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Reconsidering State Capacity and the Concept of State

Zhang Yu (Peking University )

Abstract Many studies on China's governance capacity are based on learning and criticizing Western
state capacity theories. The perception about the nature of state capacity has experienced a shift from state au-
tonomy to infrastructure power. In this process, it is a common way to decompose the abstract state into a
consistent actor or institution configuration, and then to highlight the role of one of the attributes in the gener-
ation and operation of state capacity under specific circumstances. However, this simplified approach should
not obscure the rich discourses and narratives on the very nature and elements of state in Wester state capacity
theories. Listed below is the key that helps absorb and criticize the state capacity theories: historicize and
contextualize the interpretation of the actor-institution dualism that exists in the concept of the state; pay at-
tention to assumption on state's values orientation, which is easily neglected in the transition from state pow-
er to state capacity; emphasize the consistency between state interests and the interests of state institutions;
and understand political elites' correction of the institutional system.

Key words state capacity; conception of state; national governance; value orientation; institution rec-

tification; institution rectification
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