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How Did “Counter-Behaviors” Contribute to Institutional Changes:
A Review of The Counter-Behaviors of Chinese Peasants, 1950—1980
Qi Chen

Abstract; In his book, Counter-behaviors of Chinese Peasants, 1950 —
1980, historian Gao Wangling defines “counter-behaviors” (fanxingwei) as the
everyday actions of shirking and non-compliance by peasants under the disguise of being
weak and subservient, This article, as a critique of Gao’s work, reexamines the
origins, evolution, and eventual formation of the counter-behaviors of Chinese
peasants during the state-led collectivization movement in the 1950s, the impact
of counter-behaviors on the collective economy and the administrative system,
and their relevance to the initiation of rural reforms in the 1980s. It also
discusses the implications of the counter-behaviors for understanding the origins
of reforms in present-day China and posits that counter-behaviors may function as
stimuli for new reform measures in a given context of state-society relations. It
further argues that counter-behaviors, for all the possible effect of mitigating the
damages to the interests of local people, could also result in the losses of both
the state and peasants. As an alternative or correction to counter-behaviors, the
author calls for a top-down readjustment of the deficient aspects of state-society
relations and a new model of positive interactions between state authorities and
local society under rationalized governance institutions.

Keywords: peasants, counter-behavior, institutional change, people’s commune



