an entirely new 

level-the extent of the its reach, the depth of 

its penetration, the scope of its coverage, and the 

frequency of political mobilization. dwarf all other 

regimes in Chinese history. The centralization of 

authority needs a huge bureaucratic organization 

to maintain and implement state policies, enforce 

rules and regulations, which demands elaborate 

coordination in organizational design. 

Nevertheless, the centralization of authori-

ty encounters problems of principal-agent rela-

tionships in bureaucratic organizations, such as 

divergent goals, interests and information asym-

metry. These problems can be alleviated to some 

extent through bureaucratic check and monitor-

ing mechanisms, or different forms of delegation 

such as the administrative subcontracting system 

（周禁安 2008)or the multi-centered forms of gov-

ernance （芙稼祥 2013).For example, in Chinese 

history, Ming Dynasty was highly centralized in 

power, but as Wu Zongguo (2004:5) put it, the key 

characteristic of Ming Dynasty was decentraliza-

tion rather than centralization. due to the expan-

sion of participants in the decision making pro 

cess in the central authority, the increase of the 

administrative authority and the formalization of 

procedures in administrative affairs. In routine 

administrative affairs, the emperor did not need 

to show up; the administrative procedures can op-

erate without the presence of the emperor. The 

bureaucracy has its own organizational structure. 

behavioral patterns. and inherent tensions. At 

the same time. these formal structures were not 

constant but evolve and make adjustment over 

time, and are implemented flexibly in interac-

tions across different levels of the bureaucracy 

and among different government agencies, show-

ing diverse processes and outcomes. Central-local 

government relationships are also by no means 

a simple command relationship; rather, central 

and local governments involve in extensive ne-

gotiations in the policymaking and implementa-

tion process(Lieberthal and Lampton 1992. Shirk 

1993). But it is worth emphasizing that the ulti-

mate authority is in the hand of the top leaders. 

whereas the authority of the local governments 

is delegated from the top-down process. Although 

the Chinese polity has gone through tremendous 

changes. the basic authority relationships have 

remained intact, so has the fundamental tension. 
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Facing diverse cultures, local customs, and In the early years of the People’s Republic, 

group interests over a vast territory, the Chinese the state temporarily but effectively replaced the 

bureaucracy-or any other organizations-alone role of the Confucian culture with the Marxist 

cannot effectively carry out the wills of the cen- ideology to unify the values within the ruling par-

tralized authority. Indeed, as Turner (1960) put ty, and further extended it as the official ideol-

it：“Every society must cope with the problem of ogy that governed China. Contemporary China 

maintaining loyalty to its social system and does has gone through continuously various kinds of 

so in part through norms and values, only some political education, such as political mobilization 

of which vary by class position" (p. 859). The cen- and the routine sessions of political studies. At 

tralization of authority needs other mechanisms times these activities took place within the tight-

to reach out and integrate different levels and ly controlled party organization or in a specific 

corners of the society. The official ideology lead- area; at other times they took the form of mass 

ing to the recognition and obedience of authority mobilization across different corners of the soci-

has provided such a mechanism. In Chinese his- ety. Although the areas may differ and specific 

tory, the Confucian culture has long played such targets may vary, all these activities tended to 

as role. The civil examination institution (keju) in use the official ideology as a mobilizational mech-

official selection led many potential officials to go anism; in so doing, they reinforced the official 

through the“professionalization”process through ideology. In this sense. these political campaigns 

the learning of Chinese classics, acquiring the can be seen as efforts to establish, maintain and 

shared knowledge and behavioral norms and role reinforce a shared value system centered on the 

expectations. At the societal level, peasants’ev- centralization of authority. While the Confucian 

eryday life was infused with the cultural expecta- culture and the homogenous peasant economy 

tions of hierarchical relations between father and provided the basis for long-term stability in Chi-

son and analogously between the emperor and nese history, the official ideology in the People’s 

his subjects. which provided the cultural founda- Republic has been maintained, repaired, and re-

tions for the centralization of authority. Not sur- inforced through a series of thought reforms, 

prisingly, the selected doctrine of the Confucian political campaigns, and other large-scale “mass 

culture had long served as the official ideology in movements" 

Chinese history （隊旭麓 1991，黄仁宇 2006，王亜南 Let us use one example-the implementation 

1981). Historically, traditional life styles based on of the family planning policies-to illustrate the 

isolated farming activities and the limited reach role of the bureaucracy and that of official ide-

of the Chinese state had diffused tensions at lo- ology in governing China. Since the late 1970s, 

cal levels and, most of the times. avoided direct the Chinese government imposed a series of 

confrontations between the state and grassroots family planning policies all over the nation. The 
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implementation has lasted so long (for more than 

30 years), at such a large scale (involving every 

government agencies and work organizations of 

all kinds where there are individuals within fer-

tility ages), in such a broad scope (nationwide 

down to every family), and with such an impres-

sive record (the official claim of 400 million fewer 

born in 30 years), this is a rare“success”story 

from the vantage point of the Chinese govern-

ment. First, although this policy was implement-

ed with certain variations in both the specifics 

and degrees of enforcement across regions, over-

all the enforcement has been sustained and effec-

tive, reaching millions of families across different 

work organizations in different regions. Second, 

until recently this policy had been carried out in 

a relatively consistent way over 30 years of his-

tory, during which time China had experienced 

tremendous changes in political. economic and 

social changes. Third, the fundamental impacts 

of the policy are also obvious. The rapid change 

in fertility rate and the increase in single child 

per family are evident by now. 1 ' In this sense, 

the family planning area can be claimed to be a 

冶uccessful”caseof effective state policy imple-

mentation under the centralization of authority. 

