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Topography, Niche and Autonomy of Villagers
— Case Study of Villages Neighboring the Dian Lake

ZHU Xiao-yang,LIN Ye
(Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract ; This article discusses community-based autonomy through the approach of topology-niche,
which regarding topography both as an ontological reality and an embodied reality. The concept of niche is
borrowed from contemporary evolutionary anthropology and it refers to living environment with specified
topography. A niche is an integrated environment, including human being and surrounding things, infra-
structure/environment, as well as livelihood/techniques of production. Livelihood is related with particular
techniques and skills. Skill is also political, as a relationship of prestige or dominance would generate in
mastering, applying and controlling of skill. This article tries to reveal that the important role of unincor-
porated villages and villagers’ group in current system of grass-root autonomy is related with topography-
niche. Through tracing historical context and local background of unincorporated villages and villagers’
group, this article concludes that if we do research on rule of law and grass-root governance in China
through the approach of topography, we are still able to follow important issues concerned by traditional
approaches of social science and legal research, while reveal realities overlooked by these traditional approa-
ches.

Key Words: Topography; Niche; Governance of Village; Village Cadre; Grass-root Unit of Autono-
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