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The Change of Biotechnology and Agrarian Transformation .
Review of the Appropriationism/Substitutionism Theory

CHEN Yiyuan

Abstract This paper has reviewed the book ‘From farming to biotechnology: A theory of agro-industrial development’ ,
and re-examined the theory in Chinese context. This book explores the agrarian question by looking into the progress of bio-
technology, and theories the appropriationism/substitutionism’ framework. The authors emphasize that due to the con-
straints of ‘ nature’ , capital fails to organize a superior production system to undermine the competitive advantage of house-
hold production, which could explain the survival of family farming. Nonetheless, agro-capital is still able to strengthen its
control and penetration to agriculture. This theoretical framework is illuminating for understanding China’ s agrarian
change. The agrarian capitalization could take place without large-scale land transfer. Rather, by undermining discrete ele-
ments of the agricultural production process or the food processing process, agro-capital could appropriate agricultural sur-
plus. However, China’s agrarian transformation has gone beyond this framework, which needs to be further examined.

Keywords Biotechnological change; Agrarian transformation; Appropriationism; Substitutionism