What are the mechanisms that have pro-

duced this impressive “success”？ The most sa-

lient characteristic in this area was the height-

ened bureaucratic mobilization. First, from the 

central government down to the lower-level 

governments (down to villages and residential 

committees), there has established a large, stable 

bureaucratic machine specialized in the family 

planning area. Second, strong incentives are im-

plemented, such as the 、ne-itemveto”policy-if 

this one item, iム thegoals of “family planning" 

task, were not met, all other accomplishments by 

the local government would be nullified in per-

formance evaluation. Those local governments 

that did not meet the targets were penalized se-

verely; and officials whose families violated the 

family planning policy were kicked out of civil 

service. Third, a series of stringent measures 

were adopted in the implementation processes, 

such as heightened mobilization, decomposition 

of goals into measurable indicators, level-by-level 

monitoring and inspections, intensive inspections 

and evaluations, which gave rise to the so-called 

"pressure-driven system of implementation" （宋敬

本，屋之元，王栓正，高新卒，何増科，栃雪冬等 1998,

王双生，王一偶 2009，周雪光，支云 2010).Third, in 

accordance with the measures above are large-

scale and persistent propaganda and educational 

mobilizations, political studies, and educational 

programs organized in work organizations and 

villages, in the forms of slogans, banners, news 

media, and TV programs. Clearly, the operation 

of the centralization of authority depends on the 

stable bureaucratic organization together with 

the exercise of political education mechanisms, 

which has effectively mobilized and sustained 

the attention of key officials at all levels. This 

example makes clear that the centralization of 

authority in China is not mere symbolic, but it is 

built on the basis of institutional arrangements 

1 ) The rapid decline in population growth is well recognized and acknowledged. There are considerable debates among 
scholars as to the causes and the consequences of such a decline （王半，察泳， 2010）。
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in organizations, resource distribution and ideolo-

gy. On the other hand, this case also make clear 

that these mechanisms incur significant costs in 

administration, human resources, social mobiliza-

tion, and government attention. This means that 

such large-scale mobilizations in policy implemen-

tation can only take place selectively, occasional-

ly, and often limited in scale. 

Indeed, the centralization of authority has 

faced tremendous challenges in the effectiveness 

of bureaucracy and official ideology as the gov-

erning mechanisms. First, one key mechanism is 

the centralization of policymaking, and reinforced 

through top-down inspections and evaluations on 

a routine basis. It is not difficult to imagine that, 

were local authorities allowed to have the official 

authority to revise tow-down policies based on 

local circumstances, in the long run, the central 

authority would be questioned and challenged, its 

legitimation and effectiveness will be weakened, 

and the centralization of authority would run into 

crises. On the other hand, the more rigid and in-

flexible the central authority is, such as the cen-

tralization of resources or personnel power, and 

in policymaking, the less likely that its policies 

will fit the diverse local circumstances, thereby 

undermining the effectiveness of local gover-

nance. In many instances, such centralized insti-

tutional arrangements not only incur huge costs 

that are not sustainable but also cause tremen-

dous disasters, as evident in those episodes such 

as the Great-Leap-Forward era and the Cultural 

Revolution （周l舟 2003,Yang 1996). The vast 

territory, the uneven economic development, and 

the diversity of local customs, all present serious 

challenges to the will of the centralized author-

ity, as shown in the discrepancy in institutional 

arrangements among centralized policymaking, 

the diversity of local problems, and the capaci-

ties of local authorities in problem solving. The 

fundamental tension looms large between the 

centralization of authority and the effectiveness 

of governance. 

Second, the limit of bureaucratic organiza-

tions. Coase (1937) raised this fundamental ques-

tion: If markets can allocate resources efficiently, 

why do we observe the presence of organizations? 

A related question is: If formal organizations can 

increase efficiency by reducing transaction costs, 

why cannot all economic activities of the whole 

nation be put within one large formal organiza-

tion? The failure of the planned economies in 

socialist societies in the 20'h century is such an 

example. Transaction cost economics pointed out 

that markets and formal organizations incur their 

own respective transaction costs. For example, 

transaction costs in formal organizations involve 

that of coordination and incentive provision, etc. 

As the degree of complexity increases in a soci-

ety, the costs of management and coordination 

increase in an exponential manner. Organization 

research has long examined various problems 

and costs in bureaucratic organizations. First, 

bounded rationality often leads to problems m 

goal setting, organizational processes, and incen 

tive design (Cyert and March 1963, March and Si 

mon 1958); second, principal-agent problems lead 

to the separation of authority, responsibility, and 

incentives among the agents, such that they can-

not take a long-term view of their responsibilities 
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and positions; on the other hand, asymmetric in明

formation gives the informed party (usually the 

local officials) advantage in negotiations, leading 

to their considerable autonomy in real operations 

(Jensen and Meckling 1976, Wilson 1989). Third, 

the coalition and interests formed on the stable 

basis of organizations add new problems in com・

munication and coordination. The central author-

ity has inherently limited capacities in personnel 

evaluation, monitoring, and appointment. due 

to organizational size, managing capacities, and 

political loyalty. These issues are present in all 

kinds of bureaucratic organizations, but they are 

amplified and intensified in the Chinese bureau-

cracy due to the large size, complex structure, 

monopoly status, and lack of check and balance 

mechanisms （黄仁宇 2001).Li-an Zhou （周雲寺安

2008:67) discussed this set of issues in light of the 

principal-agent relationship: 

