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Before the lychees spoil, the system has already rotted.
— Examining Dilemmas and Innovations in the Administrative System through
“The Lychee of Chang'an”

Cheng Cheng™™  Chih-Chun Chiu™**
Abstract

This study examines the television drama The Lychee of Chang ’an, which centers on an
almost impossible mission during the late Tang Dynasty, as a lens to explore the structural
challenges of traditional bureaucratic systems. Drawing on public administration theories, the
analysis identifies three key institutional flaws depicted in the drama: excessive centralization of
decision-making leading to resource misallocation, overly complex administrative procedures
resulting in execution failures, and an organizational culture marked by responsibility avoidance
and upward appeasement. These issues are not only characteristic of the Tang bureaucracy but also
resonate with modern critiques of hierarchical governance.

The discussion integrates perspectives from bureaucratic theory, structural functionalism, and
goal displacement to explain the dysfunction of the system. Insights from New Public
Management and New Public Service highlight how the protagonist, Li Shande, exemplifies
grassroots bureaucratic innovation by bypassing rigid chains of command, mobilizing local

resources, and redefining public value.
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Finally, Campbell’s “Hero’s Journey” framework is employed to map Li’s transformation
from a marginalized minor official to an innovative executor, illustrating strategies for individual
agency within a rigid system. The drama thus functions not only as a historical narrative but also
as a governance allegory, warning that overreliance on political authority, formalism, and narrow
performance metrics ultimately undermines legitimacy and efficiency, while effective governance

requires a balance between efficiency, values, flexibility, and innovation.

Keywords: Burcaucracy, The Dilemma of Tang Dynasty Bureaucracy, Hero’s journey,

New Public Services, Innovative Governance.
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