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ABSTRACT

How does state structure affect state capacity? The long-standing debate over

centralization versus decentralization overlooks the broader organizational

complexity of states and state bureaucracies. To address this problem, this

article proposes an alternative typology of state organizational forms: nodal

versus diffuse. Nodal forms concentrate decision-making power in a limited

set of key actors at intermediary levels of the state hierarchy. Diffuse forms

distribute decision-making power across many overlapping lines of authority.

Nodal forms contribute to state capacity by combining the coordination

advantages of centralization with the accountability and autonomy of

decentralization, whereas diffuse forms make these processes more chal-

lenging. Empirically, this article compares two paradigmatic cases—China’s

and India’s railway bureaucracies—to show how their nodal and diffuse

forms, respectively, shape their ability to complete railway projects. These

findings suggest that the organizational structure of state bureaucracies is an

important yet underexplored factor underlying state capacity.
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1. INTRODUCTION

How does the organizational structure of the state affect its ability to carry out
official policies? This question has long been dominated by the debate over
whether more centralized or more decentralized structures make states more
effective. Some forms of centralization can improve state cohesion and
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leverage economies of scale, but they can also create information and
decision-making bottlenecks (Chibber 2002; Evans 1995; Kohli 2004). Some
forms of decentralization can empower local institutions, which may be more
responsive to local demands and conditions (Besley and Coate 2003; Oates
1972; Tiebout 1956), but this can also lead to counterproductive forms of
competition (Cai and Treisman 2006; Treisman 2007). This debate has
reached an impasse because it relies on a narrow center-versus-local view of
state structure, overlooking the complex, interconnected array of bureaucratic
organizations that are integral to policy implementation.

This article proposes an alternative typology of state organizational forms
that better accounts for the important role of bureaucratic structure in shap-
ing state capacity: nodal versus diffuse forms. Nodal state organizational
forms are characterized by a concentration of decision-making power in
a limited number of key actors at intermediary levels within the state hier-
archy. Diffuse state organizational forms are characterized by a dispersion of
decision-making power across many overlapping lines of authority. Nodal
forms of state organizational structure tend to enhance state capacity because
they combine the coordination advantages of centralized structures with the
accountability and autonomy of decentralized structures. Diffuse forms, in
contrast, tend to undermine state capacity, because an overabundance of
veto-wielding actors makes coordination more challenging and accountability
less clearly defined.

These two contrasting types of state organizational form can enhance or
constrain state capacity through three primary mechanisms. First, bureau-
cratic goal alignment and accountability are greater in nodal structures
because policy outcomes can be more clearly tied to a limited number of
key actors. In a diffuse structure with many decision-making actors and
a profusion of overlapping ties among them, assigning credit or blame for
policy outcomes to any single actor is more challenging. Second, the coor-
dination of policy work across actors from local governments to other state
agencies is facilitated by a small number of nodal actors in a nodal structure,
while the lack of any such coordinating actor within a diffuse structure leads
to organizational bottlenecks and conflicts. Third, autonomy is greater in
a nodal structure, where midlevel actors are empowered to make
implementation-level decisions, whereas the many decision-making actors
in a diffuse structure constrain the ability of lower-level officials to problem-
solve on their own.
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To show how this typology works in practice, this article compares two
paradigmatic empirical cases: the state railway bureaucracies of contemporary
China and India. China’s railway bureaucracy is a paradigmatic example of
the nodal form of organizational structure: decision-making power is con-
centrated in a limited set of key actors across the bureaucratic hierarchy. For
most railway projects, a single nodal actor—the state-owned project corpo-
ration—is responsible for coordinating work and seeing the project through
to completion. India’s railway bureaucracy is a paradigmatic example of the
diffuse form: decision-making power is distributed widely across many over-
lapping authority structures, including regional bureaus, functional divisions,
and informal tenure-based hierarchies.

To be clear, I do not argue that the Chinese state is more effective at
developing railway infrastructure than the Indian state solely due to
differences in bureaucratic structure. The Chinese state has indeed man-
aged to build the world’s largest high-speed rail network in less than
a decade, while the Indian state has struggled to modernize its own
overburdened railway system. However, the Chinese and Indian contexts
differ along many important dimensions, making it impossible to disen-
tangle the effects of confounding factors such as regime type and financial
resources. Instead, this article uses a comparative approach to clarify the
specific mechanisms through which each type of organizational form
shapes state capacity. Tracing the structure and operations of China’s
and India’s railway bureaucracies in a detailed side-by-side manner allows
for a more precise articulation of key processes than would a single
case study.

This article draws on 24 months of fieldwork in China and India, includ-
ing more than a hundred semi-structured interviews with railway officials and
industry experts. I begin by summarizing the centralization–decentralization
debate and show that this framework has reached the limits of its theoretical
utility. I then outline an alternative typology of nodal versus diffuse state
organizational forms and show that this typology better addresses the rela-
tionship between state structure and state capacity. The rest of the article
compares the empirical cases of China’s and India’s railway bureaucracies. I
show how their differing organizational structures affect their ability to com-
plete railway projects. I conclude by discussing whether and how these find-
ings might generalize to other contexts, with implications for future research
on state capacity.
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2. THE ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE STATE

2.1 The Centralization–Decentralization Debate

Existing work on state organizational structure has long been dominated by
the debate over whether centralized or decentralized states are more effective
at providing public goods and carrying out official policies (for an overview,
see Mookherjee 2015). Work on the “developmental state” has emphasized
the need for certain centralized state institutions to ensure cohesiveness in
policy formulation and implementation across the state apparatus (Chibber
2002; Evans 1995; Johnson 1982; Kohli 2004). Centralization can also offer
greater economies of scale and concentrations of resources not possible at
more local levels (Bardhan 2002; Besley and Coate 2003). However, excessive
centralization can diminish state capacity by creating decision-making and
informational bottlenecks (Chibber 2002).

On the other side of the debate, certain forms of decentralization may
improve the state’s ability to implement policies on the ground because local
institutions are more responsive to heterogeneous local conditions and needs
(Besley and Coate 2003; Oates 1972). Decentralization can also streamline
decision-making by reducing the need to wait for authorization from higher-
level actors. Moreover, decentralization can foster experimentation and pro-
ductive competition among local jurisdictions, an argument often associated
with Charles Tiebout (1956). However, these purported benefits of decen-
tralization are not always realized. For example, Hongbin Cai and Daniel
Treisman (2006) have argued that competition among local jurisdictions can
also be counterproductive by encouraging local protectionism and a “race to
the bottom” in tax incentives (see also Treisman 2007).

An alternative line of scholarship has challenged this centralization–
decentralization dichotomy. Some scholars have argued that effective
decentralization depends on the existence of certain centralized political
institutions (Bardhan 2002; Blanchard and Shleifer 2001). Work comparing
the divergent trajectories of Russian and Chinese decentralization has
emphasized the need for a strong central authority that can push local
governments to pursue growth-enhancing rather than rent-seeking forms
of competition (Blanchard and Shleifer 2001; Montinola, Qian, and Wein-
gast 1995). Even advocates of limited government have argued that success-
ful decentralization requires strong centralized institutions for the
enforcement of property rights (North 1990).
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Ultimately, the centralization–decentralization debate suffers from two
related problems. First, it assumes an overly narrow view of state organiza-
tional structure, primarily oriented along a vertical center–local axis. In real-
ity, the distribution of power and the structure of authority relations within
modern states are far more complex and multidimensional. Certain minis-
tries, such as the finance ministry, may exercise outsized influence over
others. Some institutions, such as central banks or intelligence agencies, may
enjoy greater autonomy or have more direct ties to the president or prime
minister’s office. A second and related problem is that the centralization–
decentralization debate fails to take into account the broader array of
bureaucratic organizations that are largely responsible for actual policy imple-
mentation. How these vast portions of the state apparatus are structured and
interact with one another is critical to the state’s ability to realize its over-
arching policy objectives.

