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The Alienation of the Letter-and-Visit System and
the Transformation of Grassroots Governance:

The Case of Shanxiang of Wuhan Municipality
Baifeng Chen

Abstract; The so-called alienation of the time-honored “letters and visits”
(xinfang) system is best seen in the case of land requisition and resident
relocation in Shanxiang of Wuhan municipality, in which the appeal process of
letter-writing and government office visit itself underwent a transition from
consultation through rights defense to finally profiteering. Behind this alienation
is the introduction of a new model of governance that centered on the utilization of
local resources and its substitution for the traditional model that relied primarily
on persuasion, education, and mediation and also turned to compulsion and
punishment as supplementary measures; the latter, however, has lost its
ground under the condition of a market economy and the self-interested
orientation of local governments. As a result, local authorities opted for either
the direct management of letters and visits by taking advantage of the greatly
increased resources at their disposal or the indirect management by reallocating
the resources and thereby mobilizing relevant social segments for that end. This
article questions the legitimacy of the resource-intensive approach and instead
proposes a new solution on the principle of legitimate interests, which aims to
safeguard the rightful interests of both local residents and the grassroots
government, and which had to be materialized by grassroots governments
through their budgetary regulations.

Keywords: resource-intensive management, consultative appeals, rights-defense

appeals, profiteering appeals, transformation of appeal management
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