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ECONOMY AND SOCIETY
The Virtue of Institutions 171
Zhang Jing

Abstract: “Impersonal” is one of the important features of institutional rules, but does this mean that institution-
al rules have regard only for things, not for persons? This paper tries to answer such questions as whether insti-
tutions are concerned with persons? whether there is such thing as institutional virtue? and why we need insti-
tutions? The paper argues that institutions are the practical form of public virtues, and their “neutrality” is not
in the ethical sense. The impact of institutions on behavior expectation has moral implications. Separation of in-
stitutions from morality and persons may be due to bad institutions and their misleading effect on people’s per-
ception. But there is a more important ontological limitation: our understanding of human nature and our pre-
dictive assumptions. The aim of this discussion is to reveal the moral foundation of rule of law. The author ar-
gues that we should be concerned not only about the utilitarian aspect of rule of law, i.e., whether it has any effi-
cient solution to problems, but also about its virtuous aspect, i.e. for what are the rules set up? according to
what ethical principles are solutions pursued? and what moral influences do the ethical principles exert on ex-

pectation behaviors.

Keywords: institution, moral foundation, ethical principles, human nature

Institutions, Environments and Labor Initiative: A New Understanding of Chinese Peasants in the

Period of Collectivization 179
Li Huaiyin & Zhang Xiangdong & Liu Jiafeng

Abstract: Over the past decades, whether in the official media or in both Chinese and western academia, the
low efficiency of Chinese agricultural production and the lack of working initiatives among the peasants in the
period of collectivization have been widely accepted and taken for granted. People tend to ascribe these issues
caused by collective farming to the policy of egalitarianism in remuneration and the various difficulties in labor
supervision and management. Drawing on the 131 village interviews in 16 provinces across the country, this pa-
per studies the issue of production initiative of the peasants by putting them back in the specific historical and so-
cial context of the collectivization period. The author argues that it is the interplay of the formal institutions (in-
cluding the organization of the collective economy, the system of income distribution, and the extraction of agri-
cultural resources by the state), the informal institutions (including the social network, code of conduct, collec-
tive punishment, gender role, etc. inside the village) and non-institutional factors (local geographic environ-
ment, natural resources, population pressure) that jointly constrain or motivate the villagers’ behavior in collec-
tive production. The high variability of the institutional environments lead to the diversity of the peasants’
modes of behavior. It also accounts for the tremendous differences of agricultural production under the collec-

tive system in different places and at different times.

Keywords: production initiative, collective system, production brigade, institutional environments, Mao’s era



