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a b s t r a c t

The relationship between social trust and governance has been one of the focal points of
the academic and policy-making communities. Empirical studies on this relationship, how-
ever, have focused mostly on democracies. The scarcity of such studies in authoritarian
countries has left many important questions unanswered: Is social trust associated with
effective governance only in democratic settings? Can social trust improve the quality of
governance in non-democracies as well? Drawing on data from 2005 China General
Social Survey—a representative survey conducted nationwide at both the individual- and
village-level in rural China, this paper attempts to answer these questions empirically by
examining the relationship between social trust and the quality of governance in rural
China. The findings reveal that different types of social trust—particularized trust and gen-
eralized trust—correspond with different effects in rural governance: whereas villagers’
trust in people whom they knew personally was positively and significantly associated
with the provision of various public goods and services, their trust in strangers had virtu-
ally no impact on rural governance.

� 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Ever since the late 1950s and particularly after the rise of social capital studies, the relationship between social trust and
grassroots governance has attracted enormous attention from both the academic and policy-making communities. A large
part of the literature suggests that social trust, as the ‘‘lubricant of society,’’ is indispensable for effective democratic gover-
nance at various levels.1 Subsequent empirical studies further confirm that in democratic countries, higher levels of social trust
usually come in tandem with more active government and more cooperative communities, which in turn lead to better perfor-
mance of grassroots governance.2

However, in contrast to the consensus achieved in democratic settings, researchers are less certain about the relationship
between social trust and governance in authoritarian countries, and different, if not contradictory, findings have been
reported. Many scholars, following Dahl’s proposition that ‘‘mutual trust favors polyarchy . . .while extreme distrust favors
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hegemony,’’ have argued that social trust is intrinsically democratic, and thus the relationship between social trust and the
authoritarian system of governance is conflictual.3 Another group of scholars, however, have stated that the relationship
between social trust and non-democratic systems of governance is not necessarily conflictual, but can also be complementary.4

Laitin, for example, has suggested that to argue social trust is intrinsically democratic runs the risk of conflating ‘‘democracy’’
with ‘‘effective institutions,’’ and it could be well the case that social trust ‘‘is more important for effective communist institu-
tions than democratic ones.’’5

Apart from the context of varying regimes, the relationship between social trust and governance is further confounded by
the multi-dimensionality of social trust. Increasingly, scholars have found that the use of the term social trust depends on the
identities of participants in the trust relationship, and individuals tend to place different levels of trust in people of different
relational categories.6 Different forms of social trust apparently correspond with different effects in governance.7

Unfortunately, until now few empirical studies have directly tested the relationship between the different forms of social
trust and grassroots governance in authoritarian settings.8 The scarcity of such studies has left several important questions
unanswered: Is social trust associated with effective grassroots governance only in democratic settings? Can social trust
improve the quality of governance in non-democracies as well? If so, how do different kinds of social trust affect grassroots gov-
ernance? Based on data from a representative survey conducted in rural China (see Appendix A), this study attempts to answer
these questions empirically by examining the relationship between social trust and the local provision of public goods in rural
China.

For at least two reasons, contemporary rural China can serve as a critical case. The first reason is that the aforementioned
debates are particularly acute in the Chinese contexts. On the one hand, many scholars have argued that social distrust,
either derived from China’s traditional culture or caused by Mao’s totalitarian rule, is pervasive in China, and this pervasive
distrust makes Communist Party’s (CCP) non-democratic governance possible and sustainable.9 On the other hand, studies
based on cross-national surveys, such as the East Asia Barometer and the World Value Survey, have suggested that China is
one of the most trusting societies in the world,10 and this large reservoir of social trust is one of the reasons that governance
by the CCP is resilient and effective.11 Unfortunately, until now there have been virtually no empirical studies that have directly
tested these contradictory views. Some scholars have even excluded China as the ‘‘China outlier’’ from analysis.12 Second, with
regard to local governance, China has undergone rapid changes and uneven development for the past three decades. Such
changes and development provide an ideal opportunity to examine the impacts of various factors on rural governance.
Although many researchers have examined such factors as village elections and levels of economic development on grassroots
governance,13 few have incorporated social trust to explain the variations in China’s rural governance. With an awareness of
these factors, this study can significantly advance our understanding of the relationship between social trust and grassroots gov-
ernance in non-democratic societies.

In the following parts of this paper, we introduce the unique sociopolitical environment of rural governance in China,
operationalize the concept of social trust in the Chinese setting, gauge the reservoir of social trust, and explore the effects
of social trust on the public goods and services provided by village governments. We then conclude with a discussion on
the theoretical and political implications of the findings from this study.
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