2.2 Bureaucratic Structure and State Capacity

A large body of scholarship has examined the structure of state bureaucracies
and their effect on state capacity. The literature on bureaucratic politics has
demonstrated the role that internal rivalries and bargaining among bureau-
cratic actors play in shaping policy decisions (Allison and Halperin 1972).
Later work sought to understand how the organizational structure of these
bureaucracies, including the relative positions of actors in authority structures
and information flows, shapes how interagency dynamics manifest as policy
actions (Bendor and Moe 1985; Hammond 1986).

Scholarship on China’s modern state bureaucracy has shed light on a major
organizational problem facing many state bureaucracies around the world:
functional versus vertical organizational structures. During the Mao era,
much of China’s state bureaucracy was organized along dual “vertical” and
“horizontal” authority structures, known as tiao and kuai, respectively
(Mertha 2005). Local government departments, such as civil works bureaus,
reported to their local governments as well as to higher levels of their
functional area, up to their corresponding central government ministries
(ibid.). However, this structure led to problems that are typical of such
“matrix” organizational structures, including conflicts between overlapping
reporting lines.
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Starting with the reforms of the 1970s, parts of the Chinese state began
a gradual shift away from the matrix structure to a “multidivisional” or
“M-form” structure (Qian and Xu 1993). This structure, which came to
dominate large American firms in the mid-twentieth century (Fligstein
1985), is characterized by a shift of authority away from the organizational
center to more autonomous, parallel organizational subdivisions. Indeed,
some scholars have argued that China’s shift toward a multidivisional struc-
ture contributed significantly to its rapid economic growth by encouraging
competition among local jurisdictions (Qian and Xu 1993). However, a char-
acterization of China’s bureaucracy as multidivisional overlooks the impor-
tant role of strategically positioned actors within the bureaucratic hierarchy
who can coordinate and problem-solve across regional jurisdictions and
functional domains.

2.3 Nodal versus Diffuse Organizational Forms

To address these issues, I propose an alternative typology of state organiza-
tional forms that better accounts for the structural complexity of modern
states and their bureaucracies: nodal versus diffuse forms (Figure 1).

Nodal forms of state organizational structure are characterized by a high
concentration of decision-making power in a limited set of key state actors.
These nodal actors are state entities or even individual officials that operate
with a high level of autonomy within a given policy domain and retain
extensive connections across the broader bureaucracy, including with other
nodal actors. In contrast with centralized state structures, such as Vivek
Chibber’s (2002) notion of a top-level “nodal agency,” nodal forms of state
structure concentrate authority not at the very top of the state hierarchy
but rather among nodal actors at the middle levels of the state apparatus,
such as ministries, departments, agencies, and state-owned enterprises. It is
these underappreciated “middle managers” that occupy a crucial position
within the state, close enough to the ground to understand the challenges
of implementation yet high enough to reach across many parts of the
state simultaneously.

Diffuse forms of state organizational structure, in contrast, are character-
ized by a dispersion of decision-making power across dense, overlapping lines
of authority. Where the dual reporting structure of the matrix organizational
form can yield an overlap between functional and vertical reporting lines,
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diffuse organizational structures can lead to areas of overlap among many cross-
cutting reporting lines. As a result, each decision or task in the policy imple-
mentation process frequently requires the approval or cooperation of many
state actors. This leads to a proliferation of “veto players” who each have the
power to effectively block action (Tsebelis 2002). Because successful policy
implementation often requires the joint execution of many smaller steps, the
existence of many veto-wielding actors renders the implementation process
highly susceptible to disruption, along the lines of Michael Kremer’s (1993)
“O-ring” model of production. Importantly, the diffuse form is not merely
political fragmentation, where power is divided among competing groups, but
rather a structural condition of extreme interdependence among state actors.

While the effectiveness in practice of these nodal and diffuse forms likely
depends on a range of factors, nodal forms of state organizational structure

figure 1. Stylized Representations of State Organizational Forms
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NOTE: Circle sizes indicate degree of decision-making power for policy implementation.

CHAN / THE ORGANIZATIONAL ROOTS OF STATE CAPACITY � 37



offer several general advantages for state capacity over diffuse forms. First,
nodal organizational structures provide better mechanisms for goal alignment
and accountability, because the success or failure of policy implementation
efforts can be clearly tied to a limited number of key actors. In diffuse
organizational structures, the large number of actors involved for each deci-
sion or task in the implementation process makes it difficult to ascribe credit
or blame for outcomes to any particular actor. In the case of failure, state
actors can resort to blame-trading, leading to a diffusion of ultimate respon-
sibility (Weaver 1986).

Second, nodal organizational structures offer better mechanisms for coor-
dination across the state. Nodal actors can integrate information and activities
across multiple parts of the bureaucracy and help resolve conflicts as they
arise. Diffuse organizational structures, in contrast, lack any such mecha-
nisms for coordination or conflict resolution. A lack of coordination between
state organizations, or outright conflict between them, makes the execution
of complex policy tasks even more challenging. Bureaucrats may find their
greatest source of bottlenecks to be other bureaucrats, even within their own
agency. Deeper conflicts can persist unresolved and impede bureaucratic
functioning, requiring interventions by political leaders. Moreover, the coor-
dinating role of nodal actors differentiates the nodal bureaucratic structure
from the multidivisional form. Cross-functional and cross-jurisdictional
nodal actors, which are absent from the multidivisional model, help coordi-
nate the implementation of policies and projects that span multiple jurisdic-
tions, such as regional infrastructure projects.

Third, nodal organizational structures provide greater autonomy to lower
levels of the bureaucracy, resulting in more streamlined and responsive
decision-making. Rather than waiting for approval from higher authorities,
nodal actors at intermediary levels of the state can quickly adapt to changes in
conditions on the ground. Diffuse organizational structures, in contrast, can
produce many overlapping layers of rules and instructions that limit the
autonomy of state actors. An overabundance of detailed rules and instruc-
tions, particularly from high-level actors far removed from the day-to-day
problems of implementation, not only slows down administrative work by
increasing compliance costs but also reduces risk-taking actions by bureau-
crats who fear individual sanctions for potential rule violations.

Taken together, this nodal–diffuse typology offers several improvements
over existing theories of the relationship between state structure and state
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capacity. The debate over centralization versus decentralization has shown
there are trade-offs in adopting extreme versions of either approach, suggest-
ing a possible inverted-U relationship between the degree of decentralization
and state capacity. The nodal structure offers a useful middle ground, com-
bining the flexibility of greater decentralization with the coordination advan-
tages of greater centralization. In addition, the nodal–diffuse typology marks
a shift away from a top-down or bottom-up view of state action toward
a more nuanced understanding of how power is distributed throughout the
state more broadly, including across state bureaucracies. Building on work on
bureaucratic politics and the rise of multidivisional organizational forms, this
typology links the problem of bureaucratic structure with the problem of
state structure. Lastly, this typology offers examples of the ways in which not
only institutions but the very organizational structure of the state itself can be
either “checking” (in diffuse forms) or “power-deploying” (in nodal forms),
to borrow from Francis Fukuyama’s (2013) framing.

