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Chapter 1

u

Introduction
The End of the Peasant?  

Global Capitalism and the 
Future of Agrarian Society

Arif Dirlik and Roxann Prazniak

This volume issued from the Wall Summer Institute, “The End of the Peasant? Global 
Capitalism and the Future of Agrarian Society,” held over a week in late June 2008 at 
the Peter Wall Institute for Advanced Studies of the University of British Columbia. 
The Institute was followed in June 2009 by a weeklong field trip by selected participants 
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to witness cooperative efforts in Henan Prov-
ince, inspired by the efforts of Professor Wen Tiejun of People’s (Renmin) University 
in Beijing. The conclusions from the field trip were discussed in a daylong workshop 
at the Advanced Institute for Sustainable Development of the School of Agricultural 
Economics and Rural Development at that university. The Institute discussions, the field 
trip, and the workshop presentations confirmed the sense of a major transformation of 
agrarian societies at work globally, reversing radical hopes of the post-WWII years but 
quite in keeping with long-term developments under the regime of capital. Whether 
or not this is a cause for optimism or pessimism is entangled very much in attitudes 
toward the capability of capitalism to solve the problems of its creation. These conflict-
ing attitudes have a history of their own, as Alexander Woodside’s introductory chapter 
outlines. It remains to be seen whether present uncertainties over the future of agrarian 
society are merely a replay of the past or products of an unprecedented world situation.

Because of, for the most part, the organizers’ interests and areas of expertise, 
the transformation of agrarian society in the People’s Republic of China over the 
last three decades, and the sense of crisis that has enveloped that nation over the last 
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decade, provided the initial impetus for the undertaking. Developments over the last 
two decades have catapulted the PRC to the forefront of speculation over the future 
of capitalism and the world economy. The future of agrarian society is part of this 
speculation. Since the early 2000s, the Chinese leadership has openly recognized the 
seriousness of what is described as the “three-nong” problem, referring to nongye/
agriculture, nongcun/village, and nongmin/peasant (or cultivator, see below). The 
regime has made the creation of a “new socialist village” (shehui zhuyi xincun) into 
one of its top priorities, at least in word. What this means remains unclear, as “the 
new socialist village” is likely to point to something quite different from the con-
ventional understanding of the “village,” where the village is not so much a unit of 
agrarian society as it is an integral part of a nationwide urban network. This also 
has radical implications not only for the understanding of the “peasant,” but for the 
organization of agriculture.1

The coverage of the undertaking was expanded almost immediately, however, to 
place developments in China in a comparative perspective but also to get at structural 
problems that are global in scope. The food crisis of spring 2008 confirmed the valid-
ity of these concerns. As Jomo Kwame Sundaram observed in his keynote address for 
the Summer Institute, the food crisis had many long- and short-term causes, among 
them price manipulation, but a structural transformation of agriculture was one of 
the fundamental, long-term reasons exacerbated by neoliberal policies. Different socie-
ties are placed differently in the global topography of capitalism. But there is also a 
great deal of commonality in the problems they face in terms of parallel trajectories of 
development, as well as increased interdependence in the supply of agricultural com-
modities. Ironically, what distinguishes China may be the willingness of the regime to 
recognize the problem and plan for the future, as was observed by Joao Pedro Stedile, 
a prominent leader of the Landless Workers Movement in Brazil who was a participant 
in the workshop at People’s University.2

We would like to single out here three issues that emerged in the course of the 
discussions in the various meetings, which also guide the essays included in this vol-
ume: the long-term relationship between capitalism and agrarian society, the city and 
the countryside in the analysis of agrarian society, and the question of the peasant as 
a social category.

Capitalism and agrarian soCiety

The impact of capitalism on agrarian society does not call for extensive discussion 
here, because it is masterfully summarized in Chapter 3 by Immanuel Wallerstein. 
Where agrarian society is concerned, the history of capitalism appears as one long 
process of “de-ruralization” and “de-peasantization,” in the words of Wallerstein, or, 
“de-agriculturalization,” as Gregory Guldin (also at the conference) has put it with 
reference to contemporary China.3 Over the last half millennium, agriculture has come 
progressively under the domination of the capitalist market, transforming productive 
relations in the countryside. The transformation has changed not only social relation-
ships in the countryside, including labor relations, but also peasant cultural identity as 
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the “peasantry” has been integrated into the production and consumption practices of 
capitalism and the political demands of the nation-state.

In this perspective, what may be novel presently is the globalization of this 
process accompanying the globalization of capital: the transformation of the Global 
South along the trajectory traversed earlier by advanced capitalist societies. The sense of 
novelty is enhanced by the reversal of the emphasis on agrarian society of Third World 
national liberation movements of only a generation ago that not only perceived in the 
peasantry the key to national identity and autonomous development but promised to 
subject metropolitan areas globally to the rule of the countryside. While memories of 
national liberation continue to dynamize agrarian-inspired social movements, such as 
the Via Campesina, what has happened over the last three decades is the opposite: the 
urbanization of the countryside led by developmentalist states that have internalized a 
basic premise of global capitalism as the only available path to survival and prosperity. 
Urbanization has changed the nature of these movements as well, which can hardly 
be described as “peasant” or even agrarian movements, as much of their activity is 
conducted in urban centers. We will say more on this below.

the City and the Countryside

This discussion of urbanization leads directly to the second issue: the relationship 
between the city and the countryside in the analysis of agrarian society. If capitalism 
has had a transformative impact on the countryside, the city has served as the medium 
and the agent of transformation. Recognition of the fundamental importance of this 
relationship forces two considerations, one analytical, the other political: Is it possible 
to understand change in the countryside without reference to the city, and, for the 
same reason, can the problems of the countryside be resolved without change in urban 
existence? And if the country and the city are interdependent in many ways, from the 
economic to the cultural, can the city survive the disappearance of the country?

The primacy of the city over the countryside long has been an assumption of 
social theory. The city is not just the center of economic, political, and cultural life but 
also, for the same reasons, a manifestation of civilization and an emblem of progress. 
Thus Marx and Engels wrote in The German Ideology that “the separation of town 
and country” represented the “the greatest division of material and mental labour,” 
tracing its origins to “the antagonism between town and country [beginning] with 
the transition from barbarism and civilization.”4 The city is nearly synonymous with 
civilization and, as such, the civilizer of the countryside as well.

It does not follow, however, that the domination of the countryside by the city 
is a foregone conclusion, that it has the same form and character at all times, or that 
the relationship between the two is of necessity an antagonistic one. Marx and Engels 
followed the statement above with an account that historicized the evolution of the 
city under different social formations, culminating with the capitalist city. Fernand 
Braudel would write with reference to the precapitalist city (in different forms) that 
“town and country never separate like oil and water because the bond uniting them 
neither breaks nor pulls lone way only. They separate and draw closer at the same time, 
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split up and then regroup.”5 Since Marx and Engels were interested primarily in the 
emergence of the capitalist city, they projected its characteristics on its genealogy, ignor-
ing that the relationship between town and country historically was marked as much 
by symbiosis (not just economically but socially and culturally as well) as antagonism. 
In this account, cities that could not liberate themselves from the countryside suffered 
from rural inertia, unable to generate the dynamism that, for better or for worse, had 
created capitalist society in Europe.6

From an ecologically sensitive contemporary perspective, the “modern” city 
appears instead as a betrayal of the premodern city’s promise of a more ecologically 
sound and sociable relationship between the city and the countryside. Making an 
unconventional distinction between city (or town) and the urban, Eco-Anarchist 
social theorist Murray Bookchin writes that “born of the city, urbanization has been 
its parent’s most effective assailant, not to speak of the agrarian world that it has almost 
completely undone.”7 Bookchin, who idealized the classical city, viewed “urbanization” 
not simply as “citification” but as the defining characteristic of the modern city that 
distanced the city from the countryside, followed by the urban “engulfing” of “the 
agrarian and natural worlds,” which in turn created the conditions for the city turned 
in upon itself to “devour . . . city life based on the values, culture, and institutions 
nourished by civic relationships.” A symbiotic relationship between town and country, 
in other words, was turned into an antagonism between town and country that would 
result not only in the erasure of the countryside but the end of the city itself as the 
location for political and cultural sociability. “Even if we think in the old terms of city 
versus country,” he continues, “urbanization threatens to replace both contestants in 
this seeming historic antagonism. It threatens to absorb them into a faceless urban 
world in which the words ‘city’ and ‘country’ will essentially become social, cultural, 
and political archaisms.”8

Bookchin surprisingly left out of his analysis the relationship between democracy 
and slavery in the classical city he admired, but that is not a pertinent issue here.9 Two 
aspects of his analysis are important for historical and critical reasons. His distinction 
between the urban and the city (or town) has important analytical implications: if 
capitalism has had a transformative impact on agrarian society, it has done so through 
urbanization of both town and country, rendering the urban into the indispensable 
referent (or even, context) in any analysis of agrarian society. Urbanization here becomes 
a feature of the “modern” (capitalist) city, rather than a referent for all city formation. 
The transformation of the countryside also requires the transformation of the city, so 
that the analysis of one is inextricably entangled in the analysis of the other. Within 
the context of the Global South presently, urbanization would mean, by implication, 
the transformation of existing cities and towns along trajectories demanded by global 
capitalism, in the process also bringing the countryside under the hegemony of capitalist 
relations of production. Conversely, the transformation of the rural areas of the globe 
has an impact on cities in both the developed and the developing worlds, if only in 
the form of migrant labor from the “countryside”—hence Bookchin’s conclusion that 
the city/country distinction itself is on its way to becoming “archaic.”

The second important aspect of the analysis is its normative but analytically rel-
evant suggestion that the end of the country also means the end of the city. Marxists, 
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and Marxist-inspired analysts such as Braudel, exhibit ambivalence toward the city that 
has come to pervade most social science analysis: the city as a realm of contradictions, 
of both freedom and creativity, and alienation and self-destruction. Such contradic-
tions are clearly visible in contemporary analyses of what have been designated “world” 
or “global” cities, especially as they assume “mega-” sizes, as realms both of transna-
tionalist cosmopolitanism and ethnic segmentation and parochialism.10 Bookchin’s 
criticism of urbanization as the death of the city forces another mode of thinking. 
As city-city relationships over long distances come to overshadow the relationship of 
the city to its hinterland, they distance the one from the other, rendering a symbiotic 
into an antagonistic relationship in which the countryside is the first casualty. But it 
is not the only casualty, because the city itself becomes subject to forces beyond its 
control, and the management of those forces takes priority over modes of governance 
that are intended to enhance the sociability that is its very reason for existence. The 
city is transformed into a location in a network of locations through which capital 
and its auxiliary services move and serves as such as a link in the process of capitalist 
production. As a recent Marxist analysis observes, cities provide the ideal spaces for the 
accumulation of capital, which in turn transforms the city on an ongoing basis in the 
process of its production and reproduction: “Capital accumulation and the production 
of urbanization go hand in hand.”11

The logical conclusion here is that the grounding of capital in the city simulta-
neously off-grounds the city from its ecological setting by yoking it to the motions of 
capital. Fernand Braudel, explicitly in agreement with Marx, wrote pessimistically that,

It is the inequalities, the injustice, the contradictions, large or small, which make the 
world go round and ceaselessly transform its upper structures, the only really mobile 
ones. For capitalism alone has relative freedom of movement. . . . Faced with inflex-
ible structures . . . it is able to choose the areas where it wants and is able to meddle, 
and the areas it will leave to their fate, incessantly reconstructing its own structures 
from these components, and thereby little by little transforming those of others.12

The statement successfully captures what may be distinctive about the forces 
driving the modern capitalist city, confirmed daily in our time by the globalization 
of urban forms. Neither limitations on the motions of capital nor urban and rural 
struggles to ground it in accordance with local needs is sufficient to refute that city and 
country alike have been integrated into its domain. The distancing of the city from the 
countryside means only that the city is now shaped by forces beyond the local, not that 
there is a literal separation between the two. On the contrary, as Bookchin suggests, 
the integration of the country to the city may be more thorough presently than ever 
before in history. It is also marked by its own peculiar contradictions. Cities continue 
to consume the countryside. The countryside strives to become citified, to partake of 
the promises of globality, even as it also resists appropriation by the city. But cities in 
their expansion bring the countryside into their midst (whether as fields or as people), 
so that global forces and forces of the immediate hinterland play out their antagonism 
in the city. At the same time, the emptying out of the countryside into the city raises 
the questions of what agrarian society might mean under the circumstances and what 
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is to become of all those activities associated with it, most crucially but not just food 
production. It is impossible to address the dynamics of one without also referring to 
the dynamics of the other, more so for the country than for the city as it is drawn into 
the force field of urbanization, but by no means unidirectionally.

