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Abstract: Existing theories of governance generally focus on formal institutions, conceptualized
in an either/or binary of state vs. society. Recent archival research, however, has demonstrat-
ed that local Chinese administrative practice drew widely on semiformal governance through the
use of quasi- officials nominated by the communities themselves. They were not salaried and
generated little or no paperwork of the kind that might be expected of a formal bureaucratized
office. Once confirmed by the magistrate, they were largely left to function on their own; the
county yamen intervened only after complaints or in disputes. That mode of administrative
practice was born of adaptations, by a highly centralized government that aimed to be as mini-
malist as possible, to the demands for expanded governance that came with a growing popu-
lation. Substantial aspects of that legacy from imperial China have persisted down through the
Republic, the Mao Zedong period, and the present reform era. They may be considered par-
ticularly persistent characteristics of the Chinese political “ tradition,” “ premodern” as well as
“ modern,” and they may yet play a role in shaping a distinctive Chinese political modernity.
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