Two important qualifications must be made to this nodal–diffuse frame-
work. First, these bureaucratic forms are not static but variable over time
along a number of dimensions. For example, China’s political system has seen
considerable shifts in power between central and local governments, between
ministries and departments, and between Chinese Communist Party and
state organizations over time. A primarily nodal bureaucratic structure can
become more centralized over time, and vice versa. I discuss some factors that
may drive these changes in the conclusion.

Second, the scope conditions for this nodal–diffuse framework are limited
by policy area. Specifically, policy domains that involve the implementation
of relatively “linear” projects—such as railways, ports, power plants, and
physical infrastructure more generally—may benefit the most from the flex-
ibility and coordination advantages of a nodal bureaucratic structure. Nodal
structures may not work well in policy domains where constant feedback and
dynamic readjustment are critical. For example, in regulatory policy spaces,
such as environmental protection and financial regulation, a diffuse structure
may be more effective for sharing information across state entities and pro-
viding internal checks against corruption and regulatory capture. Indeed, the
Chinese state’s nodal structure in other sectors beyond railways may contrib-
ute significantly to its general strength in infrastructure development and its
weaknesses in areas more susceptible to regulatory capture. Conversely, the
Indian state’s diffuse structure in sectors beyond railways, such as municipal
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utilities and power generation, may partly explain its broader weakness in
infrastructure development, among other factors. A broader assessment of the
bureaucratic structure of the Chinese and Indian states lies beyond the scope
of this article but merits further investigation.

The rest of this article shows how these state organizational forms shape
state capacity in practice through a comparison of the Chinese and Indian
railway bureaucracies.

3. CASE SELECTION AND METHODS

Railway infrastructure projects provide an excellent test of state capacity due
to their scale, cost, planning complexity, and need for a high degree of
coordination across many parts of the state, spanning both functional
departments and governing jurisdictions. China’s and India’s railway bureau-
cracies, in particular, share several useful similarities that offer a degree of
comparability. The railway sector in both countries is almost exclusively
state-controlled. The railway bureaucracies in both countries are massive
central-state organizations. Both share many Weberian features, including
meritocratic systems of recruitment and promotion, officials with high levels
of technical expertise who are motivated by long-term career incentives, and
an operating model based heavily on formal rules and procedures.

However, I do not use a conventional “most similar” comparative research
design (Lijphart 1971) because this article’s aim is not to advance a monocausal
explanation for differences in railway outcomes between these two cases.
Instead, the primary aim of this article is to explain how organizational
structure shapes state capacity through a comparison of two empirical cases.
Thus, I have selected China’s and India’s railway bureaucracies as cases
because they represent paradigmatic examples of nodal and diffuse forms
of state organizational structure, respectively. I use a two-case comparison
to refine and articulate the salient features of each organizational type, both
theoretically and empirically. To further leverage this comparative perspec-
tive, I conduct a parallel side-by-side comparison of the two cases at the level
of specific causal mechanisms and pathways (Skocpol and Somers 1980).

This study draws on 24 months of fieldwork in China and India from 2017

to 2019, where I conducted over a hundred semi-structured interviews with
current and former Chinese and Indian railway officials as well as industry
experts. I interviewed railway officials at their workplaces and accompanied
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them on site visits. I was invited to present my work at India’s Ministry of
Railways. (No such invitation was extended to me in China.) During field-
work, I reviewed thousands of pages of primary source materials, including
detailed project documentation volumes, technical engineering manuals,
procedural handbooks, state budgets, planning reports, environmental
impact studies, bond prospectuses, and corporate filings. Most of these
materials are publicly available. This study also uses a range of secondary
sources, including international and domestic media reports as well as
specialty railway publications.

4. STATE RAILWAY BUREAUCRACIES IN CHINA AND INDIA

This section provides an overview of the Chinese and Indian railway bureau-
cracies, highlighting key features that make them paradigmatic cases of the
nodal and diffuse forms, respectively. Section 5 provides a parallel comparison
of these cases across three types of mechanisms that influence state capacity:
goal alignment and accountability; coordination; and autonomy.

4.1 China’s Nodal Railway Bureaucracy

China’s railway bureaucracy exemplifies the nodal form of state organizational
structure. At first glance, it may resemble a traditional bureaucratic hierarchy,
with cross-cutting functional and regional subdivisions. However, a closer
examination reveals a network structure where certain organizations and indi-
vidual officials at the intermediary levels of the bureaucracy act as nodes of
concentrated decision-making power and information flows. In many cases,
a single key actor, such as a specific project corporation or China Railway
Corporation (CRC) itself, serves as the principal nodal actor in coordinating
work across the bureaucracy. This subsection describes these nodal actors and
their role within China’s bureaucratic structure in more detail.

The primary organization in the Chinese railway bureaucracy is CRC,
a ministry-level state entity that operates China’s national railway network
(People’s Daily 2013).1 CRC’s headquarters in Beijing is responsible for over-
seeing train services and setting national policy in conjunction with the
National Railway Administration, China’s railway regulator (Figure 2). Chi-
na’s national railway network is divided into 18 geographical regions, each

1. The names of Chinese railway organizations may have changed since research was conducted.
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administered by a CRC regional railway bureau (Lawrence, Bullock, and Liu
2019, 8–9). These regional bureaus are responsible for day-to-day operations,
and regional bureau chiefs enjoy a significant amount of decision-making
power and autonomy within their sections of the network.2

Railway construction projects in China are carried out by a separate set
of state entities called railway project corporations (Figure 3).3 Typically
structured as a joint venture between CRC and local governments, each
project corporation acts like a general contractor, managing all aspects of
a given railway project, including interfacing with higher-level ministries
and officials, selecting and monitoring contractors, coordinating with
local governments, managing project finances, and meeting project dead-
lines and budgets (China Railway Corporation 2015a). Each project cor-
poration is led by a project manager, who oversees a tightly knit team
typically consisting of 40–50 core staff.4 Project team members typically
remain with the project from start to finish and reside onsite, often apart
from their families, for the four-to-six years normally required to com-
plete a project.5

figure 2. China Railway Corporation as a Nodal Actor within the Chinese State
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2. Interview, Chinese railway engineering manager, December 22, 2018.
3. In Chinese these are called railway joint-stock limited corporations (tielu gufen youxian

gongsi). For clarity, I refer to them simply as project corporations.
4. Interview, Chinese railway planning official, September 22, 2017.
5. Ibid.
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The archetype of a Chinese railway project corporation is the Beijing-
Shanghai High Speed Railway Corporation, created in 2008 to manage the
construction of the 1,300-kilometer high-speed rail line between China’s two
largest cities (Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed Railway Corporation 2014). It
was formed as a joint venture between CRC and the province-level govern-
ments of Beijing, Shanghai, Hebei, Shandong, and Jiangsu (National Rail-
way Administration of China 2014). The project corporation itself
comprised approximately 100 staff who were responsible for coordinating
all aspects of the project, from obtaining environmental approvals, to work-
ing with local governments for land acquisition and resettlement, to man-
aging the bidding process for contractors (Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed
Railway Corporation 2014). Primary construction work was divided into
six major contracts awarded to state-owned civil engineering firms through
a competitive bidding process managed by the project corporation (ibid.).
Ultimately, it was the project corporation that was responsible for complet-
ing the project according to the ambitious three-year timeline set by
China’s State Council.

