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Abstract

In this study of China’s rural society, the author tries to show that an
in-depth understanding of the structure and nature of power can shed light
on the structural and institutional sources of rural conflicts. Despite the fact
that its disconnect from social interests helps perpetuate tensions in social
relations, local politics nonetheless plays a central role in controlling and
coalescing different interests at the grassroots level. Throughout history,
local politics has never been about nothing more than passive execution
of orders from above. Instead, those involved in it have always managed
to carve out a space in which to act “autonomously” (albeit not in the legal
rights sense of the term), because of which state governance became heavily
dependent on them. This dependency left the central government reluctant
to penalize local political agents when conduct of the latter cither did moral
harm to the authority of the state or otherwise compromised the principles
of governance. In return for this tolerance, the central government secured
symbolic obedience from these agents, which it needed in order to sustain
whatever indirect control it exercised over the population. The book focuses
specifically on the constructive role systems for mobilizing, for assigning
legal rights, for organizing, and for establishing legal accountability played in

modernization. The author argues that the ways in which rights at the lowest
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levels of the political power hierarchy are defined and exercised are only
weakly related to politics at the national level, but are much more strongly
bound by principles of local/ village governance. Whatever may have been
achieved toward the “construction of a modern state”in China, the country
has made limited progress in modernizing governance of rural communities

in terms of structure, principles and norms.
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