Regardless of where they stand on issues of capital and classes, or space and place, 
most of the outstanding works on contemporary urban formations share one short-
coming: a seeming obliviousness to the relationship of world-cities to the countryside. 
Whether out of a sense of an academic division of labor, or an ideological fascination 
with urban networks, there is little discussion in these works of world cities’ changing 
relationship to their hinterlands (including lesser urban configurations), extending 
to and possibly beyond national boundaries. This omission may be more the case 
with those who stress the global over the transnational, and spaces over places, but 
it is difficult to find, in these works, any sustained analysis of urban-rural relations 
that received far greater attention in approaches based on “central places.” Where the 
countryside comes into analysis, it is in the guise of “transnational villages,” rural 
settlements in some distant location in some other nation that have come to gain a 
foothold in world-cities. Analyses of migration rarely attempt to account for migrations 
within nation-states that swell the rapidly growing slums of world-cities, especially in 
countries of the Global South.13

It is as if world-cities are off-grounded from their concrete environment, and 
their relationship to one another renders invisible any relationship to the countryside. 
Some analysts, such as the advocate of borderless globalization, Kenichi Ohmae, go so 
far as to celebrate the distancing of the world-city from its environment as a condition 
of efficient development.14 The result, as Riccardo Petrella of the European Union 
has noted, is a portrayal of world-cities as a “wealthy archipelago of city regions . . . 
surrounded by an impoverished lumpenplanet.”15

The “disappearance” of the countryside from theorizations of the city may be 
attributable to actual changes globally. More than half the world’s population presently 
resides in urban areas (not all of them world-cities), and the figure is expected to rise 
to 60 percent over the next two decades.16 If the evacuation of the countryside into the 
city has been underway since the origins of capitalism half a millennium ago, what 
we are witnessing presently is the latest phase of this development in which problems 
of urbanization in the Global South have moved to the center of attention.17 In some 
instances, such as in the People’s Republic of China, the forces of political economy 
are reinforced by actual state policy that perceives in urbanization in megaurban com-
plexes the resolution of problems of agrarian society as well.18 The urbanization of the 
rural population is also expected to contribute to further agricultural development by 
replacing the family farm with “agricultural production that mimics the agribusiness 
management techniques of North America.”19

The case of China is particularly important in illustrating the dramatic shift 
that has taken place from Maoist policies of self-sufficiency and self-reliance that 
presupposed the priority of national surfaces over city networks, to an export-oriented 
transnational economy that has marginalized the countryside and reduced the peasantry 
to second-class citizenry. It is arguable that while Maoist policies placed a premium 
on agriculture, they, too, helped “de-peasantize” the countryside through collective 
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organization that mimicked industrial organization (see below). Those policies were 
also responsible for the hukou (household registration) system that divided the city 
and the country. Megacities, rather than resolve this problem, are more likely to bring 
the urban-rural bifurcation into the structure of urban complexes, as has happened 
already in cities like Beijing.20 The system of hereditary registration in place of birth, 
moreover, has rendered the urban-rural division into a caste-like system, denying rural 
migrants to the city full citizenship in their inability to access basic needs like education 
and health.21 In this regard, they are not all that different in the difficulties they face 
from the so-called illegal immigrants that are flowing into cities around the world.22

These developments hardly justify the neglect of the countryside. On the contrary, 
the absorption of the countryside into urban areas presents problems of long-reaching 
significance: the disappearance of the peasantry as a source of labor power; uncertainty 
over the future of agricultural production, which already shows signs of crisis in chronic 
food shortages; the ecological consequences of the redistribution of population from 
the rural to the urban; and the psychic costs of the concentration of populations in 
enormous megacities.23 No less important are the political consequences that include 
new challenges in urban governance and have led already to increased surveillance 
of populations, proliferation of instruments of repression in anticipation of possible 
urban disorder, and, internationally, intensified competition for resources necessary 
for the sustenance of national populations. Jane Jacobs argued in her influential book 
Cities and the Wealth of Nations that the relationships of cities to their hinterlands have 
been of great importance in determining the welfare of either and that this also was 
of consequence in shaping transnational urban relationships. The latter may be quite 
effective in generating wealth and security for classes and groups that are its benefi-
ciaries, but its distancing from the former raises serious questions of sustenance and 
sustainability in the long run for the urban populations at large.24

The continued insistence in China on “socialist” planning in a market economy 
makes it especially interesting in offering glimpses into the imagination of the future 
relationship between the countryside and the city. The incorporation of the countryside 
into the city, initially through “townization” (village becoming town) due to market 
pressures from both the city and the countryside, in recent years has become part of 
planning into the future. “Townization” was, in the early 1990s, restricted mostly 
to the coastal areas and was a product as much of local initiative as of the forces of 
global capitalism refracted through the major urban sites of “reform and opening” 
such as Guangdong and Shanghai.25 While agricultural change in the 1980s served 
as the motor force of development, a decade later agriculture was in trouble as the 
countryside lagged behind the cities in development. The “three-nong” problem was 
so serious that it led to renewed attention to agrarian society, not to reproduce but to 
urbanize it. Changing “property regimes,” discussed in Chapter 9 by Pitman Potter, are 
one instrument utilized to this end. Even more significant may be changes envisaged 
at the macro level of urban planning. These plans include the building of megacities 
that will serve as magnets in their respective areas and turn villages into towns, as 
more efficient means of providing jobs to increasingly superfluous rural populations, 
concentrating the production of resources, and establishing more effective controls over 
environmental damage. The countryside, in the meantime, will be available for more 
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efficient modes of agricultural production. What is at work is planned obsolescence 
of the urban/rural division of the past.

peasants into urbanites?

The third issue is the peasant in the conventional sense, which the disappearance of the 
countryside has made into an endangered species. The conventional image to which 
we refer is that of a tiller of the land, who lives in a village surrounded by fields, and 
with the help of family labor, produces mainly for subsistence, marketing the surplus in 
exchange for the few items beyond the ability of the household to produce. How close 
this image was to the historical reality of so-called peasant societies has always been an 
issue of contention. Different societies named “peasants” differently, emphasizing one 
aspect or another of their existence (countryperson, villager, tiller of the land, farmer, 
etc.). Be that as it may, modernity in its globalization has called into question the reality 
of the image and the possibility of what it represented, if only with differences in the 
depth and pace of change in different locations.

The conversion of the peasant into a producer for the market, and, politically, 
into the citizen of the nation-state, has followed inexorably the appropriation of the 
countryside into the urban spaces of capital and the nation-state.26 This has been as true 
of socialist as of capitalist modernization. As we noted above, with reference to Maoist 
policies, socialist collectivization, too, sought to remake the peasantry in the image of 
the factory worker and to relocate agricultural labor from the family and the village 
in state-enforced collective organization. The enforcement was made possible by the 
hukou (household registration) system, which introduced a caste-like division between 
the urban and rural populations that is the legacy of collectivization to the present. 
While the peasantry was “de-peasantized,” the division guaranteed the persistence of 
agriculture. The present seems set to complete the task by abolishing the distinction 
altogether as the rural is inexorably drawn into the urban, or is remade in the latter’s 
image. As the essays by Alexander Day and Pitman Potter suggest, present-day concep-
tions of the peasant seek to transform both the peasant and agriculture. The proletariat 
as the model for the peasantry has been replaced by an image of the peasant as successful 
entrepreneur in the marketplace. And agriculture is reconceived as one more aspect of 
an economy dominated by the productive relations of capitalism. The increased porosity 
of the nation-state with the globalization of the political economy further permits, if it 
does not encourage, the transnationalization of the “peasant.”27

Alexander Day’s discussion in Chapter 4 of the post-1978 Chinese discourses on 
the peasant shows clearly that neither the naming of the “peasantry” nor the evaluation 
of its consequences is politically innocent. Recognition of the consequences of capital-
ism or the city for the countryside does not require surrender to its inevitability or to 
its self-image of progress. The peasant as the symbol of an alternative mode of existence 
continues to inspire the search for an alternative to the capitalist transformation of the 
city and the countryside. Potter’s discussion of disagreements over “property regimes” 
indicates that the issue remains to be settled among Chinese leaders. More eloquent is 
the resistance of the peasantry to forced incorporation in the international division of 
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labor, as discussed for China, Latin America, India, and Africa in the essays by Wen 
Tiejun and Dong Zhenghua, Alejandro Rojas and Fabio Cabarcas, Utsa Patnaik, and 
Sam Moyo and Paris Yeros.28 The issue in these cases is not just a romantic attachment 
to the image of the peasant, but the association of the figure of the peasant with essential 
human needs, chief among them food security.29 Rojas’s argument is particularly inter-
esting in its insistence that even if the peasantry disappears, it is important to preserve 
“peasant knowledge,” which may be crucial to overcoming the ecological difficulties 
the world faces. The “peasant,” albeit a very different kind of peasant, continues to 
stand for an alternative to the surrender of the most basic human needs to corporate 
agriculture and a new kind of accommodation between the city and the countryside.

Final remarks

The purpose of a volume such as this one is not just to chronicle and illustrate a 
historical teleology but also to make some slight contribution to the imagination of 
alternatives to it—unless we are convinced that the world at hand is the best of all 
possible worlds and talk of alternatives is merely a form of intellectual mischief. The 
contemporary pre occupation with alternatives on a wide range of fronts may be taken 
itself as manifestation of a sense of crisis. The crisis of agriculture is foremost among 
the many crises that we face. There is no single alternative appropriate to all of the 
societies discussed here, not to speak of the many more that are beyond the purview 
of this volume. The same forces may be compelling changes globally, but what effect 
they have locally is a product of their interactions with the circumstances of concrete 
localities. As the problems differ, they also demand different solutions. To ignore this 
is to fall in with the universalist self-images of neoliberal capitalism, or to fall back on 
the similarly informed universalist prescriptions of an earlier socialism.

But neither should local particularities be allowed to conceal the forces at work 
globally. Local interactions have been at work all along. We need also to uncover what 
is novel about the forces that are giving them a new power and direction, for the same 
tendencies would seem to be at work globally, regardless of local variations due to social, 
political, and cultural circumstances. The problems of China and Bolivia may be quite 
different, but they also have a commonality: the disappearance of the countryside under 
the force of a relentless urbanization, itself empowered by the global motions of capital. 
The disappearance of the countryside evacuates rural populations into urban areas, 
while opening up rural areas to more efficient modes of production, which inevitably 
under the hegemonic corporate paradigm favors size and corporate management over 
small-scale family farming. The result is more evacuation. Local differences are not 
inconsistent with parallel trajectories, as the following statement suggests:

For most peasant farmers in Mexico, Asia has always seemed literally and figuratively 
a world apart. But when Uthai Sa Artchop of Thailand described how transnational 
corporations sought to patent and control their varieties of rice seed, Mexican peasants 
realized that the Thais’ rice was their corn. When Indonesian farmer Tejo Pramono 
spoke of how remittances from sons and daughters working in Hong Kong and the 
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Middle East subsidize a dying countryside, Mexican farmers thought of their own 
relatives forced to migrate to the United States.30

Commonalities are not restricted to such parallel developments. As the market 
dependency that “de-ruralizes” agrarian societies becomes globalized, societies around 
the world face critical new risks. Rural areas no doubt may flourish with increased 
access to urban markets, as some economists argue (as one of the participants in the 
Institute, Ashok Kotwal, did). But the globalization of agrarian products brings with it 
new uncertainties and risks. Dependency on long-distance urban markets makes rural 
livelihood subject to fluctuations in demand in faraway places and other unforeseeable 
contingencies.31 The commercialization of production most importantly creates uncer-
tainties in access to food, as food production is commercialized and subject to global 
circulation like any other agricultural commodity. The disappearance of peasant farm-
ing in a country like China leaves commercial farming as the most likely outcome (dis-
cussed in Chapter 7 by Dong Zhenghua). Urban encroachment on farmland (through 
communications requirements and real estate development) reduces already meager 
arable land. On the other hand, agricultural activity is “exported” as China obtains 
land in Africa and South America to supply food needs, and maybe even to compete on 
the global food market. The ecological consequences of this activity are highly uncer-
tain. So are the social consequences. Already, the provision of male workers to urban 
development has depleted villages of adult males, with debilitating consequences for 
both family and village structure. Such separation, needless to say, also takes place on 
a global scale. The “de-peasantization” of the countryside is accompanied inevitably by 
the “peasantization” of the city and the burdens it imposes on urban management and 
sustainability. For now, as Mike Davis has argued, rural population has no choice but 
to pour into growing slum populations around the globe. Some countries like China 
have managed to avoid slum growth through social controls, as well as the legacies of 
organization that enable self-organization among migrants. That, too, presents new 
challenges to urban governance.32 Advocates of globalization cannot have it both ways. 
The globalization of the economy brings in its wake the globalization of its problems, 
which have acquired serious dimensions with the urbanization of agrarian societies.