State-owned contractors are another important set of nodal actors in the
Chinese railway ecosystem. Contractors who work on railway projects are
divided by functional specialty, such as survey and design work or civil
engineering (Ministry of Railways, China 2009). Within any given functional

figure 3. Chinese Railway Project Corporations as Key Nodal Actors
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area, state contractors tend to be limited in number (yet more than one, to
avoid monopolies) and comparable in resources and technical capabilities
(Chan, forthcoming). These contractors operate with a high degree of auton-
omy and compete for project work.6 Contractors act as nodes by allocating
work among their subsidiaries, coordinating with local government agencies,
and reporting progress and challenges to the project corporation.7 Once
a project is underway, contractors are monitored and evaluated by the railway
project corporation (China Railway Corporation 2018).

To summarize, China’s railway bureaucracy is structured not simply as
a top-down, centralized hierarchy but rather as a set of concentrated nodes of
decision-making power and information flows. Nodal actors such as railway
project corporations, state contractors, and CRC itself play a crucial role in
integrating project work across many parts of the railway bureaucracy and the
Chinese state more broadly.

4.2 India’s Diffuse Railway Bureaucracy

India’s railway bureaucracy epitomizes the diffuse form of organizational
structure, with many cross-cutting layers of authority. Even routine decisions
and tasks often require buy-in from a wide range of departments, agencies,
and individual officials up and down the bureaucratic hierarchy, each of
whom can effectively block or delay action. This subsection outlines several
of these cross-cutting authority structures that together lend India’s railway
bureaucracy its diffuse form.

The primary organization in India’s railway bureaucracy is state-run Indian
Railways, which operates India’s national railway network under the auspices of
the Ministry of Railways. The Railway Board in Delhi serves as the organiza-
tion’s bureaucratic leadership, working with India’s politically appointed rail-
way minister to oversee national railway policy and planning. Like the Chinese
system, India’s national railway network is divided into 18 geographical regions,
each administered by one of Indian Railways’ regional railway bureaus. Each
regional bureau is led by a bureau chief who oversees departments specializing
in train operations, maintenance, and construction projects within their section

6. Interview, former Chinese railway manager, September 18, 2017.
7. Interview, Chinese railway project manager, January 22, 2019.
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of the network.8 Regional railway bureaus in India are also further divided
administratively into sub-bureaus and train stations.

In addition to this “vertical” geography-based hierarchy, India’s railway
bureaucracy is organized “horizontally” across functional divisions, which
include civil engineering, electrical engineering, and finance (Figure 4).
Indian railway officials serve for the duration of their careers in one of these
functional divisions, which originally stemmed from a need to ensure suffi-
cient levels of technical expertise (Debroy et al. 2015). These functional
divisions have been increasingly blamed for creating organizational “silos”
and forming competing interest groups within the bureaucracy (90–92).9

Indian railway officials tend to prioritize the interests of their functional
division over the goals of their regional bureau for a simple reason: individual
promotions and transfers are determined by superior officials within one’s
functional division, not by one’s bureau chief.10 Chinese railway officials, in
contrast, are promoted based on the overall success of projects and can move

figure 4. Functional Divisions within India’s Railway Bureaucracy
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8. In the Indian system, regional railway bureaus are called zonal railways, and bureau chiefs are
called general managers. For clarity, I have simplified country-specific nomenclature.

9. Interview, senior advisor to India’s prime minister, July 6, 2018.
10. Interview, Indian railway deputy manager, August 22, 2017.
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relatively freely across different parts of the bureaucracy, as long as they have
a background in engineering.11

Alongside these geography-based and functional structures, India’s railway
bureaucracy also follows an informal hierarchy of tenure-based seniority, per
each official’s recruitment year.12 While seniority status retains some formal
significance due to rules for promotion and retirement, its true importance
lies in conditioning the interpersonal relations between railway officials in
daily interactions. Indian railway officials are loath to challenge or confront
their own subordinates when their subordinates have a longer service record
in the bureaucracy.13 Bureau chiefs occasionally find themselves in a position
of authority over railway engineers with more years of service. This awkward
dissonance between formal authority and informal seniority makes bureau
chiefs reluctant to issue orders to some of their own engineers.14 The Chinese
railway bureaucracy, by comparison, maintains relatively unambiguous lines
of authority, as will be discussed in more detail later.

Each of these authority structures—geographical, functional, and tenure-
based—offers a rational means of organizing India’s railway bureaucracy on
its own. But layered together, they form a dense thicket of power relations
that intersect and, in many cases, clash. Individual officials are frequently torn
between competing obligations or stymied in their work by other railway
officials with opposing professional goals. The next section shows how these
differing state organizational structures affect the abilities of the Chinese and
Indian railway bureaucracies to implement railway projects.

5. THE EFFECT OF ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE ON STATE

CAPACITY

5.1 Goal Alignment and Accountability

The Chinese and Indian railway bureaucracies both have vast arrays of orga-
nizational subunits, each with its own objectives and areas of expertise.
Ensuring that the goals of these organizational subunits align with overall
state objectives while tying outcomes to specific actors is essential for the
successful completion of railway projects.

11. Interview, Chinese railway researcher, December 13, 2018.
12. Interview, former Indian railway manager, April 17, 2017.
13. Interview, former Indian Planning Commission official, July 4, 2018.
14. Interview, Indian railway chief engineer, April 14, 2017.
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In China’s case, the nodal structure of its railway bureaucracy helps align
the goals of various officials and agencies with the overarching goal of com-
pleting railway projects. Ultimate responsibility for Chinese railway projects
lies with a handful of key nodal actors who are able to weigh trade-offs
between various project goals, such as increasing expenditures to accelerate
construction work or decreasing expenditures to remain within budget.
Moreover, these nodal actors are able to integrate work across disparate
groups into a coherent project-wide effort. In the end, this nodal structure
enhances accountability by clearly tying a project’s overall success or failure to
a limited number of sufficiently empowered key actors.

The Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed Railway Corporation is a good example
of how the nodal structure helps with goal alignment. As the primary state
organization responsible for implementing the Beijing-Shanghai high-speed
railway project, the project corporation served as the principal nodal actor
across local governments, state banks, and contractors (Beijing-Shanghai
High-Speed Railway Corporation 2014). Each of these actors had its own
goals: local governments wanted to minimize their own costs associated with
the project; state banks wanted to ensure the timely repayment of loans; and
contractors sought to keep their own operating costs low and construction
delays to a minimum (ibid.). The project corporation played a central role in
balancing these often-competing demands to achieve the overarching goals of
the project.

China’s nodal structure also strengthens accountability by placing ulti-
mate responsibility for a project’s success in the hands of a single actor: the
project corporation. This plays an important role in the management of
contractors, which may number in the dozens: bridge engineering contrac-
tors, tunneling firms, electrical signaling specialists, and so on. As several
international experts with experience working on Indian railway projects
explained to me, Indian Railways and its contractors often trade blame for
construction delays.15 Such blame-trading is not possible in Chinese railway
projects because Chinese project corporations have the authority to select or
remove contractors. Thus, even when a contractor is the direct cause of
a delay or a safety problem, this is treated as a management failure on the
part of the project corporation for choosing an unqualified contractor in the

15. Interviews, railway specialist at a multilateral lending institution, April 14, 2017; railway
specialist at a multilateral lending institution, March 14, 2018.
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first place.16 For example, in the Shanghai-Kunming high-speed railway
project, quality issues with a tunnel segment caused by several contractors
resulted in harsh sanctions not only for the contractors but also for the
project corporation itself, which was charged with “management failures”
(China Railway Corporation 2017).