The central government. by central-

izing all power, needs to accomplish two 

main tasks: first. the provision of public 

goods to all citizens so as to maintain the 

long-term stability under its rule; second, 

to ensure that there is no abuse of power 

in the delegation of power to lower-level 

agents so that the central authority’s direc-

tive can be implemented without distortion. 

These two goals are at odds to each other. 

On the one hand. to better provide public 

goods, power should be delegated to local 

governments, because the latter has better 

information about the preference of local 

citizens on public goods. From the point of 

view of public service provision, the ruler 

should decentralize as much as possible. On 

the other hand, because local officials' goals 

and interests are different from those of the 

central government, it is difficult to monitor 

their behaviors, and the decentralization of 

authority is likely to induce abuse of pow-

er or even the diversion of power from the 

central authority. Moreover, the more the 

power is decentralized to the lower level. 

the more difficult the monitoring and in-

spection, the greater the threat that power 

is abused. So, in terms of monitoring and 

control, the ruler should centralize as much 

as possible. 

Third, the official ideology has been chal-

lenged and weakened along with the increasing 

diversity in contemporary society. Indeed, offi-

cial ideology has been facing erosion on multiple 

fronts. First, the Confucian culture was devas-

tated by the critique and rebellion advocated in 

the Mao era, especially in the Cultural Revolution 

years. which caste serious questions on tradition-

al values and political indoctrination. More impor-

tantly, the diverse interests and views emerging 

in contemporary society have altered the social 

foundation of the homogenous values and norms 

in the official ideology. In a sense, the transfor-

mation that China are experiencing today is an 

echo of the view on shift from mechanic solidar-

ity to organic solidarity Durkheim’s (1984 (1893]) 

writing. As more and more professionals work 

in horizontal organizations. as citizens live in a 

society of pluralistic values and preferences, as 

scientific training and professional judgment have 

become everyday practice. these life styles of 
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contemporary society inevitably run counter to 

and incur tensions with the official ideology based 

on a centralized authority. Such tensions were al-

ready evident in the 19t1i century (Levenson 1965), 

and they have perpetuated to date, with no satis-

factory resolution in sight （李洋厚 2004).

Here, we have witnessed the fundamental 

tension between the organization of the cen-

tralized authority-in terms of bureaucratic or-

ganization and official ideology-and effective 

governance in everyday problem solving. From 

has tried to make continuous adjustments, seek-

ing some temporary balance between the two 

in the dynamic process. As a result, there has 

emerged a series of response mechanisms in the 

evolution of political processes in China. These 

response mechanisms are the focus of our dis-

cussion in this section. Although these response 

mechanisms ran through Chinese history, our dis-

cussion here will largely focus on those episodes 

and events in the post-Mao era. 

the vantage point of the former, the centralized Response Mechanism 1: Variable couβling be-

authority need to be maintained by tightly-cou- tween centralizedρolzりmakingandβexible im 

pled organizations and ideology, reflected in the ρlementation 

centralization of power and resources, and per- As noted before, there have been tremen-

petuated and reinforced in the everyday process dous differences across arenas and regions in 

of policy implementation. But from the logic of China in terms of economic development, re-

effective governance, however, there is a need source distribution and local customs. By its 

to strengthen the capacities of local governments very organizing principle, however, centralized 

by decentralizing power, resources, and capaci- policymaking cannot give due attention to these 

ties to lower-level officials who have better infor- local variations. Consequentially, there need be 

mation. But this logic undermines the basic prin- institutional arrangements that allow local gov-

ciple of the centralization of authority, thereby ernments to adapt to local circumstances in the 

inducing the tension and conflicts between the implementation process, that is, some degree of 

two. This fundamental tension has become more loose coupling between centralized policymaking 

salient and acute along with the development and and flexible implementation. This is the core pro-

differentiation of contemporary Chinese society. cess in state governance: The central authority 

is embodied in local governments’acceptance, 

Mechanisms of Response to the Fundamental 

Tension 

The fundamental tension is inherent in the 

particular governance choice of governance in 

China, and within the structure of the present 

political regime there is no satisfactory, perma-

nent solution to this tension. Instead, the regime 

obedience and implementation of centralized 

policymaking; at the same time, local deviations 

are allowed around the neighborhood of the main 

theme of the top-down policy, thereby adapting 

to local circumstances and strengthening prob-

lem solving capacities. In this sense, effective 

governance is reflected in the flexibility that local 
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officials adopt in the implementation of central-

ized policymaking. Here the organizational par-

adox is: the more centralized the policymaking 

process is. the more flexible the implementation 

process is （周雪光 2009).That is. the more cen-

tralized the power. the larger the gap between 

its policy outcome and local circumstances, and 

hence the more likely that it has to allow greater 

deviations in local implementation. 

