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Institutional Disconnection and Resilience Alienation: A New Framework
for Understanding Grassroots Formalism

FENG Chuan
(1. School of Political Science and Public Administration, Wuhan University;
2. Center for Local Politics Studies, Wuhan University)

Summary: In the process of modernizing grassroots governance, eradicating the persistent malaise of
formalism is a crucial issue for safeguarding governance resilience. Although policy dimensions have
repeatedly emphasized deepening structural reforms to enhance governance efficacy, contemporary
grassroots formalism has manifested an alienated trajectory characterized by “countering formalism with
formalism”. Paradoxically, institutional innovations originally designed to fortify governance resilience
have instead devolved into concentrated arenas for formalistic practices, making it particularly urgent to
clarify the intricate nexus between resilience and formalism. Therefore, constructing an explanatory
framework from the perspective of institutional interaction to parse the generative logic of grassroots
formalism carries profound theoretical and practical significance. Centering on the core inquiry of “how
resilient governance engenders formalism”, this study draws upon resilience theory and related scholarly
achievements to introduce an interactive perspective of formal and informal institutions, thereby proposing
a “resilient governance - institutional interaction” analytical framework.

The relationship between resilience and formalism is dualistic: at the level of “governance resilience”,
the two are mutually opposed; at the level of “resilient governance”, they can coexist. Institutional
disconnection engenders formalism through three distinct pathways. Firstly, when formal institutions
squeeze the space of informal institutions, grassroots actors adopt passive adaptation strategies such as
strategic withdrawal and indicator blurring, triggering policy suspension and diminished governance
efficacy. Secondly, when formal regulations and informal practices operate in parallel, grassroots actors
employ decoupling strategies characterized by “front-stage compliance and back-stage autonomy”, causing
formal institutions to idle and eroding institutional authority. Thirdly, when informal institutions inversely
distort the formal institutional framework, grassroots actors utilize capture strategies embedded within
formal institutions, resulting in the alienation of compliance and the displacement of institutional goals.
The shared essence of these three pathways is that formal and informal institutions lose their
complementary and embedded state of integration, manifesting as functional fragmentation, logical
conflict, or substantive separation, which ultimately forces grassroots resilience governance to shift from
“innovative adaptation” to “formalistic compliance”. Consequently, a central-local consultation
mechanism should be constructed within the framework of democratic centralism to create spaces for
policy flexibility and two-way feedback channels, optimize differentiated evaluation systems, and clarify
the boundaries of functional and territorial responsibilities, thereby guiding informal institutions to play a
constructive role under the rule of law.

Keywords: Resilient Governance; Formal Institutions; Informal Institutions; Formalism; Democratic
Centralism
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