Chinese railway project corporations are linked directly to the success or
failure of their projects through formal and informal means. Formally, each
project is assessed by CRC along a set of standardized performance measures,
including engineering quality, construction safety, adherence to project time-
lines, financial management, and adherence to environmental policies (China
Railway Corporation 2015b). A project’s overall score, weighted across these
metrics, is then used to determine the financial compensation and promotion
prospects of every member of the project corporation. Quality and safety
issues are weighted particularly heavily, and major problems (such as a train
accident resulting from subpar construction) can result in the barring of
entire project teams from railway work. Informally, members of project
corporations are tied to their projects through their professional reputations.
Members of successful project teams are actively recruited for new
projects, often with higher positions.17 For particularly challenging types of
projects, such as ones involving tunneling through mountainous terrain in
southwest China, entire teams from previously successful projects are some-
times requested.18

The diffuse structure of India’s railway bureaucracy, in contrast, generates
conflicting interests across different parts of the bureaucracy and reduces
accountability by dispersing responsibility across a wide array of actors.
Without nodal actors to weigh trade-offs between project goals, different
departments and individual officials unilaterally pursue their own organiza-
tional subgoals at the expense of the overall project. Furthermore, overlap-
ping authority structures make it difficult to resolve conflicts between
competing interests within the bureaucracy. With many actors able to block
project work but few able to resolve disputes, accountability for project
outcomes is weakened as blame for problems or delays is shared across
many actors.

16. Interview, Chinese railway manager, December 22, 2018.
17. Interview, Chinese railway planning official, September 22, 2017.
18. Ibid.
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This is most clearly seen in the conflict between Indian Railways’ func-
tional divisions. Railway infrastructure projects in India are carried out by
regional railway bureaus, which in turn divide project work among their
various functional departments. However, these functional departments
have their own interests and goals. For example, civil engineering depart-
ments are evaluated on their ability to complete projects as quickly as
possible, while finance departments are evaluated on their ability to keep
project costs within budget.19 These two goals are often in tension: meeting
project deadlines may require greater spending on personnel and equipment,
thereby risking going over budget. In a nodal structure, there would be
a single nodal actor to whom both departments report that would settle such
conflicts. In the Chinese case, this is the role of the project corporation and its
head, the project manager.

The diffuse structure of India’s railway bureaucracy, in contrast, provides
no clear mechanisms for resolving conflicts between departments, frequently
resulting in organizational gridlock and project delays. In theory, the regional
bureau chief would be the logical “nodal actor” with the authority to manage
such disputes. However, in practice, regional bureau chiefs are often power-
less to intervene in interdepartmental disputes because their authority is
undermined by the functional division system. Performance evaluations by
superiors in the same functional division carry far more weight in promotion
decisions than evaluations by regional bureau chiefs.20 As a result, bureau
chiefs lack the authority to stop their own finance officials from blocking
budget requests from engineers. Because the entire railway bureaucracy is
divided into functional divisions—even the Railway Board has seats allocated
by functional division—there is almost no higher authority who can usefully
mediate these disputes, except at the highest levels of the bureaucracy.

Indeed, some divisional conflicts within Indian Railways reach the high-
est levels of the organization. A well-known example is the long-standing
tension between the electrical engineering division and the mechanical
engineering division. The electrical engineering division has played the lead
role in India’s effort to convert existing railway lines from diesel to electric.
However, this work was deliberately obstructed by mechanical engineers,
who felt increasingly marginalized and lobbied against funding for

19. Interview, Indian railway finance official, August 22, 2017.
20. Interview, former Indian railway manager, July 11, 2018.
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electrification projects.21 The mechanical engineers ended their opposition
after they were given a prestigious project of their own: India’s first high-
speed railway.22 Electrical engineers then retaliated by delaying the launch
of a new train model developed by the mechanical engineers (Das 2019). In
the end, without a clear mechanism for aligning goals and resolving con-
flicts, India’s railway projects suffer from frequent and persistent organiza-
tional disputes.

5.2 Coordination

Railway projects require a high degree of coordination across a wide array of
actors. This includes coordination not only within the railway bureaucracy
but also across ministries, departments, and agencies throughout the state
more broadly.

In China, railway project corporations play a crucial role in coordinating
project implementation across many state entities (Figure 3). Project corpora-
tions coordinate financing with state banks, land acquisition with local gov-
ernments, and construction work with contractors (China Railway
Corporation 2015a). They obtain permits and approvals in close cooperation
with environmental agencies and local utilities (see e.g., China Railway Engi-
neering Design and Consulting Group, 2016). For the Beijing-Shanghai
high-speed railway, the main project corporation had to coordinate with
a lengthy list of government bodies: the National Development and Reform
Commission, Ministry of Science and Technology, Ministry of Public Secu-
rity, Ministry of Finance, Banking Regulatory Commission, Ministry of
Land Resources, Transportation Ministry, Ministry of Information Industry,
State Grid Corporation, and more (Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed Railway
Corporation 2014, 25).

Work across all these areas must be finely synchronized given their inter-
dependency and the heavy financial cost of even minor project delays. For
example, project corporations must ensure that bridge and tunnel construc-
tion by contractors is completed at the same time as land acquisition work
performed by local governments.23 This ensures that tracklaying, electrifica-
tion, and signaling can be completed as a single step. If a project encounters

21. Interview, former Indian Railway Board member, August 11, 2018.
22. Ibid.
23. Interview, Chinese railway manager, December 22, 2018.

50 � ASIAN SURVEY 63:1



delays in land acquisition along one segment, the project corporation must
quickly redirect contractors to continue work on a different segment.

CRC also plays a crucial coordinating role within the railway bureaucracy
and across the Chinese state more broadly (Figure 2). Within the railway
bureaucracy, CRC manages the allocation of resources and personnel across
regional bureaus and railway project corporations.24 While these organiza-
tions operate relatively autonomously, CRC occasionally intervenes to ensure
that competing interests, such as the distribution of shared maintenance
costs, do not undermine the overall functioning of the railway system.25 CRC
also plays a coordinating role in research and development. During the early
years of China’s high-speed rail program, China’s then Ministry of Railways
(CRC’s predecessor) arranged partnerships between Chinese firms and for-
eign suppliers to facilitate the transfer of high-speed rail technology from
industry leaders such as Siemens and Alstom (Gao, Li, and Zhen 2016; Wang
2012). The Ministry of Railways also worked with the Ministry of Science and
Technology to establish specialized railway research centers at Chinese uni-
versities (Gao, Li, and Zhen 2016; Xinhua News 2008).

One of CRC’s most important roles is coordinating railway project work
with local governments. During the planning stage, CRC’s managing direc-
tor personally meets with the party secretary of each affected province to agree
on future railway projects.26 In face-to-face, closed-door meetings, the man-
aging director and local government leaders negotiate project terms, includ-
ing track alignment, station locations, and each province’s financial
contribution.27 To monitor progress and resolve interagency conflicts, CRC
often creates a project steering committee, known as a “leading small group”
(lingdao xiaozu), from key stakeholders such as local government leaders and
department heads. Once project work is underway, much of these coordi-
nating responsibilities with local governments shifts to the railway project
corporation. High-profile disputes do still emerge, such as a widely covered
disagreement over land acquisition for the Wuhan-Guangzhou high-speed
railway (People’s Daily 2009). Yet overall, the nodal structure of China’s
railway bureaucracy reduces the risk of disruptive conflicts and facilitates the
integration of project work across many parts of the Chinese state.