Administrative subcontracting has been a 

key institution in China’s governance in this re-

gard. Li-an Zhou (2008，周禁安 2014)proposed and 

discussed the institutional arrangements in light 

of the economics of information and incentives. 

In this institutional arrangement. the central gov-

ernment puts different administrative affairs (so-

cial order, employment. economic development. 

and public goods provision, etc.) in a package and 

delegates to the lower-level governments, and 

delegates local officials' appointment, evaluation 

and management to the their direct supervising 

agencies. Cao Zhenghan （曹正汲 2011)discussed 

the advantage of this governance mode for the 

ruler’s risk diversification and political stability. 

As other scholars noted this institutional ar-

rangement existed in history (Huang 2008). To 

a great extent the administrative subcontracting 

system has alleviated the fundamental tension: 

the symbolic power sustains the image of a cen-

tral authority, while the power in implementation 

and in personnel management is delegated to the 

level with the most relevant information. 

Yet. administrative subcontracting is only 

one aspect of the governance processes in Chi-

na. It is well recognized that local governments 

possess tremendous power and resources in the 

implementation process. But the key logic of the 

centralization of authority is that the central 

government (or the supervising agency) has the 

arbitrary power to intervene in the implementa-

tion process. In practice, flexible implementation 

is not stable but varied with circumstances and 

with interactions between the central and local 

governments （周雪光 2009，周雪光 2014).The cen-

tral government may direct attention allocation 

of local officials through formal or informal means 

such as political mobilization, personnel flow and 

project arrangements, disrupting or rearranging 

the priorities in the agenda of lower-level gov-

ernments. For example, Skinner and Winckler 

(Skinner and Winckler 1969, Skinner 1985) ob-

served that, between 1950s and 1970s, the cen-

tral government had 11 rounds of top-down pol-

icy intervention. Zhou Feizhou (2009) found that 

in pushing for the great-leap-forward campaign, 

Mao Zedong forced local officials to follow his ad-

vocacy by a series of efforts to replace provincial 

leaders （周も舟2009).In recent years, there has 

been a large literature on the behaviors of local 

governments, especially of those that have direct 

contact with ordinary citizens. These studies 

found that local officials are under the tremen-

dous pressures to follow all kinds of directives 

in their routine work （欧悶静 2011，果毅 2007，政

静 2007，越樹凱 2010).These similar behaviors 

among local officials in different areas and re-

gions show that, administrative subcontracting 

cannot provide an stable basis for the relationship 

between the central and local governments, and 

it cannot buffer local flexibility from top-down 
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arbitrary intervention. Qu Jingdong et. al （渠敬未

周丸舟，庄星 2009)discussed the evolution of cen-

tral-local government relationship in the reform 

era, especially the evolution of the administrative 

state since the 1990s. To a great extent the evo-

lution of these relationships reflected the tension 

and adjustment between the ownership rights 

of the central government and the governance 

practice of the local governments. In this sense, it 

is variable coupling-at times loose-coupling and 

at other times tight-coupling-that characterizes 

central-local government relationships. 

We can make sense of those salient behav-

ioral characteristics of local governments in this 

light. For example, many scholars noted “bian-

仰 ig”（変通）一一flexibleadaptation-in policy imple-

mentation （列、立平，郭子隼 2000，王双生，刻世定，

到、立平 1997).These flexible adaptations reflect 

deviations of local officials from official rhetoric 

or formal institutions in policy implementation 

processes, "it is a semi-formal ways of operation 

between formal and informal processes; or more 

accurately, it is the informal operation of formal 

institutions" （弥立平，郭子半2000);that is, to ac-

complish the top-down tasks by means of local 

mechanisms （庄星 2001).Sociologist Liu Shiding( 

刻世定 1996)focused the interaction between for-

mal and informal institutions and discussed how 

local governments dealt with issues regarding 

township enterprises through local and flexible 

tactics. In light of what is discussed above, the 

widespread of these flexible behaviors indicates 

the distance and loose-coupling between top-

down policies and local conditions, between for-

mal and informal institutions, between official 

rhetoric and local knowledge, and between for-

mal authority and the informal authority based 

on the cultural nexus of power (Duara 1988). To 

a great extent the effectiveness of governance in 

local governments in problem solving is reflected 

in the use of those behaviors and rhetoric that 

are local, social, and informal. 

We can understand the collusive behaviors 

among local governments in this light, too. Zhou 

(2009) pointed out the tensions between uniformi-

ty in policymaking and flexibility in implementa-

tion, and between symbolic state and local gover-

nance in the governance processes in China. In 

this larger context, to a great extent collusive be-

haviors among local governments have softened 

such tensions and shocks due to the flexible im-

plementation of top-down policies across regions. 

Zhou (2009:7 4) wrote: 

“A large number of so-called collusive 

behaviors reflect local officials' efforts to get 

jobs done through flexible implementation 

of state policies. Given the diverse econom-

ic, historical, and institutional conditions 

across localities, such behaviors can be re-

interpreted as effective adaptive strategies 

under the bureaucratic protection of their 

immediate supervising agencies. Seen in 

this light，‘collusion’（i.e., local flexibility) in 

implementation has strategic implications 

for understanding the coexistence of a sym・

bolically strong state and effective gover-

nance at the local level. On one hand, we 

witness a symbolic state, where all major 

decisions have to be made by a central-

ized authority and reflected in uniformity 



-54-(54) 東亜経済研究第75巻第1・2号

in policy making; on the other hand, the 

adaptive mechanisms reflected in ‘collusion’ 

allow effective local adaptation as a mech-

anism of remedying problems that plague 

centralized decision-making processes. In 

this sense. collusion may unwittingly act 

as a corrective and a countervailing force 

to the centralization of decision-making au-

thority in China." 

