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Informal Institutions in the Chinese Bureaucracy: An Essay

Zhou Xueguang

Abstract: In any large organization, there is an inherent tension between
centralization and decentralization. In the Chinese context, this tension is
amplified as the fundamental tension between the all-encompassing
centralization of authority and effective, local governance. This essay
develops the proposition that interactions between formal and informal
institutions play a central place in easing this fundamental tension and
examine the historical evolution of informal institutions in and around the
Chinese bureaucracy. 1 trace historical patterns of “dual-track politics” in
traditional China and their reconfiguration in contemporary Chinese
bureaucracy. Drawing on recent studies of government behaviors, I develop
typologies of informal institutions, and discuss the mechanisms of
reproduction, and their implications for governance in China. These
informal institutions have shaped the key characteristics of the Chinese
bureaucracy and those of governance in China.

Keywords: informal institutions, dual-track politics, the separation of

symbolic and substantive power, Confucian bureaucracy, bureaucracy