24. Interview, Chinese railway researcher, September 12, 2017.
25. Ibid.
26. Interview, Chinese railway researcher, September 18, 2017.
27. Ibid.
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The diffuse structure of India’s railway bureaucracy, in contrast, makes
coordination across state actors difficult and prone to delays. This can be
most clearly seen in the fragmented process for environmental approvals. In
India, railway projects typically require environmental permits from numer-
ous central, regional, state-level, and local environmental agencies, including
the Ministry of Environment and Forests (Singh 2009). The diffuse structure
of the bureaucracy prevents any single official or set of officials from being
sufficiently empowered to convene or liaise directly with these various envi-
ronmental agencies.28 Instead, this work is delegated to lower-level railway
bureaucrats, who must submit applications sequentially and wait months for
each decision.29

This diffuse structure makes coordination difficult even among railway
entities. Rather than meeting formally to coordinate project work, Indian
railway officials often resort to ad hoc bargaining with their colleagues, offer-
ing favors or promises of future accommodations within their areas of dis-
cretion. In many cases, however, they lack any meaningful leverage and are
reduced to “begging” their colleagues to cooperate.30 In interviews, Indian
railway officials frequently expressed frustration at being powerless to con-
vince other railway officials to complete tasks critical to their jobs.31 This lack
of coordination slows project implementation, as vital steps are mired in
lengthy negotiations or blocked entirely.

Examples of this bargaining and begging can be found throughout the
Indian railway bureaucracy. Finance officials wield outsized influence
through their power to approve or deny spending requests. Other railway
officials, even bureau chiefs, are mindful of the power of the finance officials
within their own bureaus and thus careful to maintain good working relation-
ships.32 But in interviews, many railway officials from other functional divi-
sions expressed resentment over needing to personally beseech financial
officials for approvals, which frequently caused project delays.33 In some
cases, this lack of coordination within the railway bureaucracy leads to prob-
lems with safety. In one incident in 2017, failure to coordinate a suspension of

28. Interview, Indian railway project manager, April 17, 2017.
29. Interview, Indian railway infrastructure director, April 21, 2017.
30. Interview, Indian railway chief engineer, April 14, 2017.
31. Interview, Indian railway manager, July 11, 2018.
32. Interview, former Indian railway manager, August 10, 2018.
33. Interview, Indian railway deputy chief engineer, August 22, 2017.
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train operations with maintenance work caused a train derailment that
resulted in 23 deaths (Hasan and Hizbullah 2017). In this case, as in many
others, the diffuse organizational structure of Indian Railways kept parts
of the bureaucracy separated, without any regular channels for feedback
and communication.

5.3 Autonomy

Railway projects often require modifications and improvised problem-solving
during the course of implementation. Sufficient autonomy among key actors
allows faster and more flexible decision-making in response to unforeseen
project challenges.

The nodal structure of China’s railway bureaucracy provides significant
autonomy for key actors at the middle levels of the bureaucracy. An industry-
wide framework of rules and procedures formulated by CRC and China’s
National Railway Administration emphasizes standardized management
practices and technical specifications that serve as implementation
“blueprints” for railway projects. Within this general framework, nodal
actors enjoy significant leeway in making project-level decisions, guided by
these project “blueprints” and high-level goals rather than detailed rules
and commands.34

This high level of autonomy applies to several sets of nodal actors in
China’s railway bureaucracy. Project corporations enjoy significant scope in
project-level decisions, such as selecting and removing contractors, altering
track alignment, or modifying budgets, all within a prescribed range.35 In
many cases, final authority rests with the individual project manager, which
enables more responsive decision-making without a wait for higher-level
approvals.36 Besides conducting project evaluations and inspections, CRC
rarely intervenes in day-to-day implementation work, leaving project cor-
porations relatively free to problem-solve on their own.37

Chinese state-owned contractors also act as nodes that enjoy significant
autonomy for their sections of projects. For example, civil engineering con-
tractors are typically awarded construction work for sections of track ranging

34. Interview, former Chinese railway manager, September 18, 2017.
35. Interview, Chinese railway researcher, September 12, 2017.
36. Ibid.
37. Interview, Chinese railway project manager, January 22, 2019.
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from 50 to several hundred kilometers in length. Each contractor has the
freedom to complete its section however it deems fit, as long as overall
specifications and timelines are met.38 These contractors often further sub-
divide work across their own teams and act like project corporations “writ
small.” Project corporations do closely monitor their contractors through
specialized supervisory firms and a standardized performance evaluation sys-
tem.39 But in general, they refrain from meddling with the day-to-day work
of their contractors, except in rare cases when an emergency intervention is
deemed necessary.40

The diffuse structure of India’s railway bureaucracy, in contrast, creates
many overlapping layers of detailed rules, even for trivial tasks, leaving railway
officials little room for autonomous decision-making. This can be seen most
clearly in the intricate sets of rules that govern India’s regional railway
bureaus, known as the Schedule of Powers.41 These rules, printed in volumes
running hundreds of pages in length, delineate in exacting detail the legal
scope of authority of each category of railway official for each task within the
bureau.42 Authority for routine spending decisions is tightly controlled, down
to the level of individual food items and office supplies. For example, spend-
ing on catering equipment is capped at $6,800 per year, and purchases of
milk and eggs must not exceed $1,300 per event (Ministry of Railways, India
2018, E26–29). Spending on rubber stamps and embossing seals is limited to
$14 per item (C7). Each of these spending limits is further segmented by
officer grade.

Certain departments within India’s regional railway bureaus also have their
own similarly exhaustive Schedule of Powers. One such schedule lays out
itemized spending limits for flower vases, pen stands, and ink cartridges,
differentiated by officer grade (Northeast Frontier Railway 2014, 53). Layered
on top of these rules are a set of industry-wide General Rules from the
Ministry of Railways that are also overly detailed and constraining. They
even include rules about rules, such as rule 2.02(b), which specifies that all
railway officials must be able to produce a copy of the General Rules when

38. Interview, Chinese railway researcher, March 29, 2018.
39. Interview, railway specialist at a multilateral lending institution, March 14, 2018.
40. Interview, Chinese railway accountant, December 20, 2018.
41. Interview, Indian railway chief engineer, April 20, 2017.
42. Examples in this paragraph are drawn from the Model Schedule of Powers published by

India’s Railway Board (2018), which serves as the template for India’s regional railway bureaus.
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ordered by a superior officer. Together, these many layers of detailed rules
ultimately stem from, and further exacerbate, a climate of distrust and con-
cern about corruption, which will be further discussed later.

As a result, Indian railway officials are often forced to either seek time-
consuming approvals from higher authorities or follow these intricate rules
and procedures, which not only causes delays but also compromises project
quality. One railway official explained that he often felt compelled to “do the
correct thing rather than the right thing,” rigidly adhering to bureaucratic
rules rather than making decisions he knew would be more beneficial to the
project.43 When selecting contractors, officials stick to formal procurement
rules that require contracts to be awarded to the lowest bidder even when the
quality and value of other suppliers are known to be superior.44 In land
acquisition work, Indian railway officials follow a statutory formula for com-
pensation rates even when they know it grossly underestimates land values—
which often triggers protests and causes project delays.45 Limited autonomy
results not only in exasperated bureaucrats but also in difficulties with com-
pleting railway projects.