Be it flexible adaptation or collusion, such 

behaviors imply a challenge to the institutions 

of centralization of authority, because they give 

prominence to those mechanisms outside the 

realm of formal institutions, and they undermine 

the effectiveness of the central authority in rou-

tine work environment. and replace it with local. 

social relations. The variety of local adaptation 

points to the distance and tensions between 

uniformity in policymaking and effectiveness in 

governance. In this sense. effective governance 

is achieved at the expense of the centralization 

of authority. 

Resj争onsemechαγzism 2: The ritualizat切れ ofoffi-

ci，αl ideolog~ヲ

In the last three decades of the post-Mao era, 

another subtle but significant change in the state 

building process is the ritualization of official ide-

ology and the related activities in political (moral) 

education. To maintain the integration of diverse 

and large territory like China’s, no organizational 

apparatus alone-be it the formal bureaucracy, 

the administrative subcontracting, or flexible ad-

aptation-can accomplish the mission successful-

ly. The limitation of organizing capacities gives 

importance to the integral role of official ideology. 

If local officials have to be given the real authority 

in governance and flexible implementation, then 

it is ultimately critical to ensure that they follow 

the will and perspective of the central author-

ity in their discretionary behaviors. As is well 

known, from “governance by morality" to political 

education in contemporary China, the constraints 

on local officials' behaviors are realized through 

the mechanisms of political education/indoctrina-

tion. In the short history of the People’s Republic 

of China, political campaigns of rectification and 

thought reform of all kinds have come in waves 

periodically, reflecting the top leaders' continuous 

efforts to strengthen, and repair deterioration in, 

the shared values and ideology that sustain the 

centralization of authority. 

But the returns have been meager, relative 

to these tremendous efforts. After the “Cultural 

Revolution" in which authorities of all kinds were 

attacked and overthrown, traditional authorities 

and new efforts for creating new authoritarian-

ism have been declining steadily and irreversibly. 

In the era of globalization and reform, the ba-

nal preaching of political doctrines sits uncom田

fortably with the pluralistic values in individuals' 

daily life, with flattened organizational structure, 

and with the prevailing informal institutions in 

everyday life. Individuals show disdain toward 

these political activities and tried to escape as 

much as possible. As a result. the authority has 

to rely more and more on formal. organization-

al constraints. such as officially dictated political 

studies and other formal gatherings to carry 

out these activities of political education. These 
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organization-based activities have little relevance good report. This is the key to your report. Your 

to individuals' daily life and behaviors, and be- daily work has always been done this way, but 

come the rituals that they have to participate you need to make connections to the tasks given 

from time to time. For example, in the hall of from the top when you report what you have 

the local government compounds, one often sees accomplished in your routine work."2) Indeed, 

slogans and commentaries written by the local local officials are very clear about what is“real” 

cadres-gestures showing the outcomes of politi- and what is 、rmbolic”amongthe numerous 

cal education. Cadres and professionals put aside top-down tasks, and treat those symbolic tasks 

their work and professional judgment to partici- accordingly. In so doing, the traditional, unifying 

pate political education sessions, repeat those of- official ideology has been transformed into the rit-

ficial rhetoric in public ceremonies. ualistic practice in daily life. 

Another source of the ritualization of politi- What are the implications of such ritualistic 

cal participation is local officials' need to demon- activities for the centralization of authority? In 

strate their embracement of top-down direc- our view, they are important part of the institu-

tives. These local officials have to adopt various tional logics of governing China. This ritualistic 

strategies such as collusive behaviors in policy institution does not establish shared values in 

implementation, which incurs considerable polit- cognition, but produces a set of procedures and 

ical risks. Therefore, it is critical for their risk rules in symbols and mobilization. In this sense, 

management to demonstrate allegiance with such ritualistic activities perpetuate and reinforce 

the central authority. As one local official put the symbolic meanings of the centralized author-

it，“When the central government issues direc ity. Because of this, local flexibility and deviation 

tives, it is important for us to show receptive at- in behaviors do not become a threat or challenge 

titude, but it is less important to follow through to the central authority. Moreover, these ritualis-

in implementation・ .. but we need to treat those tic activities do not merely have symbolic values; 

directives from our mediate supervising office se- they also have substantive implications for the in-

riously.”At a countywide meeting of all village tegration of the authoritarian state. When individ-

cadres, the county party secretary tried to help uals follow the ritualisti cpractice, these activities 

his local cadres see the light of all these symbolic show the obedience and acceptance of this insti-

activities：“Nowadays there are many top-down tution. In other words, these ritualistic behav-

projects and tasks. You need to make connections iors maintain and reinforce the awareness and 

to these projects and tasks when you report your recognition of the central authority in daily life. 

work to your superiors. If you have said a great The political mobilization mechanisms test and 

deal of what you have done but made no refer- retest their legitimacy and effectiveness in these 

ence to these designated tasks, then this is not a processes and they reinforce the participants' 