Given these circumstances, efforts to resolve these problems can no longer be 
restricted to the defense of agrarian society, but need to confront issues across the full 
spectrum of the urban-rural nexus. This is indeed the case with social movement organiza-
tions such as Via Campesina. Responding to critics who view “peasant mobilization” as 
nostalgic reaction to “modern society,” Philip McMichael has written that organizations 
like Via Campesina seek to transcend “conventional peasant politics, reframing its onto-
logical concerns via a critique of neoliberalism, and reformulating the agrarian question in 
relation to development exigencies today.”33 The exigencies that have received the greatest 
attention from contemporary rural social movements include massive destitution in the 
countryside and its extension into city slums, ecological issues raised by urbanization as 
well as the commercialization of agriculture, the dangers of genetically modified crops, 
the plight of women and indigenous peoples, breakdown of social institutions, cultural 
dissolution, and, as keys to the solution of all of the above, food sovereignty and the 
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right to land.34 Many of these, it needs to be underlined, are problems not just of the 
countryside but also of the city—and the global political economy of which it is at once 
producer and product. The resolution of these problems at their most fundamental will 
require overhauling the global political economy and the direction it has taken with the 
globalization of neoliberal technocratic principles.

If decline is reversed and the countryside once again is recognized as the crucial 
location for the solution of not only rural but also urban problems, it will likely have a 
spatial organization quite unlike that of the village or the individual family farmer. The 
peasant, too, is not likely to resemble any social subject associated with that term. To 
say what the outcome may be in either case would be difficult. The only thing possible 
to say with some certainty presently is that the subjection of the countryside to the 
rule of the neoliberal market economy is likely to produce more of the problems that 
threaten welfare not only in the countryside but also in the city. People’s struggles to 
overcome this threat quite appropriately have brought together urban and rural activists 
united in a single struggle, which draws its inspiration from long-held beliefs in the 
countryside as a source of welfare and contentment but promises an alternative future 
that is very much refracted through the realities of the present. Top-down projects 
of “the ecological city” or “rubanisation,” referred to above, are also most likely to be 
successful only in alliance with these struggles from the bottom, and not against them 
in accordance with the dictates of placeless global capital.
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Chapter 2

u

The “End of the Peasantry” 
Scenario: Dream and Nightmare

Alexander Woodside

In the second half of the twentieth century, global planning elites made an unprecedented 
effort to reconceptualize the whole nature of farming. This elite reconceptualization of 
farming, along much more industrial, more purely commercial lines, was never just an 
empirical recognition of what was actually happening in some, if not all, countrysides. It 
was also an attack on the past history of human farming, driven by science-worshipping 
norms and a salvationist gospel of economic efficiency.

Neoclassical economics were usually thought to be the source of this gospel. 
For example, the Via Campesina, a global movement of farm leaders from around the 
world, was founded in 1993 in explicit rejection of liberalizing economic policies that 
were impoverishing far too many farm workers. The Via Campesina leaders demanded 
that the World Trade Organization itself withdraw from agriculture and that increased 
liberalization of the international trade in food be halted.1 But neoclassical economics 
are only part of the story. The twentieth century, with its two world wars, was a century 
of managers, not just of neoclassical economists. As Peter F. Drucker, one of the most 
famous “fathers of modern management,” put it in 1988, the Germans were the better 
strategists in World War II, but the Allies won because of their management prowess.2 
However dubious this sweeping claim might be in whole or in part, the claim itself 
suggests the uncompromising ambition of the professional ideology behind it and the 
self-interested nature of the new management experts’ disdain for the millions of small 
family farms all over the world that, until recently, lay outside their reach.

The managerial bias in world development, like the urban bias, deserves more 
emphasis than it usually gets. A Chinese State Council research office leader said in 
2003 that the World Trade Organization and the “internationalization” of Chinese 
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farming were good for China because they would enable the elite to deepen Chinese 
village reforms, promote the development of a pan-Chinese “agricultural regulation” 
system, and enhance the “management levels” of Chinese farm businesses through 
fewer, bigger, more scientific farms.3 Optimists assumed, until recently, that the world 
food supply as a whole would benefit from such “internationalized” reforms.

The Golden AGe of fArm ProducTiviTy

The Chinese commentary on the relationship between industrialization and agriculture 
has a long genealogy. As early as 1907, the famous Chinese anarchist Liu Shipei alarmed 
his readers by predicting that industrialization in China would lure debt-ridden peasants 
out of farming in the Chinese countryside into factories in cities like Shanghai. Urban 
populations would increase, the price of cereals would soar, and poor people would not 
be able to afford enough to eat.4 Yet when rising rice and wheat prices in Asia, Africa, 
and the Caribbean, caused in part by the conversion of cereals into biofuels and by  
the increased costs of chemical fertilizers, triggered food riots in the spring of 2008, the 
establishment news media in the West expressed surprise at the sudden possibility of 
global food shortages.

If Liu Shipei’s grim premonitions were ignored for over a century, the main reason 
surely lay in the extraordinary rise in the productivity rates of the world’s farmland 
between 1950 and the 1980s. Indeed, most of the twentieth century appeared, at first 
glance, to be a golden age of agriculture, if not of politics. The world’s population 
more than doubled in size between 1950 (2.5 billion people) and 2000 (6.1 billion 
people). Yet global food output increases, until the late 1980s at least, exceeded the 
population increases.

Three technologies, one very old and two fairly new, facilitated the great expan-
sion in farmland productivity. The old technology was irrigation, traceable back 
several millennia and crucial to the farming connected to Asia’s big river systems (the 
Yellow and Yangzi Rivers, the Mekong and the Irrawaddy, the Brahmaputra and the 
Ganges). Between 1950 and 1978, global per capita irrigated acreage for farming 
expanded by almost one-third. The two newer technologies were the application of 
chemical fertilizers to nutrient-poor soil (the volume of such fertilizers used in world 
farming increased ninefold between 1950 and 1998) and the use of genetic engineer-
ing in plant breeding. Its origins lay in the discovery of the laws of plant genetics in 
late-nineteenth-century Europe.5

The expansion of farming growth rates was accompanied by a sharp decline, in 
some parts of the world, in the numbers of farming people, thanks to urbanization. 
This decline reinforced an already strong faith, among global planners, in the univer-
sal applicability of the patterns of the world’s earlier industrial revolutions, beginning 
with the British one. As early as 1851, townspeople outnumbered country people in 
Britain for the first time in British history.6 Other Western countries followed. As late 
as 1930, the United States had 2.5 million farms that were less than fifty acres; but it 
had only 500,000 such small farms by 1992. Close to 40 percent of the French labor 
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force was engaged in agriculture in the 1950s but less than 3 percent by 2004.7 Even 
in backward Fascist or communist European states with no interest in democracy, the 
farming population shrank drastically after 1950. One worker in two was employed 
on the land in Franco’s Spain in 1950, but only one in five Spaniards still remained in 
agriculture in 1971. In Nicolae Ceausescu’s Rumanian police state (which deliberately 
attacked peasant society and moved peasants into concrete agrotowns), only 28 percent 
of the labor force worked the land by 1986.8

Even the post-1945 eastern Asian experience seemed to confirm the global appro-
priateness of the decline of farming people in the British industrial revolution. As one 
Chinese Central Party School economist put it in 2006, the rapid shrinkage of the 
Japanese and South Korean labor forces engaged in farming after 1945 suggested that 
the percentage of farming people in labor forces in all industrial revolutions ought to 
fall from 50 percent to about 10 percent within twenty-five to thirty years, given the 
right policies of modernization.9

Dramatic farm productivity increases, at the same time as a reduction in the 
number of farming people, inevitably stimulated end-of-history projections of the usual 
utopian kind. In 1995, E. J. Hobsbawm proposed that the “death of the peasantry” 
was the single most far-reaching change in the history of the post-1945 world. As 
recently as the 1930s, “the refusal of the peasantry to fade away” had been used “as an 
argument against Karl Marx’s prediction that they would.”10 Yet even before Marx, 
for centuries the peasantry had been regarded in stereotyped fashion as enemies of 
human progress, or at least as symptoms of a lack of progress. In the 1700s, American 
Jeffersonian democrats flattered themselves that the new U.S. republic’s food growers 
were civilizing, frontier-taming farmers; food growers in the monarchical, despotic 
Europe, on the other hand, were peasants.11 Chinese intellectuals before 1949 inherited 
this partly ideological tendency. If they thought that China had already entered the 
more progressive capitalist stage of history, they would call Chinese farming people 
farmers; if they assumed that Chinese society was still feudal or semifeudal, they would 
call them peasants.12

Economic development literature after World War II demonized the peasantry 
as a “primitive community” whose limited wants as consumers jeopardized economic 
growth. W. Arthur Lewis, a Nobel prize winner in economics (1979), even went so 
far as to picture non-Western economies in dualistic terms as having a dynamic “capi-
talist” sector and a static “subsistence” sector. In the former lived highly Westernized 
“trousered natives” who gloried “in Beethoven, Mill, Marx, or Einstein.” In the latter 
could be found “the great mass of their countrymen who live in quite other worlds.”13 
Anthropologists followed in the wake of such economists in seeing the peasantry as 
a psychologically antimodern cultural system. In 1966, for example, Oscar Lewis 
decided that the rural communities he studied in the Caribbean suffered from a “cul-
ture of poverty”; they were not poor because of political and economic exploitation 
but because they chose to be poor, conditioned by their self-isolating negative cultural 
characteristics.14

Not everyone accepted this prejudiced characterization of small food produc-
ers with limited educations as “peasants,” especially if the purpose of such an act was 
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to stigmatize them as wants-free economic primitives. As a leading anthropologist 
recently put it, dichotomous conceptions and related evolutionary models that assume 
that tradition, stasis, subsistence orientations, and general backwardness are natural 
features of non-Western villagers must be considered “both theoretically moribund 
and empirically unsupported.”15 Chinese small farm households have been involved 
in various market economies for centuries; Indonesian upland villagers sold the “New 
World” crops they grew (maize and tobacco) in lowland markets as early as the 1600s; 
Balkans mountain shepherds, who had to pay cash taxes to the Ottoman empire, sold 
their livestock and related products to lowland merchants also by the 1600s, if not 
before. The term “peasantry” will nonetheless be used here precisely because of the need 
to illuminate global ideological practices that arbitrarily marginalize large numbers 
of rural people in order to deny them political and social rights. The peasant-bashing 
language games of the national and international elites who rule such people may or 
may not be a threat to our food supply, but they certainly threaten our understanding 
of what human rationality is in transhistorical and transcultural terms.

The reTurn of AGrAriAn cATAsTroPhe Theory

The world’s peasantries, of course, have not died. Even Hobsbawm had to admit that, 
at the time of his writing in 1995, the global “regions of peasant dominance”—Africa, 
South and Southeast Asia, China—“still represented half the human race.”16 The Chi-
nese debate about this is instructive. For China, the best evidence for the possibility 
that peasants might someday disappear was the official statistic that their numbers had 
dropped from 849.9 million people in 1992 (roughly 72 percent of the population) 
to 745.3 million people in 2005 (57 percent).17 But as one senior Chinese agrarian 
economist warned, in terms of household registration status, China’s agrarian popula-
tion was really 949 million people in 2005; another 200 million peasants were living 
a precarious life in Chinese cities without having evolved into officially urban people. 
Chen Xiwen went on to assert that the vast scale of China’s rural population was his-
torically unprecedented. Chinese elite planners could not find proper precedents for 
their policy-making anywhere in the past human experience of industrialization. Yet 
the conviction that they could was damaging the Chinese countryside. Some 20,000 
natural villages were vanishing in China every year, as their lands were requisitioned 
for non-farming purposes, or their inmates were otherwise forced to flee as a result of 
natural disasters or expropriation for the construction of dams and reservoirs.18

China has never been a “typical” non-Western agrarian society. Compared to 
another big industrializing country like Brazil, for example, China has a worse ratio of 
people to available cultivable farmland, lower state investment in agriculture, and far 
weaker permitted mobilization (so far) of the rural poor to defend their own interests. 
Yet both China and Brazil have witnessed the growth of urban slums that are char-
acterized by poverty, violence, and repression. Masses of slum-dwelling peasants with 
few citizenship rights live in such slums, into which they have been driven or enticed. 
In this sense, China may be regarded as a global trendsetter.
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Elite planners and the social scientists who study their work accommodate the 
formation of these “postmodern” slums by referring to it as “quasi-urbanization” (zhun 
chengzhenhua in Chinese) or “peri-urbanization” or “de-peasantization.”19 Such terms 
often merely disguise a failed economic vision. The planners who employ these terms 
resemble portrait painters who can no longer bring themselves to paint completely 
idealized portraits of their ugly subjects but remain reluctant to paint their subjects as 
they really are, warts and all.

