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The Causes, Operating Mechanisms, and Governance Pathways of
“Involutionary” Competition: An Analysis Based on
Marxist Political Economy Theory of Competition

ZHOU Wen', ZHONG Jinchen" *

(1. Institute for the Sinicization of Marxist Economics, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China;
2. School of Marxism, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China)

Summary: Competition is the most fundamental operating mechanism of a market economy. “Involutionary” competition
has become a prominent problem in China’s current economic operation, manifested in the continuous intensification of
market competition among firms without effectively promoting technological progress or efficiency improvement.

This paper constructs an analytical framework based on the Marxist political economy theory of competition. It argues
that competition, under conditions of socialized large-scale production, is an important mechanism for regulating the
allocation of total social labor among different sectors of production. Competition possesses a dual nature, both promoting
and constraining productive forces, and undergoes a stage-specific transformation from value creation to value realization
across different phases of capital accumulation. “Involutionary” competition represents a concrete manifestation of this
transformation, in which competition shifts from fostering the development of productive forces to constraining their further
advancement. The paper analyzes the three causes of “involutionary” competition. First, stage-specific changes in the
conditions of capital accumulation constrain the production possibility frontier. Second, the endogenous weakening of
innovation capability gives rise to homogeneous competition. Third, impediments to capital mobility lead to the
malfunctioning of the profit-rate equalization mechanism. “Involutionary” competition becomes self-reinforcing through
three mechanisms: a quantitative-structural circulation mechanism, in which capacity expansion, profit compression,
weakened innovation, and technological convergence form a closed loop; a short-term and long-term overlay mechanism,
whereby factor-price distortions and market segmentation interact to continuously obstruct profit-rate equalization; and a
domestic-international interlocking mechanism, in which trade barriers and technological blockades force production
capacity to return inward, further intensifying domestic competitive pressure. Accordingly, this paper proposes a governance
pathway centered on cultivating innovation-based competitive advantages and forming a “tiered and differentiated” pattern
of innovation-oriented competition. This pathway encompasses three dimensions. It should build a modern industrial
system. It should advance the construction of a unified national market. It should expand high-level opening-up.

The contribution of this paper lies in situating “involutionary” competition within the overall framework of capital
accumulation and social reproduction, revealing its essence as a stage-specific transformation of competition from value
creation to value realization. This provides theoretical references and policy implications for comprehensively addressing
“involutionary” competition during the 15th Five-Year Plan period and for promoting high-quality economic development.
Key words: “involutionary” competition ; Marxist political economy ; theory of competition ; capital accumulation ; value

realization
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