Before concluding this section, the issue of corruption must be addressed.
More space for autonomous decision-making also means more room for the
potential abuse of power. Corruption is known to be widespread in both the
Chinese and Indian railway bureaucracies. In China, a large-scale corruption
investigation and a major high-speed train accident in 2011 culminated in
a lifetime prison sentence for then railway minister Liu Zhijun and the
dissolution of the Ministry of Railways (Tjia 2016). In India, the railway
sector consistently ranks near the top for number of corruption-related
disciplinary actions, even after accounting for its size (Central Vigilance
Commission, India 2018).

While both countries have institutions for combatting corruption in the
railway sector, in India these institutions are frequently abused in ways that
undermine the functioning of the bureaucracy. Corruption investigations in
India’s railway bureaucracy are often “weaponized” to carry out personal
vendettas among officials.46 Anyone targeted by a corruption probe becomes
“a passenger in his own position,” in the words of one interviewee, effectively

43. Interview, Indian railway project manager, April 21, 2017.
44. Interview, Indian railway construction engineer, April 14, 2017.
45. Interview, Indian railway infrastructure director, April 21, 2017.
46. Interview, former Indian railway manager, August 9, 2018.
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sidelined for the duration of the investigation.47 Other officials avoid working
with that person for fear of becoming targets themselves. The “fear of being
questioned” hangs like a sword of Damocles over every Indian railway official,
producing a “chilling effect” that stifles risk-taking and reinforces rigid
rule-following.48

China’s railway bureaucracy, in contrast, appears to be relatively effective
despite widespread corruption, mirroring the paradox of high corruption and
high performance found in China more generally (Ang 2020; Rothstein 2014;
Wedeman 2012) as well as other parts of East Asia (Khan and Sundaram
2000; Wedeman 2002). The Chinese railway bureaucracy’s nodal structure
may partially explain this puzzle in the railway sector. Clear lines of account-
ability, as described earlier, force actors in China’s railway system to ulti-
mately deliver on concrete project results, even if there is some diversion of
resources along the way. In addition, China’s anti-corruption institutions,
such as the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection, seem more con-
cerned with high-level graft and rarely interfere with day-to-day project
work.49 While a more precise discussion of the relationship between perfor-
mance and corruption lies beyond the scope of this article, the cases of
China’s and India’s railway bureaucracies suggest that organizational struc-
ture may play an instrumental mediating role.

6. CONCLUSIONS

This article has presented a new typology of state organizational structure—
nodal versus diffuse forms—and has shown how these contrasting organiza-
tional forms affect the ability of states to carry out policy goals. I examined
the specific mechanisms by which this occurs through a study of two para-
digmatic empirical cases: the state railway bureaucracies of China and India.
Using a side-by-side comparison, I showed how the nodal structure of Chi-
na’s railway bureaucracy facilitates the completion of railway projects by
providing mechanisms for coordination and accountability while the diffuse
structure of India’s railway bureaucracy hinders railway work by making these
same processes more difficult. These findings suggest that the organizational

47. Interview, former Indian railway manager, September 19, 2018.
48. Interview, Indian railway manager, August 22, 2017.
49. Interview, Chinese railway accountant, December 15, 2018.

56 � ASIAN SURVEY 63:1



structure of state bureaucracies plays an important yet under-studied role in
shaping state capacity.

This article also sheds light on the important mediating role that bureau-
cratic organizations play in center–local state relations. State bureaucracies
often span multiple levels of governance and serve as important sites of
interaction between the central state and local governing institutions. As the
Chinese and Indian cases show, the relationship between central and local
state actors can vary dramatically in their bureaucratic configuration, ranging
from a more top-down approach, as in Indian Railways, or a set of center–
local joint ventures, as in China’s railway project corporations. Future work
on center–local state relations would benefit from a closer examination of
bureaucratic organizations as a key area of interface.

Several related questions must be raised. First, how do state organizational
forms interact with the broader structure of the state? The Chinese state is
“unitary” in structure: nearly all lower levels of government are appointed by
the next-higher level in the state hierarchy, culminating in central party-state
control in Beijing. This unitary state structure supports China’s nodal railway
bureaucracy by providing instruments, such as personnel appointments, for
ensuring cooperation by local governments and other state agencies. In con-
trast, the Indian state is a “federal” political system, where subnational gov-
ernments are elected locally rather than appointed centrally. This exacerbates
the problems of India’s diffuse railway bureaucracy by limiting channels for
compelling cooperation by other state actors.

Second, where do state organizational forms come from, and how do
they spread between and within countries? Scholarship on policy diffusion
(e.g., Dolowitz and Marsh 2000) points to imitation and learning as one
such set of processes, such as China and India’s imitation of the Soviet
planned economy or late Tokugawa and Meiji Japan’s careful study of
European institutions. Coercion is another, such as legacies of colonial rule.
State organizational forms can also emerge through less directed processes,
such as the gradual accumulation of many layers of political compromises
(Mahoney and Thelen 2009).

Finally, state structure itself is endogenous to state capacity. The creation,
adoption, or spread of new state organizational forms often encounters
staunch resistance from existing stakeholders, and the Chinese and Indian
railway bureaucracies are no exception. China’s former Ministry of Railways
famously resisted reform efforts by Chinese Communist Party leaders for
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years, until a major train accident and corruption investigation finally ousted
the railway minister. While many of the structural problems of India’s railway
bureaucracy described in this article are widely recognized by the Indian
railway officials I interviewed, efforts at organizational change face resistance
at every level of the bureaucracy. Ultimately, a deeper form of state capac-
ity—the ability of the state to change itself—requires further research.

Published online: September 9, 2022

R EF ER E N CE S

Allison, Graham, and Morton Halperin. 1972. “Bureaucratic Politics: A
Paradigm and Some Policy Implications.” World Politics 24: 40–79.

Ang, Yuen Yuen. 2020. China’s Gilded Age: The Paradox of Economic Boom
and Vast Corruption. Cambridge University Press.

Bardhan, Pranab. 2002. “Decentralization of Governance and
Development.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 16(4): 185–205.

Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed Railway Corporation. 2014. Jing-hu gaosu tielu
jianshe zongjie [Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed Railway compendium].
Beijing: China Railway Press.

Bendor, Jonathan, and Terry Moe. 1985. “An Adaptive Model of Bureaucratic
Politics.” American Political Science Review 79(3): 755–74.

Besley, Timothy, and Stephen Coate. 2003. “Centralized versus
Decentralized Provision of Local Public Goods: A Political Economy
Approach.” Journal of Public Economics 87(12): 2611–37.

Blanchard, Olivier, and Andrei Shleifer. 2001. “Federalism With and
Without Political Centralization: China versus Russia.” IMF Staff Papers
48: 171–79.

Cai, Hongbin, and Daniel Treisman. 2006. “Did Government
Decentralization Cause China’s Economic Miracle?” World Politics
58(4): 505–35.

Central Vigilance Commission, India. 2018. “Annual Report.”
Chan, Kyle. Forthcoming. “Inside China’s State-Owned Enterprises:

Managed Competition through a Multi-Level Structure.” Chinese
Journal of Sociology.

Chibber, Vivek. 2002. “Bureaucratic Rationality and the Developmental
State.” American Journal of Sociology 107(4): 951–89.

58 � ASIAN SURVEY 63:1



China Railway Corporation. 2015a. “Tielu jianshe guanli banfa” [Railway
construction management method].