Others have not been so reticent. An historical catastrophe theorist, Mike Davis, 
published a horrifying book in 2006, Planet of Slums, which portrayed the alleged 
“death of the peasantry” as a nightmare, not as a development ideal. Davis wrote that 
gigantic increases in urbanization in Africa, Latin America, and Asia were nothing 
but “over-urbanization” promoted by the reproduction of poverty, not by the supply 
of jobs. Periurban poverty was simply “the radical new face of inequality.” It led to a 
“grim human world largely cut off from the subsistence solidarities of the countryside” 
yet decoupled from genuine industrialization.20 A tour of multiple hells, Davis’s book 
compelled its readers to visit such sufferers as the one million poor people who used 
the tombs of Cairo’s City of the Dead for their “prefabricated housing.” Significantly, 
Davis proposed parallels between nineteenth-century colonialisms and the contem-
porary neoliberal globalization that turned rural poor people into urban squatters 
“surrounded by pollution, excrement, and decay.”21

Davis’s book takes its place as an event in the more general advance, in the early 
twenty-first century, of what has come to be known as agrarian catastrophe theory. 
Simply put, the catastrophe theorists suggest that, by the year 2050, there will be 
nine to ten billion people on the planet, and it will be necessary to feed them on the 
basis of less farmland, less water, less energy (at least of the present kind), and fewer 
chemicals. Among other things, such population increases mean that the global per 
capita availability of fresh water is likely, in 2050, to be only about one-quarter of what 
it was in 1950; numbers of underground water aquifers, from the Americas to North 
Africa to the Middle East to north China, are declining. And from the late 1980s, the 
global food output increases that exceeded population growth after 1945 have begun 
to show signs of lagging behind them.22

As Davis suggests, the rates of consumption of resources like grain or rice are 
affected by changes in class privilege, nationally and globally. The world could support 
a population of nine or ten billion people in 2050 if those people’s grain consump-
tion rates resemble present-day Indian ones, but only two and a half billion people 
if all of them consume grain at the rate of contemporary Americans. The presumed 
link between consumption rates and class privilege is hardly new. At the dawn of the 
industrial age, a thinker of some importance wrote that the society he knew best was 
endangering itself by food and clothing consumption rates that it could not sustain; 
what was needed was for the elite of this society to control themselves better, by prac-
ticing greater consumer restraint. The thinker in question, who sounds not unlike 
the contemporary American catastrophist Lester Brown, was actually Hong Liangji 
(1746–1809), a Chinese scholar official of the Qing dynasty. In the West, catastrophe 
theory can be traced back to the Bible; but perhaps its time has arrived.
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Land-poor countries that can afford to do so are trying to stave off food supply 
crises by outsourcing their agriculture. Kuwait, Qatar, Abu Dhabi, and the United Arab 
Emirates, but also South Korea and China, have bought or leased millions of hectares 
of arable land in such African countries as Madagascar, Zambia, and Mozambique 
to allow their agribusinesses to escape the consequences of dwindling farmland and 
real or potential water shortages at home. Outsourcing has an obvious resemblance 
to an old strategy of European colonialism. As early as the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, for example, English advocates of the colonization of Ireland or Virginia 
saw such colonies as places for crop experimentation and for the export of “people poor 
and seditious.” Global modernity, as Arif Dirlik has argued, does not necessarily end 
colonialism so much as “deepen” and “reconfigure” it.23

Agrarian catastrophe thinkers’ grim forebodings raise questions about more than 
just the future security of the human food supply. Also at stake is the future of a particular 
dream of convergence among the world’s peoples, a “positivist theory of modernization,” 
traceable to the eighteenth-century Western Enlightenment. This theory proposed 
that all civilizations would gradually adopt the same general, rational, scientific, and 
liberal thought that industrialization required and would see their own future evolu-
tion by looking into a Western mirror.24 Just what would happen to those parts of the 
non-Western world that failed plausibly to see themselves in a Western mirror was left 
unclear. Western critics of this convergence doctrine, at least in the 1800s, tended to 
be racists. One London anthropological review in 1865, calling the Chinese people a 
“naturally non-progressive race,” claimed that they were utterly incapable of rising to 
Western standards of historical achievement.25

After World War II, the economist Alexander Gerschenkron reinforced the 
convergence dream by arguing that “backward” countries could industrialize more 
rapidly than their Western prototypes by borrowing the more “advanced” countries’ 
technologies. Gerschenkron conceded that the backward countries would need a 
powerful “ideology of delayed industrialization” to make the pains of industrialization 
easier to accept, such as “Saint Simonianism” or Marxism.26 Ironically, his own theory 
about the history-accelerating management of borrowed technology came, in many 
places, to take on aspects of such an encouraging ideology.

Now, however, innovative economists in China and elsewhere, for example Wen 
Tiejun, are concluding that the narrow thought of Western agricultural economics 
cannot guide the future of China’s 50,000 township governments, 700,000 administra-
tive villages, and millions of surviving natural villages. Worse, the faith that it could 
inhibits a freer Chinese experimentation with new questions and answers concerning 
the future of farming.27 If this is true, the world faces more than just the challenge of 
overcoming the global vested interests whose behavior threatens to create food short-
ages. It also faces the challenge of how to reorient human reasoning about economic 
development in the aftermath of the rise of the “planet of slums.”

Such a reorientation would obviously call into question the persistence of an 
arbitrary and prejudiced definition of what is “modern” in human evolution. This 
definition, as much extraeconomic as economic, predates the industrial revolution. 
Ever since the 1500s, Western thinking about evolution has usually defined “modern” 
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as being in a necessary opposition to all sorts of exotic nonmodern otherness, variously 
categorized as primitive, savage, Oriental, static, or underdeveloped. Unindustrialized 
farm producers with limited educations have, therefore, been readily conflated with 
aboriginals; both groups are seen as premodern anachronisms. (A French writer named 
Marie-Hélène Lafon illustrated this point perfectly in 2007, when she published a novel 
about France’s remaining peasants, explicitly referring to them in the novel’s title as 
“The Last Indians.”)28 The definition could be called an ideology even, in the sense 
that it confuses empirical truths with normative prescriptions and hides the violence 
it directs toward peasants behind a front of supposed objectivity.

But such a reorientation would also need critically to examine something else. 
That would be the nature of the global impact, including its unintended conse-
quences, of a cult of managerialism, the supposed “management sciences.” Ever since 
the American invention of that remarkable term “scientific management” about the 
year 1910, the world’s expanding class of industrial and academic managers has had 
a vested interest in promoting the arbitrary and prejudiced definition of “modern” 
just mentioned. After World War II, the managers, both in Soviet bloc countries and 
in capitalist democracies, promoted the gospel of big farms, which were thought to 
lend themselves better to intensified techniques of farm mechanization that would 
economize the use of human labor. They had less interest in the obvious fact that 
people-land ratios differed greatly in Asia, Africa, and parts of Latin America from 
those of the Euro-American developmental ideal.

Big farms are a manager’s paradise. Small farms—especially small farming 
enterprises that are fragmented enough to allow the distribution of land to as many 
members of the community as possible—resist managers. They especially resist man-
agers’ passion for standardization, which the industrial revolution generated. Yet even  
W. Arthur Lewis, the great theorist of dualism, warned that small farms were not, 
from the view of modern economics, necessarily irrational. Small farmers cultivated 
the land more intensively than big farmers. They worked harder than hired agricultural 
workers. And by not requiring managers, they avoided wasteful conflicts between 
management and its employees.29

endinG The PeAsAnTry As A mAnAGeriAl dreAm

In the twentieth century, at least two different global conferences were planned simply 
to discuss the matter of how to get rid of “peasants” to embrace “modernity.” The 
first conference was an imaginary one. But it was no less instructive for that. H. G. 
Wells, the British socialist and science fiction writer, dreamed it up in a 1930s book 
he wrote called The Shape of Things to Come. Wells said that his book was intended 
to be a short history of the future, from 1929 (the beginning of the world economic 
depression) to 2105. Wells predicted that the global “Hoover slump” would last 
from 1930 to 1960, causing the near collapse of many major Western institutions 
(Harvard University, for example, would degenerate into the condition of a medi-
eval Tibetan lamasery, whose students would have to grow food and make clothes 
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for their teachers: a severe test of faculty-student relations). But Wells hoped that 
omniscient scientists and engineers, whom he favored, would finally triumph in the 
1960s and would climax their victory by holding a conference in Basra, Iraq. Wells 
wrote that the purpose of this Basra conference should be to assemble “socialistic 
technicians” from all over the world, so that they could deal with the “primordial 
peasant civilization which had been the basis of all the barbaric civilizations of the 
past.” The conference would take up “the question of the expropriation of the peasant 
. . . at the point where Lenin and Stalin had laid it down, defeated.” Once peasants 
had been expropriated, a world state would emerge, Wells fantasized, that would be 
“socialistic, cosmopolitan, and creative.”30

The second conference was actually held, in Babelsberg, East Germany in 1977. 
It amounted to something of a Soviet bloc version of Wells’s fictional Basra meeting. 
The members of this agricultural development conference were law professors and 
economists drawn from East Germany, the Soviet Union, Hungary, Bulgaria, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, and Vietnam, little more than a decade before the Soviet bloc disap-
peared. The conference stipulated that the basic principle of agricultural growth in 
socialist conditions was to bring the methods of industrial production to farming. 
Industry and agriculture should be integrated, through state-run agroindustrial 
management forms. This integration was not as simple as it seemed. The conference 
recognized that if industrial production methods were transposed to farming, typical 
industrial management questions that had previously been unimaginable in peasant 
villages would now have to be addressed. Questions such as, what sorts of wages should 
farming people be paid? How many hours of rest should their managers allow them? 
What types of recreation should they be permitted, and at what age should they be 
allowed to retire?

The 1977 conference concluded that the complex laws to cover these new ques-
tions, once farming was managed industrially, should be created by the councils of 
ministers of the Soviet bloc countries but in agreement with the ideas of the Soviet 
Union’s Ministry of Agriculture.31 Peasants scattered from eastern Europe to Vietnam’s 
Mekong Delta were therefore to be subject to a transcontinental legal monoculture, 
directed from the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, in which the notion that small 
food producers might make any creative contribution of their own to growing food, 
without managerial supervision, was not considered. Is this old Soviet bloc conference 
merely an eccentric memory from a failed and vanished world? Or is it a distorted 
funhouse mirror reflection of the world’s contemporary farming, with the legal mono-
culture of the World Trade Organization and its Codex Alimentarius Commission 
replacing that of the Soviet Ministry of Agriculture?

It is true that some economists have seen elite planners’ peasant bashing as 
little more than an intellectual mistake. In a classic work about the transformation 
of “traditional” agriculture, published in 1964, Theodore W. Schultz attacked his 
fellow economists’ assumption that one-quarter of the agricultural work force in low-
income countries was redundant and should thus be available for urbanization at no 
cost except the costs of transfer. This “shaky” theory, Schultz wrote, originated in the 
“bad statistical estimates” generated by the dubious “game” of treating farming as if it 
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could be organized like industry, and thus offer its workers year-round employment, 
ten hours a day, with no regard for agriculture’s peculiar seasonality.

For Schultz, this “game” had distorted elite understanding of farming as early 
as the global economic depression of the 1930s. Economists then had contrasted the 
spectacular mass unemployment they saw among Western industrial factory workers 
with the much less visible unemployment they saw among non-Western farming people. 
From this contrast, it was treacherously easy to conclude, Schultz wrote, that if non-
Western peasants continued to work, at a time of mass industrial unemployment in the 
West itself, the farm work they were doing must have “a marginal productivity of zero 
value.”32 Mistakes among Western economists are no laughing matter for the rest of 
the planet. As the specialists at a 2004 Hangzhou conference about farm management 
pointed out, the “central subjects of attention” of international agricultural economics 
are still chosen in the “developed countries” and then transmitted to researchers in 
the “developing world,” more confirmation of Dirlik’s theme of globalization as the 
reconfiguration of colonialism.33

But stereotypical thought about peasants is not merely an intellectual mistake. 
And economists are as subject as everybody else, not just to their own “games” but to 
the influences of the value divisions in Western history, now spread to the rest of the 
world. Here, the crucial division between liberalism and socialism on the one hand, 
associated with Enlightenment Project rationalism and science worship, competes with 
romanticism and its modern derivatives, some of them pathological, on the other hand. 
For romanticism and its descendant movements, Enlightenment Project rationalism 
and the sciences that come with it may seem repressive and alienating.

