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Local Elites and Village Governance: Mechanisms of Traditional Chinese
Village Community Construction
LI Huayin
(Institute of Political Science and National Governance Studies, Institute for China Rural Studies,
Central China Normal University)

Summary: The village community has long been a classic topic of scholarly discussion. As the fundamental unit of traditional
Chinese society, the village also forms the comerstone of state governance. Rooted in the household-based system, village society
possesses both integrity and stability, while also demonstrating decentralization, differentiation, and interal tensions. Despite these
contradictions, such societies have historically sustained a communal form over time. How, then, is the village community constructed?

To answer this question, this paper proposes that “understanding village communities requires entering their internal
structures”. Drawing on the In-Depth China Rural Survey Data from the Institute for China Rural Studies at Central China Normal
University and employing a historicist research approach, this study explores the internal dynamics of village communities and
identifies four major types of local elites within village society: economic elites, political elites, cultural elites, and moral elites.
Relying on their endogenous authority, these local elites become central actors in both power structures and governance. By
integrating local resources and mediating social relations, local elites engage in collective actions to meet the shared needs of
community members, resolve internal conflicts, suppress social fragmentation and antagonism, and ultimately establish a network
of common interests. This network sustains the overall social order and shapes the communal structure of village society. The
village community is thus both a lived social entity and a relational state characterized by commonality and cohesion. The
governance of villages by local elites constitutes the core mechanism for constructing village communities. Without effective
governance by local elites, it would be difficult for village society to develop into a stable and unified community.

Given the unique historical, institutional, and cultural characteristics of Chinese villages, a genuine understanding of Chinese
village communities cannot be achieved by simply applying Western community theories or Japanese village community models.
Instead, it requires deep, context-specific analysis grounded in the historical and contemporary realities of rural China. Only through
such an approach can a localized theoretical framework for Chinese village communities be constructed. From a practical
perspective, recognizing and understanding the governance of villages by local elites as the central mechanism of community
construction—especially under the current context of rural atomization and individualization—is of significant value for building a
governance-oriented rural community rooted in public consciousness and civic spirit.

Keywords: Village Society; Local Elites; Village Governance; Traditional Chinese Village Community

JEL Classification: A14;D01;Z13
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