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[ Abstract] Empirical studies on China’s grassroots petitioning system (xinfang) reveal
that many petitioners consciously invoke laws, administrative regulations, state policies, even
“the spirit of the CPC Central Committee” as the “expression tools” for upholding their rights
and interests, while grassroots governments are usually believed to act in a rather passive way in
administration and the maintenance of social stability. This paper takes grassroots xinfang work
as the entry point and, through the analysis of the discourse interaction between grassroots gov-
ernments and petitioners, reveals that both grassroots governments and petitioners frame their
narrations on the basis of their own rhetoric of “rule of law”. This discourse confrontation runs
through their xinfang interaction and reflects an institutional gap and a separation of discourse
from practice resulting from the two policy orientations of “the mass line” and “institutional ra-

tionality” .
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