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On the Grassroots Autonomy and State Capacity of Traditional China

Long Denggao Wang Ming Cheng Yueyuan
(School of Social Science, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084, P. R. China)

Abstract: It has long been the mainstream idea that imperial government maintains “the great
unification” by strictly controlling the grassroots society. This perceptual understanding needs
systematic reflection given the latest academia achievements. Taken the gentry as a key figure,
various non-governmental organizations dominated the public goods and services in grassroots
society. At the same time, the government also entrusted private entities such as Yahang and Xiejia
to undertake tax collection and public management affairs, which made indirect management of the
grassroots society possible. Therefore, the imperial government with a relatively short principal-
agent chain could relieve the incentive incompatibility of the bureaucratic system to a certain extent,
reduce the management cost of “the great unification”, and diversify risks, thereby realizing
effective management of a huge country in traditional China. Grassroots autonomy had the
cornerstone of the property rights system, which was also a rational approach for the government to
govern in a shortage of economy constrained by backward information technology. This is an
important reason why “the great unification” could be achieved and maintained with state capacity at
that time. Since modern times, grassroots autonomy has recession under the increasingly
strengthened government control, but the theoretical enlightenment of its institutional heritage is
irreplaceable.

Keywords: Grassroots autonomy; Civil organizations; Public goods; State capacity; Property rights
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