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From Centralization to Empowerment: The Transformation of Simplified
Governance in Rural Areas

DU Yongkang ZHANG Xinwen
(School of Public Administration, Nanjing Agricultural University)

Summary: The core of simplified governance has persisted in Chinese rural society from ancient times to the present, but its
external form has recently shifted from “centralization” to “empowerment”. This paper explores the background, mechanisms, and
characteristics of the transformation of simplified governance in rural areas from the perspective of the “state-society” relationship.
The study finds that the impact of modernity has weakened the relational networks of familiar societies and local consensus. Coupled
with the disembedding of village interests and the decline of local authority, the social foundation that supported centralized simplified
governance has eroded. Meanwhile, the construction of state power has incorporated rural society into the framework of modem
governance, with formal authority frequently relying on project resources to reach rural areas. As a result, village-level organizations
have taken on more top-down govermance tasks, significantly differing from the “laissez-faire” political logic of the imperial period.
Under the dual variations of state and society, centralized simplified governance has declined.

To reconstruct a semi-formal administrative foundation, the state has empowered rural governance to varying degrees from three
dimensions: first, organizational empowerment, which involves the recruitment of local elites through economic leaders, first
secretaries, and specialized talents to strengthen village-level organizations, alongside structural integration and functional
reorganization of these organizations through grassroots party building; second, resource empowerment, which strengthens external
resource injection via project implementation and revitalizes local endogenous resources through collective property rights reform,
enhancing the resource endowment of village-level organizations through comprehensive integration of internal and external
resources; third, technical empowerment, which innovates traditional experiential management models in rural areas using scientific
management concepts and technical means, promoting the digital transformation of rural governance through the introduction of
digital technologies.

Thanks to the three-dimensional empowerment of organization, resources, and technology, the political integration function and
autonomous governance capacity of village agents and organizations have been significantly enhanced, allowing the tradition of
simplified governance to continue. In the transformation from “centralization” to “empowerment”, simplified governance in rural
areas has exhibited a shift from “gentry autonomy” to “multifaceted co-governance”, from “authoritative indoctrination” to “resource
distribution”, and from “mutual reinforcement of Confucianism and law” to “integration of three govemance models”.
Empowerment-based simplified governance represents a new landscape of rural governance shaped by the intertwining of traditional
Chinese wisdom in statecraft and modem proactive governance, providing feasible governance concepts and practical directions for
rural governance modernization.

Keywords: Simplified Governance; Bureaucratic Governance; Centralization; Empowerment; Modemization of Rural Governance
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