Even Mike Davis’s frightening book about the “planet of slums” belongs to a 
literary genre. It is the genre that treats the modern city as a sort of moral and economic 
cancer. In the 1800s, Fyodor Dostoyevsky pioneered the approach with his literary 
depiction of St. Petersburg as a planned monument to Enlightenment rationalism. 
Dostoyevsky saw it as a degenerate monument, whose streets were full of murderers, 
drunkards, and prostitutes. Another version of the capitalist city as cancerous, as a 
malignancy that devoured the countryside, might be found in T. S. Eliot’s famous 
1922 poem “The Waste Land.”34 Both Dostoyevsky and Eliot idealized the preindus-
trial agrarian order and what Davis revealingly and romantically calls its “subsistence 
solidarities.” Unlike Davis, both also thought the solution to the horror of urbaniza-
tion lay in a return to medieval religion, whether Russian Orthodoxy for Dostoyevsky 
or Anglo-Catholicism for Eliot. That was because—as the British scholar Raymond 
Williams put it in a classic work in 1973—such writers were predisposed to attribute 
the loss of meaning, as capitalist urbanization spread, to the loss of God.35 How, 
then, do we distinguish between important wake-up calls of Davis’s type, to save our 
slum-ridden periurbanized planet, and the literary genre of the capitalist city as hell, 
which rules out the possibility that some peasants at least might want to escape the 
countryside and move to the cities?

The confusion between developmental economics and ideology worsened in 
the twentieth century. Fascists, communists, and capitalist utopians pushed the old 
disagreements about the Enlightenment Project beyond all previous limits. Fascism 
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absorbed and militarized the peasantry-loving traditions of European romanticism, 
which had seen peasants as embodiments of the national heritage. In the 1930s, Rich-
ard Walther Darre, Hitler’s Minister of Food and Agriculture in Nazi Germany from 
1933 to 1942, preached the need for more natural methods of land management and 
animal breeding. By such methods, peasants’ local knowledge would be selectively 
encouraged, rather than condemned wholesale by industrial capitalists. This sounded 
like reasonable environmentalism. But it had a sinister side. Darre was a vicious racist; 
he was involved in eugenics practices that led to mass murder; and he was the author of 
German books with titles like “the peasantry as life-source of the Nordic race.” Other 
European countries, under German control, tried to fit in with the Nazi love of tribalism 
and rural communalism. The Vichy regime in France, for example, celebrated French 
unity under “the peasant Marshal” Petain.

With the globalization of Fascist influences, the belief that the soil, and farming 
people of the traditional kind, were the source of good collective racial and political 
health, spread to Asia. Tojo Hideki, Japan’s wartime prime minister and military 
leader from 1941 to 1944, provided perhaps the most extravagant example. In 1943 
Tojo told the Japanese Diet that Japan’s very foundations lay in farming, and that 
“I am determined to maintain the population of the villages at forty percent” of the 
Japanese whole.36

Should we then be surprised that the enemies of Fascism, socialist or liberal, 
should have reverted, after they had won the war, to the prewar H. G. Wells view 
that peasants were the basis of “barbaric” civilizations? Some members of the win-
ning anti-Fascist cause even associated rural people with the ready implementation of 
Nazi genocide. The German exile philosopher Theodor W. Adorno, in an essay titled 
“Education after Auschwitz” in 1967, repeated the claim that the “tormentors” of 
Hitler’s concentration camps “were for the most part young sons of farmers.” There-
fore, Adorno asserted, one of the most important goals of post-Auschwitz education 
in Europe should be “the debarbarization of the countryside.”37 Meanwhile, capitalist 
futurologists in the United States, like Alvin Toffler, depicted agricultural civiliza-
tion as simple, authoritarian, and heredity-based, in which “windmills creaked in the 
fields”; Toffler praised the American Civil War for marking the victory of northern 
“industrializers” over southern “farmers.”38

In Asia itself, anti-Fascist nationalists who wished to decolonize their countries 
could rarely think of economic progress in terms that were independent of the wish 
for cultural modernization. For them, industry was progressive and conformed to the 
laws of evolution; farming was “traditional” and had little capacity by itself to evolve 
toward the modern. As the young Chinese Marxist Qu Qiubai put it in 1924, in a 
tract devoted to “A General Discussion of Social Science,” people who proposed that 
China should try to be a farming country were defending China’s “eternally unchang-
ing” patriarchal despotism and were simply putting the Chinese people into a wooden 
prisoners’ cage.39 The Sino-Japanese War of 1937–1945 heightened this fear. In 1937, 
the young Chinese economist Sun Yefang warned his readers that the Japanese empire 
wished to preserve China as an agricultural satellite, so it could supply raw cotton to 
industrial Japan’s textile factories. Therefore, for China to fail to industrialize would 
be to surrender to Japanese imperialism.40
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Similar views could be found elsewhere in Asia. In postcolonial India, according 
to the Indian sociologist Satish Deshpande, Gandhian economic thought, which had 
prized the value of farming, was soon eclipsed by the faith that only modern industry 
could unite the diverse peoples of India into a cohesive nation. Indeed, postcolonial 
Indian rulers believed that giant dams and giant steel plants were precisely the sorts 
of monuments that could make the new Indian nation-state visible, in ways that small 
farms could not.41

endinG The PeAsAnTry As A mAnAGeriAl ProjecT

From H. G. Wells’s wish in the 1930s that the peasantry should disappear, the world 
moved in the 1960s to the discovery by some policy-making social scientists that the 
peasantry had disappeared, at least in historically favored countries. But to what extent 
was the Wellsian wish that they should disappear the father of this discovery that they 
had disappeared, and the optimistic worldview that accompanied it?

In 1967, French sociologist Henri Mendras (1927–2003) published an influential 
book whose very title—The End of the Peasants (La Fin des Paysans)—epitomized this 
whole worldview of postwar modernization theory. Mendras argued that, after 1945, 
French peasants rapidly changed for the better, into innovative specialists and business 
people. The massive rural exodus that had accompanied this change was restoring a 
more “balanced” situation to the French countryside, and France was now seeing the 
birth of a new, more professional “rural bourgeoisie.” This new rural bourgeoisie would 
place economic and technical arguments ahead of the moral and political debates 
that had convulsed public life for far too long in France’s preindustrial, prescientific 
past.42 In making this point, Mendras was clearly—despite his excellent empirical 
analysis—echoing Cold War hopes, expressed more fully in other “end of” gospels like 
those concerning ideology and history, that postpeasant rural industrialization would 
abolish class conflict. Thus, the danger of revolution would fade.

The Mendras theme of the “end of the peasantry” only reinforced a norm-creating 
global ideology that was already in place. This ideology celebrated bigger, more factory-
like farms, whose success was to be measured by increases in labor productivity, not by 
increases in land productivity. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology Comparative 
Politics Program quickly translated Mendras’s book into English in 1970. The purpose 
of the translation was revealed in the forward to the book written by the American 
political scientist Daniel Lerner. Lerner had previously written his own book (1958) 
about the coming of modernization to Turkey, in which he contrasted the “agrarian, 
illiterate, isolate life of the Anatolian village” with the millions of Turks who had escaped 
from it and “now live in towns, work in shops, and have opinions.”43 Lerner, it has been 
said, was a “nation-building” ideologue during the Kennedy-Johnson Indochina War 
era in the United States. Now, Lerner praised Mendras’s book about the end of the 
French peasantry, for proving the rightness of the global “thrust toward modernity” 
being led by the United States. Lerner added that American farmers themselves could 
feed “hungry humanity around the globe” if this thrust toward modernity had any 
immediately negative effects on the world food supply.44
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Lerner’s aside about American farmers indirectly raised an awkward question. 
What would happen to the dream of the end of the peasantry (plausible enough in 
postwar France) when the dream got transferred to non-Western countries with utterly 
different people-land ratios and resource conditions?

The Chinese Science Publishers brought out Li Peilin’s Chinese language transla-
tion of Henri Mendras’s book in 1991. Referring to it in 2006, two Chinese agrarian 
sociologists concluded that Chinese political leaders would have to make the Mendras 
transformation come true in China. That is, the Chinese state would need actively 
to create Chinese copies of Mendras’s postwar French rural bourgeoisie. This could 
be done if the government intervened to choose the “outstanding elements” (youxiu 
fenzi) in Chinese villages and then converted them into “new model farmers” skilled 
in science, management, and entrepreneurship. There would be no need to change the 
bulk of the Chinese peasantry into new model farmers; many of them were women and 
old people anyway, and the new creative minority of superior “outstanding elements” 
would gradually extend their influence over them.45 This proposal, whatever its merits, 
conjures up memories of the old prerevolutionary rural gentry elite of China before 
1949, once thought to be an obstacle to progress.

Meanwhile, whatever Mendras’s original intentions, the now globalized notion 
of “the end of the peasantry” functions as another means of legitimizing the world’s 
big multinational agribusinesses. Under their regime, farming people are driven into 
an unprecedentedly severe competition with each other, with the losers being driven 
out of farming.

Who are the losers? They include American family farmers. As the president of 
the U.S. National Family Farm Coalition pointed out in 2006, “the American people 
would not have chosen the type of agriculture we have, diminishing numbers of family 
farms being replaced by large, chemical-intensive crop farms and polluting, factory-
farm livestock operations.”46 The losers also include Latin American union leaders like 
the Brazilian Chico Mendes, murdered in 1988 for defending the Amazon rainforest, 
and the rubber tappers in his union, against large cattle ranching operations bent upon 
deforestation.47 And the losers include the Thai villagers, threatened by pulp and paper 
agribusinesses’ ambition to replace old forests by fast-growing eucalyptus trees, who 
try to save their older trees by “ordaining” the trees with yellow robes, sacralizing them 
as if they were Buddhist monks.48

The power of the multinational agribusinesses, in turn, demonstrates their skill 
at transcending or concealing the innate contradiction between the two postwar global 
orthodoxies after 1945. These are neoliberal economics on the one hand, supposedly 
devoted to freer markets, and the manipulative “management sciences,” intoxicated by 
the prospect of expanding the use of the principles of industrial organization, which were 
thought to have shown their prowess in winning two world wars, on the other hand.

Of all the members of the vast army of Western management sciences gurus 
after 1945, none is more interesting, because of his candor about the contradiction 
between the two orthodoxies, than the late Herbert Simon (1916–2001), winner of 
the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 1978. Simon scoffed at neoliberal econo-
mists who ignored “the central role of organizations in economic life,” by preferring 
to analyze markets. Most economic producers did, and should do, their producing 
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within the boundaries of behavior-improving organizations. Yet fashionable economic 
theory, Simon observed, presented only a “caricature” of this necessary fact, unjustly 
magnifying the importance of markets and falsely depicting the business firms engaged 
in marketing as “rudimentary entrepreneurs.” Simon praised big organizations. He 
proposed that they were the perfect antidote to the necessarily limited or “bounded” 
rationality of individual human beings.49 Simon’s hidden assumption that organiza-
tion alone could achieve “unbounded” rationality was not very remote from Lenin’s 
faith in a vanguard political party, even if, unlike Lenin, Herbert Simon believed in 
competing organizations, not in a one-party dictatorship.

Schizoid worldviews, such as the one that combines both neoliberal economics 
and the passion for management, can survive for a surprisingly long time before their 
contradictions betray them. Witness Western colonialism in Asia before 1945 and 
its juxtaposition of an Enlightenment Project “civilizing” mission for everyone with 
pervasive racial discrimination. But small food producers, in all their immense histori-
cal variety, have become a sort of imaginative black hole in managerial or would-be 
managerial societies whose elites are programmed to think in terms of big organiza-
tions, industrial workers, and supermarket-dependent consumers.

The black hole has kept expanding since 1945, as management theory has 
evolved. Postwar management theory has pretended—as one of its basic defenses of 
its approach to labor control—that prewar Fordist factory organization was a tyranny. 
Postwar managers have heralded their new philosophy of “flexible management” as a 
step toward the greater “democratization” of industrial production. (The first Global 
Conference on Flexible Systems Management was held in New Delhi in December 
2000 on the theme “New Business Paradigm: Global, Virtual, and Flexible.”) The 
real rationale of “flexible management” lies elsewhere. The theory has at least three 
tasks. The first is to manage the satisfaction of increasingly varied consumer expec-
tations such as did not exist in the depression-ridden period before World War II. 
The second is to serve the needs of computer-using engineers in rapidly fine-tuning 
production lines of goods, given the varied consumer expectations. And the third is 
to explain away the insecurities of work forces made redundant by the greater global 
mobility of capital. Managing workers themselves was the main interest of manage-
ment theory before 1945. Managing consumers has increasingly become its obsession 
more recently. And the transition from worker-oriented managerialism to consumer-
oriented managerialism affects peasants adversely. It reflects two historical forces. The 
first is the emergence of the most far-flung consumer plutocracy in history, ranging 
from Mumbai millionaires to Russian oil tycoons. The second is the global popula-
tion boom after 1950, which has made consumers more important and the search 
for incentives to inspire workers—many of whom are ex-peasants—less necessary, 
given their greater numerical availability and weaker bargaining positions—hence 
the misery of Mike Davis’s slums.50

The states that govern peasants in this increasingly managed world, far from 
becoming weaker, have merely changed their functions. National elites use the global 
regulatory mechanisms as much as being used by them, “internationalizing” domestic 
policy questions in order to overcome domestic vested interests (including the remain-
ing peasantry) of which they disapprove.51 In the mid-1990s, for example, the United 
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States had a federal Department of Agriculture with 120,000 or so employees, devoted 
to implementing government price support plans, directing markets, providing exten-
sion services, and increasing international “cooperation”; the fifty American states also 
had their bureaus of agriculture; and the U.S. Congress, between the 1930s and the 
1990s, passed a new agriculture law on average once every five years. Whatever else it 
might be, this was not the apparatus of a state that wished to practice “free” trade.52 
And few of the poorer Asian and African and Latin American countries can afford to 
copy the farm management apparatuses of the post-1945 Western and Japanese states 
on an equal basis, even if they are able, by sheer elite willpower, to turn the “end of 
the peasantry” from a desired norm into a real-life fact, by stimulating big migrations 
of rural people into the cities.