2 ) From the author’s fieldnote. 
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instinct of obeying orders and disciplines. As a 

result, when political mobilization arises, the obe-

dient behaviors are activated accordingly. To put 

it simply, these ritualistic activities cultivate the 

of governance-the mechanism of political cam-

paign-arose in the political processes in China, 

as we see below. 

shared knowledge in obedience to authority and Response mechanism 3: The mechanism ofρolit-

activation upon political mobilization. These ritu- ical camραign 

als and ceremonies are the basis of power (Chwe Political campaigns are one important re-

2001). sponse mechanism for the central government 

The administrative subcontracting institu- to deal with bureaucratic failures and local de-

tion has eased to a considerable extent tensions viations; that is, to use political mobilizations in 

in the operation of the institutions of centraliza- the form of “campaigns”to carry out the top-

tion of authority, whereas mechanisms of polit- down policy implementations. Consistent with 

ical education have sustained the symbolic sig- this organizational form are the corresponding 

nificance of this system. But for the top leaders, institutional arrangements at different levels of 

such response mechanisms have their own perils. local governments: the centralization of author-

When the government acquiescence or encour- ity at each administrative level, low boundaries 

age local governments’flexible adaptation, the across offices and areas, low levels in division of 

latter may interpret state policies based on their labor, and the presence of organizational slack. 

interests and the ensuing behaviors may lead to All these structural features facilitate the mo-

further deviations from the intention of the pol- bilization of resources across areas and offices. 

icies. These deviations not only reflect regional These organizational arrangements evolved out 

differences, but more importantly, they become of long processes of local adaptation to the top-

challenges to the centralization of authority. If down mobilization efforts. Political campaigns 

no break is put on these deviation tendencies, and the mobilizational state have been the cen-

they may induce the localization of territories tral features in China’s governance, which have 

and the crises of central authority. Therefore, a multiple sources （渇仕政 2011).Our focus here 

key concern in the institutional design is not only is on a specific variant-the political mechanism 

to ensure the uniformity in policymaking at the of mobilization in contrast to the routine mech-

top and also allowing (or giving acquiescence to) anism in the bureaucratic administration. Here, 

flexibility in implementation, more importantly, political mechanisms refer to those processes in 

the central authority must retain the ultimate, policymaking, resource mobilization, and policy 

arbitrary power to intervene; that is, the ca- implementation using political means; hence it 

pacity to rein in local deviations, to redraw the has arbitrary, non-routine characteristics. Rou-

boundaries of what is appropriate behaviors for tine mechanisms generate stable, predictable, 

the local officials. A corresponding mechanism rule-following behaviors in problem solving in a 
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bureaucracy. Political campaigns, in contrast, are 

based on political means, not routine processes. 

Political campaign serves as an important 

mechanism in adjusting tensions between the 

centralization of authority and local adaptation 

and effective governance. As we discussed be-

fore, the potential crises resulting from this ten-

sion manifest as deviations in local officials' flexi-

ble adaptation of top-down policies. And political 

campaign serves as the main corrective mecha-

nism applied in different areas: from the financial 

order, safety in production, to cleaning in public 

arenas and anti-corruption campaigns. The key 

characteristic of political campaigns is that, they 

disrupt temporarily the routine bureaucratic 

process. replace it with the process of political 

mobilization, in order to overcome bureaucratic 

failures, and to achieve the effects of correcting 

deviations and reinforcement of the boundaries 

of appropriate behaviors. As a result, political 

campaign is an important response mechanism 

to organizational failure. Political campaign often 

adopts the form of attention-arousing propaganda 

and political mobilization, because this facilitates 

the shakeup of bureaucratic inertia, and trans-

mits effectively the top-down policy intentions 

and signals to different levels of the bureaucra-

cy and different areas. We often observed that, 

in the process of political campaigns, individual 

cases were treated harshly to deter others; but 

the penalty and targets are often arbitrary and 

selective rather than systematic and aiming at 

the complete resolution to these problems. Flex-

ibility and deviation in policy implementation are 

often the same phenomenon with different labels. 

In other words, the same behaviors may be in-

terpreted in diagonally different ways. Once flex-

ibility reaches above certain threshold, it would 

touch on the nerve of the central authority, and 

become deviation or even a serious threat. How鴫

ever, the purpose of these political campaigns is 

not to eliminate such flexibility; rather, it is to re-

define the boundaries of flexibility through these 

political campaigns so as to keep dynamic equilib-

ria over time. Therefore, political campaigns and 

the mobilizational state are indispensible mecha-

nisms of the centralization of authority. 

Here we can see the subtle, interdependent 

relationships among bureaucratic institutions, 

political rituals, and political campaigns: The or-

ganizational basis of ritualistic activities provides 

mobilizational mechanisms and processes for po-

litical campaigns, incorporating individuals into 

the process of participation. Ritualistic activities 

provide legitimacy for political campaigns. The 

basis of political campaigns is distinct from that 

of bureaucracy or the rule of law. The former 

is predicated on the top-down arbitrary power. 

That is, the higher authority can change the 

rules of the game at any time without being 

questioned or challenged, which requires that the 

higher authority have the ultimate authority. The 

state needs to keep the capacities to correct lo-

cal deviations at will. In order to do so, it needs 

to have the capacities in political mobilization on 

the one hand, and to provide the shared norms 

and ideology for such intervention on the other. 

