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Abstract: Using project-based practice in Zhao Village in western Guizhou as a case, this article
examines bureaucratic tension in China’s rural governance and explores pathways for its mitigation.
While bureaucracy provides a standardized and formalized framework for governance, its
propensity toward the expansion of instrumental rationality persistently erodes the legitimacy of
rural governance grounded in shared values. Drawing on a thick description of the implementation
process in Zhao Village, the study finds that, to ease such bureaucratic tension, village cadres—
while complying with bureaucratic logics to fulfill assigned tasks—must also engage in creative
governance practices that continually build public endorsement of concrete governing actions. In
doing so, they dynamically reconstruct and consolidate the value consensus necessary for
governance. This governance praxis, centered on the cumulative production of effectiveness, not
only avoids governance failure induced by over-bureaucratization, but also provides crucial
momentum for strengthening rural social cohesion and achieving effective governance and
comprehensive revitalization.
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