———. 2015b. “Tielue jianshe danwei kaohe banfa” [Railway project corpo-
ration evaluation system].

———. 2017. “Guanyu hu-kun gaotie guizhou duan zhiliang wenti chuli
qingkuang de tongbao” [Report on quality issues on the Guizhou section
of the Shanghai-Kunming high-speed rail line].

———. 2018. “Tielu jianshe xiangmu shigong qiye xinyong pingjia banfa”
[Railway construction project contractor credit evaluation method].

China Railway Engineering Design and Consulting Group. 2016. “Xinjian
zhengzhou zhi jinan tielu henan duan huangjing yingxiang baogao shu”
[Environmental impact report for the Henan section of the Zhengzhou-
Jinan high-speed railway].

Das, Arun Kumar. 2019. “Bureaucratic Tussle over ‘Train-18’ Persists, Delays
Launch of Service to Varanasi.” The Wire, January 15.

Debroy, Bibek, K. M. Chandrasekhar, Gucharan Das, Ravi Narain, Partha
Mukhopadhyay, Rajendra Kashyap, Ajay Tyagi, and Ajay Narayan Jha.
2015. “Report of the Committee for Mobilization of Resources for Major
Railway Projects and Restructuring of Railway Ministry and Railway
Board.” Ministry of Railways, India.

Dolowitz, David P., and David Marsh. 2000. “Learning from Abroad: The Role
of Policy Transfer in Contemporary Policy-Making.” Governance 13(1): 5–24.

Evans, Peter. 1995. Embedded Autonomy: States and Industrial Transformation.
Princeton University Press.

Fligstein, Neil. 1985. “The Spread of the Multidivisional Form among Large
Firms, 1919-1979.” American Sociological Review 50(3): 377.

Fukuyama, Francis. 2013. “What Is Governance?” Governance 26(3): 347–68.
Gao, Bai, Guowu Li, and Zhihong Zhen. 2016. Zhongguo gaotie chuangxin

tixi yanjiu [High-speed rail: Analysis of the Chinese innovation system].
Beijing: Social Sciences Academic Press (China).

Hammond, Thomas. 1986. “Agenda Control, Organizational Structure, and
Bureaucratic Politics.” American Journal of Political Science 30(2): 379–420.

Hasan, Syed Masroor, and Md Hizbullah. 2017. “Revealed: How Utkal
Express Derailed due to Indian Railways’ Recklessness.” India Today,
August 30.

Johnson, Chalmers. 1982. MITI and the Japanese Miracle: The Growth of
Industrial Policy: 1925-1975. Stanford University Press.

CHAN / THE ORGANIZATIONAL ROOTS OF STATE CAPACITY � 59



Khan, Mushtaq H., and Jomo Kwame Sundaram, eds. 2000. Rents, Rent-
Seeking and Economic Development: Theory and Evidence in Asia.
Cambridge University Press.

Kohli, Atul. 2004. State-Directed Development: Political Power and
Industrialization in the Global Periphery. Cambridge University Press.

Kremer, Michael. 1993. “The O-Ring Theory of Economic Development.”
Quarterly Journal of Economics 108(3): 551–75.

Lawrence, Martha, Richard Bullock, and Ziming Liu. 2019. China’s High-
Speed Rail Development. Washington, DC: World Bank.

Lijphart, Arend. 1971. “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method.”
American Political Science Review 65(3): 682–93.

Mahoney, James, and Kathleen Thelen. 2010. “A Theory of Gradual
Institutional Change.” In Explaining Institutional Change: Ambiguity,
Agency, and Power, edited by James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen,
1–37. Cambridge University Press.

Mertha, Andrew. 2005. “China’s ‘Soft’ Centralization: Shifting Tiao/Kuai
Authority.” China Quarterly 184(184): 791–810.

Ministry of Railways, China. 2009. Tielu gongcheng shigong zuzhi sheji zhinan
[Railway project construction organization design guidebook].

Ministry of Railways, India. 2018. “Model Schedule of Powers.”
Montinola, Gabriella, Yingyi Qian, and Barry R. Weingast. 1995.

“Federalism, Chinese Style: The Political Basis for Economic Success in
China.” World Politics 48(1): 50–81.

Mookherjee, Dilip. 2015. “Political Decentralization.” Annual Review of
Economics 7: 231–49.

National Railway Administration of China. 2014. “Jing-hu gaosu tielu gufen
youxian gongsi jianjie” [Overview of Beijing-Shanghai High-Speed Rail
Corporation].

North, Douglass C. 1990. Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic
Performance. Cambridge University Press.

Northeast Frontier Railway. 2014. “Schedule of Powers, Construction
Organization.” Indian Railways.

Oates, Wallace. 1972. Fiscal Federalism. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.
People’s Daily. 2009. “Wu-guang xian chaiqian diaocha: 14 dingzihu bi ting

guojia zhongdian goncheng 118 tian” [Wuhan-Guangzhou line land acqui-
sition investigation: 14 holdout residents block key national project for 118

days], March 17.

60 � ASIAN SURVEY 63:1



———. 2013. “Zhongguo tielu zonggongsi chengli” [China Railway
Corporation established], March 15.

Qian, Yingyi, and Chenggang Xu. 1993. “Why China’s Economic Reforms
Differ: The M-Form Hierarchy and Entry/Expansion of the Non-State
Sector.” Economics of Transition 1(2): 135–70.

Rothstein, Bo. 2014. “The Chinese Paradox of High Growth and Low
Quality of Government: The Cadre Organization Meets Max Weber.”
Governance 28(4): 533–48.

Singh, C. D. 2009. “Obtaining Forest Clearances under the Forest
(Conservation) Act, 1980.” Ch. 9 in India Infrastructure Report 2009.
Land: A Critical Resource for Infrastructure, 66–72. New Delhi: Oxford
University Press.

Skocpol, Theda, and Margaret Somers. 1980. “The Uses of Comparative
History in Macrosocial Inquiry.” Comparative Studies in Society and
History 22(2): 174–97.

Tiebout, Charles. 1956. “A Pure Theory of Local Expenditures.” Journal of
Political Economy 64(5): 416–24.

Tjia, Linda Yin-nor. 2016. Explaining Railway Reform in China: A Train of
Property Rights Re-arrangements. London: Routledge.

Treisman, Daniel. 2007. The Architecture of Government: Rethinking Political
Decentralization. Cambridge University Press.

Tsebelis, George. 2002. Veto Players: How Political Institutions Work.
Princeton University Press.

Wang, Chen. 2012. “Quanneng yezhu dansheng” [An all-powerful owner is
born]. Caixin Weekly, July 2.

Weaver, R. Kent. 1986. “The Politics of Blame Avoidance.” Journal of Public
Policy 6(4): 371–98.

Wedeman, Andrew. 2002. “Development and Corruption: The East Asian
Paradox.” In Political Business in East Asia, edited by Edmund Terence
Gomez, 34–61. London: Routledge.

———. 2012. Double Paradox: Rapid Growth and Rising Corruption in China.
Cornell University Press.

Xinhua News. 2008. “Kejibu, tiedaobu qianshu gaosu lieche zizhu chuangxin
hezuo xieyi” [Ministry of Science and Technology and Ministry of
Railways sign high-speed train indigenous innovation joint action plan
cooperation agreement], February 26.

CHAN / THE ORGANIZATIONAL ROOTS OF STATE CAPACITY � 61



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFA1B:2005
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