In sum. flexibility in implementation, ritualization 

of political ideology, and political campaigns are 

three main mechanisms in response to tensions 
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between the centralization of authority and effec-

tive governance. 

Dヲれαmiesof re功onseγnechαγzisms

Thus far, we have discussed a series of 

mechanisms in response to the fundamental ten-

sion between the centralization of authority and 

effective governance. How are these response 

mechanisms interrelated to one another? We can 

look into their interactions in the cycle of central-

ization and decentralization of decision rights be-

tween central and local governments over time. 

The political cycles of centralization and decen-

tralization have already been widely discussed 

in the social science literature. Li-an Zhou (2008) 

sees this as part of the routine structure of the in-

stitutional design. Feizhou Zhou (2009) focused on 

the Great-Leap-Forward period and emphasized 

the negative consequences of political mobiliza-

tion in the economic areas (scale of investment, 

waste in duplicative constructions). Zhou (1992) 

discussed the political consequences of state-so-

ciety interactions that contribute to and are af-

fected by the political cycle. Below we interpret 

this phenomenon in light of the tension between 

the centralization of authority and effective gov-

ernance. 

The starting point of our observation is the 

routine stage of state governance, i.e吋 thephase 

of loose coupling between uniformity in policy-

making and flexible implementation. That is, the 

central government directs local government’s 

activities through general policy guidelines, but 

leaves a large proportion of the decision rights 

to the local level or considerable room in flexi-

ble implementation of state policies. This mode 

of governance eases the fundamental tension. 

At this phase, local governments follow the top-

down directives in order to gain legitimacy on 

the one hand, and at the same time take initia-

tives in problem solving and economic develop-

ment in their jurisdictions in order to gain effec-

tive governance. Therefore, their behaviors are 

often informal, or collusive with their immediate 

supervising offices, in order to meet the targets 

set by the top-down directives through flexible 

implementation. As a result, diverse tendencies 

emerge in policy implementations across regions, 

with greater and greater experimentations and 

flexibilities, gradually deviating away from the 

intended state policies. 

Such deviations or even confrontations 

threaten the authority of the central government, 

leading to the tension or even the “loss of con-

trol”of the central government over local govern-

ments, thereby triggering the corrective response 

of political campaigns by the central government. 

In this process of political mobilization, the cen-

tral government recentralizes decision rights 

(personnel, resources) upward, reinforces norms 

and behaviors on the basis of political lines, and 

generates a tightly-coupled system. To reorient 

the bureaucratic machinery, the central govern-

ment adopts large-scale mobilization to promote 

its new policies so as to overcome the bureau-

cratic inertia and resistance. All these efforts lead 

to the balance of power between central and local 

governments tilted toward the side of centraliza-

tion. 

Because of the arbitrariness of political cam-

paigns. these corrective measures often induce 
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unintended consequences. For example, one com-

mon consequence in the phase of centralization is 

immobilism among local officials. That is, because 

of the arbitrariness of the political campaigns in 

their targets of suppression, local officials will be 

extremely cautious and risk averse. There exhib-

its a low level of activities in different corners 

of the society. Although this phase stabilizes and 

reinforces the authority of the central govern-

ment both organizationally and ritualistically, it 

reduces the capacities of local governments in 

problem solving. Moreover, a high level of politi-

cal mobilization may be effective in a short run, 

but the cost it incurs is too high to sustain for an 

extended period of time. For example, in the mid-

1990s, the central government put on tremen-

dous pressures in resource extraction from the 

local levels. But the centralization of resources 

led to a separation between the control rights 

over resources by the central government and 

its capacities in problem solving due to the lack 

of resources at the local level. The reallocation 

of resources through vertical lines of authority 

(such as reforestation, or road constructions) of-

ten is inconsistent with the priority of the local 

governments, leading to the collusive behaviors 

among local officials in resource transfer. But 

under the high pressures of political campaigns, 

local officials are extremely cautious and risk 

averse, and limited in flexible implementation in 

local problem solving. Over time, local problems 

and tensions accumulate, and crises loom large. 

Facing these tensions and crises resulting 

from the lack of effective governance at the local 

levels, the central government has to readjust its 

policies and adopts a series of policies to decen-

tralize decision rights and resources to the lower 

levels in order to strengthen local governments’ 

capacities in problem solving. In this process a se-

ries of new forms emerge, such as regional exper-

imentation, special policies, and directed reforms, 

etc. In order to rid of the political pressures from 

the last round of centralization, another political 

campaign in the opposite direction takes place to 

encourage innovation and experimentation in dif-

ferent directions. The balance of power between 

central and local governments is now tilted to・

ward decentralization. As a result, the relation-

ship between the two returns back to the start-

ing point-the phase of routine, loose-coupling 

relations between uniformity in policymaking and 

flexibility in implementation. 

We have discussed the fundamental tension 

between centralization of authority and effective 

governance in contemporary China and the en-

suing response mechanisms. These mechanisms 

play important roles in alleviating the tensions 

and crises; on the other hand, they also bring 

with them a set of consequences, such as limit-

ing the rationalization of bureaucratic institutions 

and the rule of law, and eroding the official ide-

ology in political control. These response mecha-

nisms are incompatible with political processes 

and state building in contemporary societies, 

cultivating more fundamental crises and exert幽

ing long lasting impacts on the course of political 

change in China. 