In the recent past, the modern bureaucratic state legitimized itself in part by its 
claims effectively to control contagious human diseases. With the era of the World 
Trade Organization, this self-legitimizing state control function has extended into 
farming to protect the international food trade against subversion by “filth,” pesticide 
residues, microbiological contaminations, and mold, in line with the WTO’s Codex 
General Principles of Food Hygiene. But the new managerialism goes far beyond food 
hygiene. Some states now accept as part of their function the standardization of their 
domestic farm crops, in line with the demands of big international supermarket chains. 
The standardization includes the reduction of crop varieties to promote supposed 
economies of scale and to lower the “market risks” of new products.

The futurologist Alvin Toffler once predicted that the coming “Third Wave” 
civilization would replace old-fashioned industrial standardization by something Toffler 
called “the post-standardized mind.”53 No such “mind” is in sight. The goal of such 
new global management procedures in farming as “farm animal tracking systems” or 
“documentary files farming” that can trace the whole history of a farm product and 
the inputs of chemical fertilizers into it may be to safeguard international consumer 
safety, but such procedures also provide the basis for the emergence of an unprecedented 
bureaucratic surveillance over food producers. Could any real believer in market free-
dom, from Adam Smith to Friedrich Hayek, ever have anticipated the authoritarian 
consequences of an extreme marketing competitiveness doctrine married to the global 
managerial culture? The danger is that the crop standardization that is occurring at 
an accelerating rate will lead us back, by a circular process, to the old colonial rice or 
rubber monocultures, or to the Stalinist overconcentration, in the Soviet bloc, on grain 
and cotton production. But small food producers are the least readily standardized of 
people. For this reason, it is not difficult to see why the new managerial civilization 
welcomes the “end of the peasantry.”
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Chapter 3

u

The Return of the Peasant: 
Possible? Desirable?
Immanuel Wallerstein

I start with an anecdote and a report made by the United Nations in 2007. The anecdote 
is this: Recently, I told a European friend that I was going to attend a conference organized 
around the issue of the future of the peasant. I said to him, “if you were to give me a 
one-sentence summary of your view on this, what would it be?” He said, “The future of 
the peasant is the city.” His, of course, is the traditional answer of world social science. 
Almost everyone agrees. And yet a hardy band of academics, especially those who actually 
study agrarian zones, contest this view as simplistic and misleading—many insist that 
the most salient feature of the last several hundred years is the survival of the peasant.

Recently, however, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) issued a 
report entitled “State of World Population 2007: Unleashing the Potential of Urban 
Growth.” Its opening sentences read as follows:

In 2008, the world reaches an invisible but momentous milestone: For the first time 
in history, more than half the human population, 3.3 billion people, will be living 
in urban areas. By 2030, this is expected to swell to almost 5 billion.

This pronouncement about the definitive de-ruralization of the world seems to lend 
some credence to the traditional view of world social science.

We all know the two factors that have propelled this long-developing trend toward 
de-ruralization. One is the development of technology that has made it possible to 
augment the productivity of food production such that it requires a far smaller percent-
age of the population to engage in this production than had been true for thousands 
of years, despite the growth in overall world population. This factor is the result of a 
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combination of substituting machines for labor, the development of chemical aids to 
expanding output, and the advantages of large-scale units of production.

The second factor is that, over the centuries, a growing proportion of erstwhile 
rural dwellers have found it economically more advantageous to move to urban areas, 
even when they live as a result in vast urban slums, than to remain in the rural areas. It 
is irrelevant whether this constant and massive rural-to-urban migration has been the 
result of someone forcing the rural population off the land or of their choosing on their 
own to leave the rural zones.

Is there any reason to believe that these two factors will cease to be true in the 
relatively near future or even that they will be slowed down? The UNFPA doesn’t 
think so. Its report concentrates, therefore, on what can be done to aid the expanding 
urban populations by getting the world to do three things: “respect . . . the rights of 
the poor,” “reduce poverty and promote sustainability,” and “support . . . community 
organizations, social movements, governments and the international community in 
improving the nature and form of future urban expansion. . . .”

It seems clear to me that this process of de-ruralization has been a central feature 
of capitalism as a world-system throughout its history. It seems equally clear to me 
that both the analytic and organizational reopening of the reality and merits of this 
process have been part and parcel of opposition to what are regarded as the negative 
features of capitalism as a system. It requires us, therefore, not merely to place these 
issues in a developing historical context but to tease apart exactly who has benefited 
from this process and in what specific ways.

Let us start by looking at the early days of the modern world-system, the long 
sixteenth century during which capitalist agriculture emerged as a central feature 
of the modern world-system, one that was limited at the time to large areas of the 
European continent plus certain parts of the Americas. We observe a system in which 
many producers in rural areas began for the first time to sell their products on a world 
market for profit.

These early capitalist agrarian enterprises had many different modes of labor 
control. In eastern Europe and in the Americas, the enterprises typically controlled 
relatively large areas and utilized coerced cash-crop labor. Far from de-ruralizing the 
zones, coercion was used to maintain the labor force within the rural enterprises. The 
land-controllers sought to prevent rural workers from escaping either to the cities or to 
unregulated frontier zones, because the productive processes were still labor-intensive 
and could not be successfully operated if the labor force began to disappear, especially 
since these were zones of low population density.

In other regions, notably various parts of southern Europe, enterprises typically 
remained relatively small. While large areas were, in theory, controlled by high-status 
persons, the actual units of production were operated by small unit holders, tenants 
who recompensed the large area holders via some form of sharecropping. The output 
of these small unit holders was often bought by merchants who grouped together 
export items and thereby profited from the advantages of large-scale market offer-
ings. Here, too, there was no de-ruralization, not only because the production was 
labor-intensive but also because it was very much in the interest of the sharecroppers 
to maintain their extended family on the unit. Those who were the primary tenants 



 The Return of the Peasant 37

were maintained in the rural areas by debt mechanisms from which it was difficult 
for them to escape.

In northwest Europe, the area that began to be the locus of growing capital 
accumulation, the picture was most complicated. We know that coercive mechanisms 
that tied laborers to the land began to diminish. We know also that arable production 
began to become more “efficient” in the sense that the output per acre increased. And 
we know that pasturage became ever more widespread. The result was indeed some 
de-ruralization. Let us try to trace how this happened.

In the economic downturn of the late Middle Ages, accompanied by, and in 
part caused by, the decline of population, this region of Europe saw an increase in the 
bargaining position of workers both in urban and rural areas. Faced with declining 
incomes, landowners had two main options. One was to convert some demesnes into 
leased land with money rents, which gave them more immediate income but involved 
a gradual transfer of control over the land. The second was the conversion of arable 
land to pasturage, which required less manpower. Since arable land was now scarcer, 
the quality of labor became more important to maintain production levels.

In terms of social structure, this need for quality labor resulted in the rise of the 
yeoman farmer, at the expense of both the large demesne holder and the landless laborer. 
It was these yeomen farmers who engaged in enclosures to create place for pasturage. 
The result, as the saying went, was that “sheep ate men.” It also, of course, meant less 
land devoted to raising grain. With the economic and demographic expansion of the 
sixteenth century, however, the decline in the percentage of land devoted to arable 
production was compensated by both increased efficiency of production on arable land 
and grain imports from serf-produced grain from eastern Europe.

Labor could now be increasingly contractual in northwest Europe precisely 
because, unlike in eastern Europe and the Americas, there was a relatively large labor 
pool, which had therefore a weak bargaining position. Insofar as more efficient modes 
of production required more skilled labor but fewer laborers, there were now too 
many laborers, and landowners wished to rid themselves of the burden of these extra 
unskilled workers. Some workers left the rural areas because the enclosures made their 
survival more difficult; some were summarily ejected. They moved to the towns. Or 
they became vagabonds, and thereby tended to die young.

Yes, some were absorbed by urban industries, but industry was not the main 
factor in their leaving the rural areas. They were not being ejected to provide cheap 
manpower for the cities. They were being ejected to provide increased profits for the 
rural entrepreneurs. This was possible, indeed necessary, because northwest Europe 
was now located in a world-economy division of labor that made it possible to import 
grain from eastern Europe and thus permit the increasing specialization of northwest 
Europe’s role in the agrarian production of the world-economy.

To sum up, what we have in the sixteenth-century European world-economy is 
the development of a division of labor among three different zones, in each of which 
agrarian production remained the central economic activity. However, the modes of 
labor control differed quite strikingly among the three zones. In two of them, there 
was no de-ruralization. On the contrary, the emphasis of the landowners and land-
controllers was on keeping rural labor from leaving the land. However, in the third 
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zone, which was the richest zone, a process of de-ruralization began, which, although 
it remained relatively small in total numbers, was a harbinger of things to come.1

The period between 1600 and 1750, unlike the sixteenth century, was one of 
long relative stagnation in the history of the capitalist world-economy. Once again, 
let us see what this did to rural labor in the broadest sense. The basic overriding eco-
nomic reality was that there had occurred a world-economy-wide overproduction in 
the products that eastern Europe and the Americas had been exporting to northwest 
Europe. As a consequence, the exporters had to restructure their activities to maintain 
some profitability, albeit reduced. The basic response was an involution of their sales 
areas, turning to regional as opposed to world markets.

Since prices had gone down, the seigniors had to sell more if they wished to try 
to obtain the same level of income. The immediate consequence for the rural workers 
on the estates owned by seigniors in eastern Europe was an increase in their corvée 
obligations, such that they no longer had the time to raise products on their own lots. 
This had the double benefit of increasing the seignior’s output while reducing that of 
the serfs as potential rivals on the regional markets. The net effect was an even harsher 
tying of the rural worker to his location in the rural zone.

At the same time, the reduction in exports to northwest Europe necessarily led 
to the reduction of industrial imports from there, for want of the needed money. So 
the seigniors turned to producing the formerly imported industrial items on their own 
estates, both to supply their needs and to increase income from local sales of these 
products. To do this, they had to encourage a movement of artisans from the eastern 
European towns to their estates. If anything, we saw an increase in the percentage of 
the population living in the rural areas as a result.

Similar increased pressure on the work requirements on the haciendas in the 
Americas led to a die-off of Amerindian populations. Therefore, to maintain a work 
force on the haciendas whose role was now actually expanding, they had to import labor 
to work in the rural areas. This was done in two main forms: slaves from Africa and 
indentured servants from northwest Europe. The slaves were, by definition, a coerced 
work force, who remained in rural areas, except for those who escaped to maroon com-
munities in remote areas that were both rural and self-sufficient. As for the indentured 
workers, the main attraction for them, since they came with a certain degree of their 
own free will, was to be released of their bondage after a given number of years and 
to be rewarded with a small agrarian plot. Once again, the sum effect of all of this 
was to maintain a rural population at the same, if not greater, level than previously.

In the semiperipheral zones, we see a more complicated pattern. There was 
agricultural involution as in the periphery but there was also deindustrialization. 
Spain and Portugal survived by using their American bullion to obtain imports 
from northwest Europe. But at home, the rural populations remained on the land. In 
northern Italy, the southern and western Germanies, and the Austrian Netherlands 
(present-day Belgium)—none of which had bullion-producing colonies—there was 
instead an exodus of urban industries and artisans to rural areas in the so-called 
Verlagssystem. Artisanal producers worked in rural areas, where labor was cheaper, 
receiving raw materials from merchants/entrepreneurs who purchased their produc-
tion at fixed prices. Some rural agricultural workers thereby shifted their employment 
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part-time or full-time into urban-type employments relocated to rural zones. One of 
the consequences was the usurpation of communal fields, combined with a worsening 
of peasant exploitation on the land still used for arable production. This was not yet 
de-ruralization but it was for some de-peasantization.

The decline in world wheat prices in this period led to agricultural diversification, 
first in the United Provinces and then in England and northern France. In addition, 
there was a good deal of organizational restructuring, the use of additional fodder to 
improve efficiency of production, and assarting (bringing less productive lands into 
cultivation). Above all, there was the combination of arable with either viniculture or 
animal husbandry.

