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Proactive Reform or Passive Adjustment? Social Consensus and Transaction
Cost Logic of Land Expropriation System Change

CHEN Lebin JIANG Hai TIAN Shuangqging QU Futian

Abstract: From “crossing the river by feeling the stones” to comprehensively deepening the reform, China’s reform model has
undergone important changes. By differentiating proactive reform and passive adjustment, this article embeds social consensus and
transaction cost into the institutional analysis framework. Taking land expropriation as an epitome, the study reveals China’s reform
process and the logic of the evolution of reform models, and clarifies the new requirements of reform in a new era. The study finds
that, under the joint action of social consensus and transaction cost, the land expropriation system has experienced the following
stages: the establishment of land expropriation system under high social consensus and the operation of low transaction cost from
1949 to 1978; the passive adjustment of land expropriation system and maintenance of high transaction cost under weakened social
consensus from 1978 to 1998; the exploration of land expropriation system reform and social consensus accumulation with high
transaction cost from 1998 to 2012. Since 2012, the reform of land expropriation system under new social consensus has been
further promoted and the transaction cost has been optimized. The proactive reform of “top-level design and grassroots exploration”,
which is led by social consensus and moderately sensitive to transaction cost, has become the main way to comprehensively deepen
reform in a new era. Governments at all levels should create a social environment conducive to enhancing the political consensus,
value consensus and public opinion consensus on reform and promote high-quality development of reform.
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