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Generalizations, and Theoretical Mechanisms
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Abstract

The article reviews the history of the word “involution,” the empirical basis of the concept of
“agricultural involution,” and the mechanisms operating behind that phenomenon. It then
considers the very different empirical bases and mechanisms of “bureaucratic involution.” State
and peasant might interact in a positive way that leads to development — as when the state in the
Reform era gave peasants the power and right to respond to market stimuli and develop the “labor
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and capital dual intensifying” “new agriculture” that has led to genuine development,
demonstrating how small peasants have been the true primary subjects of Chinese agriculture and
the true key to genuine agricultural development. By contrast, if bureaucratic involution should
force on peasants policies that run counter to realities, it can lead to malignant “ultra-involution.”
Similar consequences can be seen in spheres with scarce opportunities relative to the number of

people seeking them, once they are placed under the forces of bureaucratic involution, as in the
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“examinations-above-all-else education system” as well as in similar (public and private)
enterprise management. That is why the word “involution” has recently triggered such widespread
resonance among so very many people. What is needed is state-party policies that truly accord
with the interests of the people and draw their active participation. That kind of combination is

what can check tendencies toward ultra-involution.
Keywords

agricultural involution and de-involution, bureaucratic involution, negative combination,

positive combination, path to development
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