There was increasing concentration of units, primarily via the enclosure of com-
mons, a method already begun previously. Some of this concentration has been called 
“bookkeeping centralization,” since the units combined were not necessarily contiguous. 
At the same time, many of the largest land-controllers took to leasing more of their 
land, thereby increasingly becoming absentee landlords.

The story was different with smaller producers. The squeeze on wheat prices led 
the less successful ones to lose control of their units, whether they were independent 
owners or tenants. Others, however, survived and thrived by turning themselves into 
agents of the large landowners, becoming intermediaries who supervised both land-
less laborers and small subtenants. As this whole zone was increasing its percentage of 
world wheat production, there was reorganization of agricultural tenure but largely 
maintenance of rural populations in place by spreading them over larger areas.2

The second half of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth 
century marked a further great expansion of the boundaries of the capitalist world-
economy, as four major regions that had previously been outside its division of labor 
were pulled into it—Russia, the Indian subcontinent, the Ottoman Empire, and 
west Africa. Although there were, of course, very important differences among these 
regions, their incorporation into the capitalist world-economy had remarkably parallel 
consequences for their agrarian zones.

Each of these zones saw a creation or expansion of cash-crop products, which 
were exported to core zones of the world-economy. In each of them, the economic units 
that engaged in such exports became larger via one of two ways. Landowners could 
create one variety or another of plantation structures, in which a single large owner 
had a large workforce at his disposal. Or the land could remain under the control of 
small unit holders, who sold their output to large merchant exporters and who were 
bound to these merchants by some form or other of debt bondage. In either case, the 
production became market responsive, shifting in accordance with the pressures of 
the world market.

On the Indian subcontinent, the major export crops were indigo, raw silk, opium, 
and cotton. In the Ottoman Empire, they were mohair yarn, raw silk, cotton, and 
cereals. In Russia, they were hemp, flax, and wheat. In West Africa, they were at first 
slaves but then palm oil and peanuts. In all of these zones, the level of exports went 
up considerably during this period.

One must be aware of what this kind of export-oriented production necessarily 
meant for agrarian structures. Three things happened. A considerable amount of acreage 
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that had been previously devoted to locally consumed food production had now to be 
devoted to these crops. In the second place, the workers located in these areas had now 
to obtain part or all of their food from other acreage that became devoted to specialized 
food production sold to workers in the export-crop zone to sustain them. And since both 
the export cash-crop areas and the areas producing food for sale to the first set of areas 
needed more manpower than they had needed when they produced locally consumed 
food crops, there had to be a third set of areas that exported workers to the first two zones.

In addition, as has been regularly pointed out, there was a process of dein-
dustrialization in all these four zones, partly under duress and partly because of the 
profitability to plantation owners and large merchant purveyors of using these areas 
for cash-crop production. For the most part, this was a shift in the occupational pat-
terns in rural areas.

From the point of view of the agricultural workers, they had less time and less 
land on which to produce goods for themselves and their well-being. They typically 
had to work longer hours per day, more days per year, in a system that increased the 
amount of coercion to remain on the land.3

The whole early period of the capitalist world-economy involved a steady reorga-
nization of the tenure systems in rural areas and, over time, a steady reduction in food 
production for local household consumption. It also involved, in an irregular pattern, 
the growth of larger-scale units of production or of marketing structures in which the 
producers were tied to the marketer by debt mechanisms. It did not involve, in this 
early period, a de-ruralization of the world to any significant extent.

This began to change with a revision of the mode of displacement in times of 
economic contraction. It had always been the case, long before there was a capitalist 
world-economy, that there had been an urban-rural alternation between economic 
upswings and downswings in the location of industrial production. The advantage of 
an urban location is the advantage of lower transactions costs. The disadvantage of an 
urban location is that the concentration of workers permits the growth at least of guild 
spirit, if not of guild structures, which slowly but surely raises the bargaining power 
of the workforce.

As long as times are good and the producers can find buyers with relative ease, the 
rising cost of labor seems a minor concern next to the low transactions costs and the low 
level of worker disruption and sabotage. When, however, times turn bad and markets 
are tight, the producers seek to reduce costs however they can, and they begin to worry 
actively about guild spirits and practices.

The solution historically had been to move the operation of artisanal production 
physically from urban to rural zones. In rural zones, more isolated work forces could be 
induced to work at lower levels of real remuneration. One favorite mechanism was for 
an urban merchant to supply the materials to the rural worker against a requirement 
that he sell the finished product at a price agreed in advance. For the rural worker, the 
artisanal production became a task added to other household tasks, with perhaps a 
gendered division of labor. Once involved in such a system, the rural worker was tied 
to it by a debt obligation out of which it was almost impossible to exit.

It was the urban merchant who would bring the rural location of artisanal 
production to an end. When times became good again, the attractiveness of lowered 
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transactions costs made its appeal anew. So artisanal production returned to urban areas. 
This premodern pattern of urban-rural alternation continued in the early centuries 
of the capitalist world-economy. That is, it was maintained until capitalists figured 
out how to combine the pluses of lowered guild spirit with some (some, not all) of the 
advantages of lower transactions costs.

The history of the capitalist world-economy has, from the beginning, been one 
long effort to create largely monopolized products, which, because they were monopo-
lized, were capable of very large price markups, and therefore of substantial profits. 
To understand what began to happen to the rural areas, we must discuss the ways in 
which capitalism as a system is not at all a free market system—quite the contrary.

A market in a capitalist system is both a concrete local structure where individu-
als or firms sell and buy goods and a virtual institution across the large space in which 
the same kind of exchange occurs. How large and widespread any virtual market is 
depends on the realistic alternatives that sellers and buyers have at a given time. In 
principle, in a capitalist world-economy, the virtual market exists in the world-economy 
as a whole. But there are often interferences with these boundaries, creating narrower 
and more “protected” markets.

There are, of course, separate virtual markets for all commodities as well as for 
capital and different kinds of labor. But over time, there can also be said to exist a 
single virtual world market for all the factors of production combined despite all the 
barriers that exist to its free functioning. One can think of this complete virtual market 
as a magnet for all producers and buyers, whose pull is a constant political factor in 
the decision making of everyone—the states, the firms, the households, the classes, 
and the status groups.

This complete virtual world market is a reality in that it influences all decision 
making, but it never functions fully and freely (that is, without interference). The 
totally free market functions as an ideology, a myth, and a constraining influence, 
but it is never a day-to-day reality.

One of the reasons it is not a day-to-day reality is that a totally free market, were 
it ever to exist, would make impossible the endless accumulation of capital. This may 
seem to be a paradox because it is surely true that capitalism cannot function without 
markets, and it is also true that capitalists regularly say that they favor totally free 
markets. But capitalists, in fact, do not need or want such totally free markets. Rather, 
they want markets that are only partially free.

The reason is clear. Suppose a world market existed in which all the factors of 
production flowed without restriction, in which there were a very large number of 
buyers and a very large number of sellers, and in which there was perfect information 
(that is, all sellers and all buyers knew the exact state of all costs of production). In 
such a perfect market, the buyers would always be able to bargain down the sellers to 
an absolutely minuscule level of profit (let us think of it as a penny), and this low level 
of profit would make the capitalist game entirely uninteresting to producers, removing 
the basic social underpinnings of such a system.

What sellers always prefer is a monopoly, for then they can create a relatively wide 
margin between the costs of production and the sales price, and thus realize high rates 
of profit. Of course, perfect monopolies are extremely difficult to create, and rare, but 
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quasi-monopolies are not that difficult to achieve. All one needs is the support of the 
state machinery of a relatively strong state, one that can enforce the quasi-monopoly.

There are multiple ways of achieving such a quasi-monopoly. One of the most 
fundamental is the system of patents, which reserves rights in an invention for a speci-
fied number of years. This is what basically makes new products the most expensive 
and the most profitable for their producers. Of course, patents are often violated, and 
in any case, they eventually expire, but by and large, they protect a quasi-monopoly 
for a rather long time. Even so, production protected by patents usually remains only 
a quasi-monopoly, since other, similar products that are not covered by the patent may 
be on the market. This is why the normal situation for so-called leading products (that 
is, products that are both new and have an important share of the overall world market 
for commodities) is an oligopoly rather than an absolute monopoly. Oligopolies are, 
however, good enough to realize the desired high rate of profits, especially since the 
various firms often collude to minimize competition.

Patents are not the only way in which states can create quasi-monopolies. State 
restrictions on imports and exports (so-called protectionist measures) are another. State 
subsidies and tax benefits are a third. The ability of strong states to use their muscle 
to prevent weaker states from creating counterprotectionist measures is still another. 
The role of the states as large-scale buyers of certain products willing to pay excessive 
prices is still another. Finally, regulations that impose a burden on producers may be 
relatively easy to absorb by large producers but crippling to smaller producers, which 
then results in the elimination of the latter from the market and thus increases the 
degree of oligopoly. The modalities by which states interfere with the virtual market 
are so extensive that they constitute a fundamental factor in determining prices and 
profits. Without such interferences, the capitalist system could not thrive and therefore 
could not survive.

Nonetheless, there are two in-built antimonopolistic features in a capitalist world-
economy. First of all, one producer’s monopolistic advantage is another producer’s loss. 
The losers will, of course, struggle politically to remove the advantages of the win-
ners. They can do this by political struggle within the states where the monopolistic 
producers are located, appealing to doctrines of a free market, and offering support to 
political leaders inclined to end a particular monopolistic advantage. Or they can do 
this by persuading other states to defy the world market monopoly by using their state 
power to sustain competitive producers. Both methods are used. Therefore, over time, 
every quasi-monopoly is undone by the entry of further producers into the market.

Quasi-monopolies are thus self-liquidating. But they last long enough (say thirty 
years) to ensure considerable accumulation of capital on the part of those who control 
them. When a quasi-monopoly does cease to exist, the large accumulators of capital 
simply move their capital to new leading products or whole new leading industries. 
The result is a cycle of leading products. Leading products have moderately short 
lives, but they are constantly succeeded by other leading industries. Thus the game 
continues. As for the once-leading industries past their primes, they become more and 
more “competitive,” that is, less and less profitable.

The axial division of labor of a capitalist world-economy divides production into 
corelike products and peripheral products. Core-periphery is a relational concept. What 
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I mean by “core-periphery” is the degree of profitability of the production processes. 
Since profitability is directly related to the degree of monopolization, what I essentially 
mean by “corelike production processes” are those controlled by quasi-monopolies. 
Peripheral processes are precisely those that are truly competitive. Whenever exchange 
occurs, competitive products are in a weak position, and quasi-monopolized products 
are in a strong position. As a result, there is a constant flow of surplus value from the 
producers of peripheral products to the producers of corelike products. This flow has 
been called unequal exchange.

Since quasi-monopolies are dependent on the patronage of strong states, they tend 
to be largely located—jurisdictionally, physically, and in terms of ownership—within 
such states. There is, therefore, a geographical consequence of the core-peripheral 
relationship. Corelike processes tend to group themselves in a few states and to con-
stitute the bulk of the production activity in such states. Peripheral processes tend to 
group themselves in a large number of states and tend to constitute the bulk of the 
production activity in these states. Thus, for shorthand purposes, we can talk of core 
states and peripheral states, provided we remember that we are really talking of a rela-
tionship between production processes. Some states have a near even mix of corelike 
and peripheral products. We may call them semiperipheral states. They have some 
special political properties. It is, however, not meaningful to speak of semiperipheral 
production processes.

Since, as we have seen, quasi-monopolies exhaust themselves, what is a corelike 
process today will become a peripheral process tomorrow. En route, such a production 
process may locate itself in what is or becomes a semiperipheral state. The economic 
history of the modern world-system is replete with the shift, or downgrading, of prod-
ucts, first to semiperipheral countries and then to peripheral ones.

The normal evolution of the leading industries—the slow dissolution of the quasi-
monopolies—is what accounts for the cyclical rhythms of the world-economy. A major 
leading industry tends to be a major stimulus to the expansion of the world-economy 
and results in considerable accumulation of capital. But it also normally leads to more 
extensive employment in the world-economy, higher wage levels, and a generalized 
sense of relative prosperity. As more and more firms enter the market of the erstwhile 
quasi-monopoly, there tends to be “overproduction” and increased price competition, 
lowering the rates of profit. At some point, this results in a considerably lowered level of 
profitability, much stock unsold, and consequently a slowdown in further production.

When this slowdown happens, we tend to see a reversal of the cyclical curve of 
the world-economy. We talk of stagnation or recession in the world-economy. Rates 
of unemployment rise worldwide. Producers seek to reduce costs to maintain their 
shares of the world market. One of the mechanisms is by relocation of the production 
processes to zones that have historically lower wages, that is, to semiperipheral coun-
tries. This puts pressure on the wage levels in the units of production still remaining 
in core zones, and wages there tend to become lower as well.