Consequences of the Fundamental Tension 

and China’S Future: Discussion 
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In this article, we have discussed the key of authority and effective governance. All these 

features of the institutional logics of governance institutions in governance-rule of law, the ra-

in China and argued that these logics largely re- tionalization of bureaucracy, and professionaliza-

flect mechanisms of response to the fundamental tion-undermine the current political configura-

tension between the centralization of authority tion. First, these new mechanisms of governance 

and effective governance in governing China. As are sources of autonomy and multi-centered gov-

the fundamental tension has run through China’s ernance that present a threat to the centraliza-

governance over her long history of civilization tion of authority and the arbitrary power of the 

and brought upon the territory a set of institu- higher authority in intervention at the lower lev-

tions and governance mechanisms that were dis- els. Second, the rule of law and bureaucratic ra-

tinct characteristics. These characteristics have tionalization impose more standardized practice 

become especially salient in modern era, as Chi- across different regions and areas, thereby great-

na began intensive interactions with the outside ly reducing the capacities of local governments 

world. in their flexible implementation, hence the effec-

Consider the mechanisms of governance in tiveness of governance at the lower level. These 

contemporary China today. The establishment of new institutions of governances are at odds with 

rule of law has been the proclaimed goal of the the institutional logics of governance in China to 

ruling party in the post-Mao era but the process day and the vested interests associated with such 

has been frustratingly slow. Formally, the legal logics. 

system has been in place for a long time, but Nevertheless, old institutions of governance 

substantive progress in the independence of ju- in China have run into deep crises in the con-

dicial authority has been stalled from the very temporary era. The Chinese bureaucracy as 

beginning. The rationalization of the bureaucra- a mobilizational weapon of the state has been 

cy-rule-following and universalism in public overburdened with all kinds of administrative 

good provision, and the development of profes- tasks in implementing top-down directives and 

sionalism are key mechanisms of governance in in public goods provision, and, in so doing, they 

regulating and coordinating behaviors in different have become the center of tensions and conflicts. 

areas, such as health, education, and journalism, The official ideology has been in tension with an 

to name only a few, in contemporary societies. increasingly diverse society of pluralistic values 

Unfortunately, development in both is embarrass- and norms, and no longer serve as a mechanism 

ingly limited and has experienced many setbacks of integration in the contemporary society. Po-

in the post-Mao era. Why? litical campaigns, though still evoked from time 

Despite these phenomena across a variety of to time, have become less effective and costly, 

arenas, there is one underlying causes, that is, the both in terms of resources and attention in mobi幽

fundamental tension between the centralization lization, and in terms of its disruptive effects on 
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the economy and social life in everyday life. Glo 黄仁宇 2006.万珂十五年北京・中竿有局

balization, extensive interactions with the outside 金現涛，刻青峰.1993.升放中的変迂．香港：香港中文大学出版

world force China to compete in the international 社．

arena not only in economic growth, but also in 金現涛，刺青峰.2011.中国現代思想的起源：超稔定詰拘与中

values, culture and models of governance. 国政治文化的演変北京：法律出版社．

We began this article with quotes from Phil- 李洋厚.2004.中国現代思想史沿．天津：天津社会科学院出版

ip Kun and David Landes, one emphasizing the 社．

resilience of the Chinese experience, and the oth- 刻世定.1996.”占有制度的三十堆度及占有も人定机制：以多慎

er China’s stagnation in technological innovation. 企~方例.＂ in社区研究与社会友展， editedby j番乃谷，弓

Both tendencies exist in the ways that China is 戎．天津．天津人民出版社

governed. That is, the Chinese state has had con 欧間静.2011.策略主文．桔慎逗作的運輯．北京．中国政法大

siderable mobilizational capacities in response 学出版杜

to crises, especially in the contemporary era. At 渠敬志，周~舟，庄星. 2009.”人人忌体支配到技木治理”中国社

the same time, the fundamental tension, coupled 会科学 6

with the present institutions, also lead to cycles of 塵同祖.2003[1962］.清代地方政府北京：法律出版社．

change between centralization and decentraliza- 宋敬本，崖之元，王栓正，高新草，何増科，栃雪冬等.1998.）.，人圧

tion, between mobilization and immobilism, over 力型体制向民主合作制的特変．昼多丙級政治体制改革．

time. 北京．中央繍i季出版社．

It is against this larger background that the 刊、立平，郭子王将 2000.1111軟硬兼施”：正式叔力非正式語作的辻

institutional logics of governance in China dis- 程分析一隼北b慎牧根的十案研究け j青半社会学坪i念特

cussed in this paper have run into fundamental 輯

crises because of their acute confrontation with 理其嘆. 1986. ”中国文化的吋代差昇和地区差弄•II 隻旦学披（

the diverse, pluralistic society, both domestic and 社会科学版） 2:4-13. 

international. How to resolve the fundamental 王双生，苅世定，列、立平 1997.II作方制度這作和制度変迂方式

tension and transform China upon contemporary 的変通川中国社会科学季刊 1997年冬季号（21):45-68.

mechanisms of governance is the key to China’s 王双生p 王ー偶.2009.”自転管理責任制：衣村基屋政杖的実践

future course of development. 退輯”社会学研究 2.
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