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The Role and Functions of Village Cadres During the Process of
Reform in Rural Communitiesin China

Cheng, Hui - Chuan

Abstract

Given the importance of the agricultural sector in China, the structure and governance of China's
rural communities has always been a major factor affecting both the country’s political stability and its
social development. From the emperors of ancient China through to today’s leaders, from the
authoritarian rule of the past to today’s experiments with local autonomy, various different strategies
have been implemented to bring about change in rural society. In recent years, as the government has
sought to carry out reform in rural communities, the granting of self-government at the village level has
become an important element in the development of grass-roots democracy and a new model for
village governance. It constitutes a major exercise in restructuring within the overall process of
modernization as Chinais transformed from a rura society into an industrial one; as such, it has great
significance not only in the history of rural development in China but also in the economic
development of modern China as a whole. The development of local autonomy in China’s rural
communities has its origins in a series of measures adopted by the Chinese central government in
response to the political and social changes resulting from the economic reforms that took place in rural
areas in the 1980s. These measures were also an unavoidable response to threats to the legitimacy of
Communist Party rule. The granting of local autonomy at the village level was thus a response to the
weakening of grassroots political organization, loss of control over the power exercised by state agents,
strained relations between cadres, and the danger that these developments posed to the power and
legitimacy of the government in rural areas. Following the decision reached at the Third Plenum of the
Eleventh Central Committee that the process of reform in Chinawould be led by the agricultural sector,
the introduction of the contracted production system on the economic side was followed by an
expansion of grassroots democracy in China's villages, allowing rural inhabitants to administer their
own affairs. As villages began to elect their own cadres, the way was opened for the further
development of grassroots democracy in the rural communities of China.

If one compares the process of reform in China with that in other socialist countries, China
stands out not only for the high rates of economic growth that it has achieved, but aso for its
maintenance of political stability. After the reforms began, local government authorities continued to
exercise ahigh level of control over China's villages, and as aresult a considerable amount of research
has been done on the role played by local government and by party cadres. This paper examines the
role and functions of village cadres in light of the emergence of village self-government and the
changesin village cadres’ power base. The rent-seeking concept is used to explain the transformation in
the role of village cadres and the new structure of relationships that has devel oped between cadres.

Key words: Village self-government; state agents, inter-cadre relationships, household
responsibility system; rent-seeking
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