Effective demand, which was at first lacking because of overproduction, now 
becomes lacking because of a reduction in earnings of the consumers. In such a situation, 
not all producers necessarily lose out. There is obviously acutely increased competition 
among the widened oligopoly that is now engaged in these production processes. They 
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fight each other furiously, usually with the aid of their state machineries. Some states 
and some producers succeed in “exporting unemployment” from one core state to the 
others. Systemically, there is contraction, but certain core states and especially certain 
semiperipheral states may seem to be doing quite well.

The process we have been describing—expansion of the world-economy when 
there are quasi-monopolistic leading industries and contraction in the world-economy 
when there is a lowering of the intensity of quasi-monopoly—can be drawn as an up 
and down curve of so-called A and B phases. These are sometimes referred to as Kon-
dratieff cycles, named for the economist who described this phenomenon with clarity 
in the beginning of the twentieth century. These Kondratieff cycles have, up to now, 
been fifty to sixty years in length, adding together the A and B phases. Their exact 
length depends on the political measures taken by the states to avoid the coming of 
a B phase and especially the measures to achieve recuperation from the B phase and 
re-creation of a new A phase on the basis of new leading industries.

Let us now consider the impact of this kind of cyclical shift on the rural zones 
of the world-system. We can look at some of the major leading industries over the 
history of the modern world-system: shipbuilding in the seventeenth century, textiles 
in the early nineteenth century, steel production in the late nineteenth century, and 
automobile production in the early twentieth century.

Each of these four leading industries followed a similar pattern. For various 
reasons that are irrelevant to this discussion, the primary locus of production, the quasi-
monopolized center, was in each case a particular country, or actually a particular area 
within some country. For shipbuilding, it was originally Holland, more specifically 
Amsterdam. For textiles, it was originally England, more specifically Lancashire. For 
steel, it was again originally England, more specifically Sheffield. For automobiles, it 
was the United States, more specifically Detroit.

In each case, before too long, the geography of world production began to shift. 
In the case of shipbuilding, the Dutch were able to maintain their relative monopoly 
a bit longer by moving shipbuilding to their own nearby rural area, the Zaanstreek, 
keeping ship repair for Amsterdam. But then, other areas began to compete effectively 
as shipbuilding centers—most notably North America, especially Massachusetts and 
later Virginia, but also various English centers, Lisbon and the Algarve, and later 
many others.

In textiles, the initial shift was to what is today Belgium, the Rhineland, north-
ern France, and Switzerland; much later to Japan and India; and today, of course, to 
virtually all parts of the world. In steel, the shift was first to parts of Germany and the 
United States, then to other European loci such as Sweden and Russia, to India and 
Japan, to Korea, Brazil, and finally, to many other loci. In automobiles, the shift was 
from the United States to Germany and Japan, then to Canada, Italy, Korea, Malaysia, 
India, China, and many other loci.

If one studies the recruitment of labor to these new urban centers of production 
across the world, one notes a steady process of migration from rural areas to these 
centers. Sometimes, the rural areas from which the migrants come are in the same 
country. Sometimes, they come to the new centers via interstate migration, but once 
again from rural areas. Sometimes, the pattern is more complicated. The new industrial 
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processes recruit previously urbanized workers, but then rural migrants come to fill 
the slots that the transferred urban workers vacated.

What we have here is a steady de-ruralization of the world-system, accompanied 
by a steady de-peasantization. As the capitalist world-economy expanded its total 
production, the process accelerated. As late as 1945, the rural population of the world 
was still quite substantial, and only a few countries had urban populations of over 50 
percent. There was considerable acceleration of this process from 1945 to 1970. And 
it accelerated still faster after 1970. Hence, we arrived at the point where the 2008 
United Nations report says not only that the percentage of urban population worldwide 
is over 50 percent but that it will go up markedly by 2030.

Let us now shift our view from the national and global figures to what has been 
going on in the rural areas. Obviously, these processes that I have been describing 
have affected low-ranking persons in the rural areas in different ways. Some profited 
by them, advancing to the status of yeoman farmer or kulak. Those in a much larger 
percentage lost some of the limited advantages they had in earlier structures, becoming 
landless and/or being coerced workers in one form or another.

Naturally, there was resistance. There has always been resistance. It took the form 
of sabotage, of theft, of rebellion. It also took the form of flight, flight to wilderness or 
frontier areas, flight to the urban ghettos/bidonvilles/favelas. And there is no question 
that, when surveyed over several centuries, the resistance slowed these processes down 
but never quite stopped them.

What has changed in the last century or so has been the rise of rural social move-
ments, which have sought to transform individual resistance into collective resistance. 
This rise is, of course, parallel to what has happened in the urban areas. Sometimes, 
the rural social movements have taken the form of religious sects. And sometimes, they 
have taken the form of quite secular movements oriented to political action.

What have such movements sought to achieve? I think that, if we cut through 
the maze of particular demands in particular situations, there have been two basic 
objectives. One is to reverse the historic pattern of increasing concentration of units 
of production by establishing or re-establishing control of the land by smaller unit-
holders on viable units of production. This call for “land reform” has had some success 
in some parts of the world-system.

Even where it has been politically successful (in that the state became ready to 
support some redivision and redistribution of land units), such land reform has run 
up against the fact that what is viable today involves larger minimal size than what 
was viable yesteryear. Land reforms that awarded ownership rights meant land units 
that could subsequently be sold on the market. Land thus divided could be reunited 
via the market. So, overall, land reform efforts have not been able to reverse the trend 
toward greater concentration of land ownership/control.

The second thing that rural social movements have sought has been more 
ambitious than mere land reform. It has been a return to food self-sufficiency. We 
are living at a moment where most countries in the world have lost national food  
self-sufficiency—and this has only happened in the last thirty years.

The reasons for this are quite clear. The pressures to open markets have allowed 
countries with highly efficient food production operations to undercut national food 
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producers in other countries. This undercutting has been combined with pressures on 
most countries to turn their arable areas to producing export crops other than food. 
The combination of subsidies to food growers in a few countries such as the United 
States with world pressure on other countries to eliminate their subsidies made most 
countries food-import dependent.

This dependence has accelerated de-peasantization in the entire Global South. 
And into this deteriorating situation huge investment funds have entered to buy 
farmland, fertilizer, grain elevators, and shipping equipment.4 One result of this is to 
subject ever-larger areas of food production to the vagaries of a volatile world finan-
cial market. Meanwhile, countries that are no longer food self-sufficient—today the 
vast majority—encounter wildly rising world food prices that they cannot afford to 
pay. And those agencies that are specialized in food aid find they are in the same 
dilemma—unable to pay the increased prices.

This process has also accelerated ecological destruction in two major ways. On 
the one hand, the increasing transfer of land areas to other uses—deforestation, biofu-
els, and so on—have, in multiple ways, rendered remaining food-producing areas less 
productive. And the major solution being offered to increase food output—genetically 
modified organisms—will have unmeasured and probably quite serious consequences 
on future production.

So, can the peasant return in some meaningful sense and in meaningful numbers? 
And is it desirable that the peasant return? It seems clear to me that we are in the midst 
of a runaway train ride that is carrying the whole capitalist world-economy toward a 
totally unviable situation far—very far—from equilibrium. What is going on in the 
rural areas is only a part of the picture, but a very important part.

Let us return to the basic mechanisms of capitalism as an historical system. Capi-
talism is a system in which the endless accumulation of capital is the raison d’ être and 
the bottom line. Let us look at the situation from the viewpoint of entrepreneur—any 
entrepreneurs, whatever products they are offering on the world market.

Entrepreneurs have three basic costs. They must remunerate their personnel. 
They must pay for all the inputs needed to produce a finished item. And they must pay 
whatever taxes are imposed on them. They must then sell their product on a virtual 
world market. The difference between their total costs of production and the realized 
sales prices are their profit. Each of the three costs shows long-term secular rises (as 
proportion of the sales price). They seem each to be coming sufficiently near to their 
asymptotes so as to lead to wild fluctuations.

The amount of recompense employers pay their employees (from the lowest paid 
to the high cadres) is a function of the class struggle. The major mode that employees 
use to foster increased pay levels is some kind of syndical action. Successful syndical 
action is always difficult to organize, but two things work in its long-term favor. On 
the one hand, as I have explained, whenever the world-economy as a whole is in an 
expansionary phase, employers are reluctant to suffer the production interruptions that 
hostile syndical action would entail and are therefore ready to make some concessions 
to maintain continuous production. On the other hand, successful syndical action 
usually reflects more sophisticated political insight by employees and acquisition of 
tactical knowledge. Both of these increase in any given locale with the passage of time, 
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and therefore, at some point, such syndical action can bear its fruit. In addition, there 
are advantages to employers collectively, if not necessarily to the individual employer 
in his or her own firm, in the expansion of the effective demand for commodities. 
And increasing remuneration to employees increases effective demand in the overall 
world-economy.

Most employers, however, are primarily concerned with their own short-term 
profit levels. When various kinds of repressive techniques fail to stem employee 
demands, the employers have resorted to physical displacement of the process of pro-
duction, provided the reduced costs of production compensate the costs of change of 
locale. They have moved the enterprise to areas where employees are ready to accept 
lower payments and manifest lesser political sophistication and tactical skill. This 
phenomenon of the “runaway factory” has been a standard technique over the last 500 
years. I have explained how this works. But this kind of repeated displacement presumes 
the existence of these pools of potential employees. And the steady de-ruralization of 
the world, itself the result of past displacements, represents the asymptotic limit to 
this process.

A similar difficulty is found in the effort to keep the cost of inputs low. Pro-
ducers use three main mechanisms to keep these costs low. They do not pay, in large 
part, for the costs of detoxification. They do not pay, in large part, for the costs of 
renewing the resources they use. And they do not pay, in large part, for the creation 
of the infrastructure they need both for obtaining their inputs and work force and for 
marketing their products. This failure to pay essential parts of the cost of inputs is 
called the “externalization” of the costs of production.

But as the de-ruralization of the world’s work force represents a limit on keeping 
the price of labor low, so the ecological damage to the biomass represents a limit on 
externalizing detoxification and resource replenishment. In addition, costs of infra-
structure rise steadily because of the rising costs of the work force and lead inevitably 
to increased taxation. The ecological limits having become quite visible, green move-
ments of various kinds have become politically important and have created pressures 
both for remedial action (which requires increased taxation) and internalization of 
these costs (which also means rising costs of inputs for the producers).

Finally, the costs of external payments (taxes plus corruption) have also been 
rising steadily as a percentage of the sales price. Taxation has risen because of the 
basic democratization of the world politically. The rising political strength of ordinary 
people is a function of their collective organization and militancy, which has led, in 
turn, to the states’ seeking to reduce their militancy by some limited redistribution of 
the surplus value (the “welfare state”). This redistribution had the double advantage 
of maintaining the political stability of the world-system (by appeasing discontent) 
and expanding effective demand. Still, the price for this, from the point of view of the 
individual producer, is a higher tax bill and therefore lower profits. In addition, the 
costs of corruption have been rising as well because here, too, political sophistication 
and tactical knowledge on the part of those extorting the benefits have risen steadily.

Countermovements on the part of the producers to reduce the costs of production 
have not been absent. They occur continuously, and we have seen a large-scale movement 
of this kind recently. It has been called “neoliberalism” (Thatcherism, Reaganomics) 
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and dominated the politics of a number of countries in the last few decades. However, 
although such countermovements can achieve some reduction of costs, historically, 
they have never managed to reduce the costs to the previous low point. It is a pattern 
of two steps forward, one step backward, or what might be called a ratchet effect. The 
bottom line is that the curve of the overall and worldwide costs of production has been 
steadily rising. This is the fundamental factor that has produced the structural crisis 
of the capitalist world-economy in which we find ourselves today.5

So here we are today—in the midst of a structural crisis of the capitalist world-
economy, of which the historical de-ruralization plus de-peasantization of the world-
system has been a central and integral part. If the question is whether we can revive 
the peasantry as it historically was, the answer is undoubtedly no. Nor would doing 
so be desirable.

But the crisis of the system takes the form of a bifurcation in which the world is 
moving toward a reorganization of its basic structure. We can say several things about 
this process. One is that it is a very chaotic process with enormous and unpredict-
able oscillations—economically, politically, culturally, and militarily. This chaos will 
probably include much food suffering, even starvation. The second is that the existing 
world-system cannot survive, but it is inherently impossible to predict the outcome 
of the struggle. The third is that there will be new order out of chaos, but whether 
this new order will be better or worse, we cannot be sure. The fourth is that in such a 
chaotic situation, every small input has a large effect. We are in a situation of almost 
perfect free will or, if you will, of the predominance of agency over structure.

Two basic outcomes are possible. One is a world-system that is, like the pres-
ent one, hierarchical, exploitative, and polarizing. And one is a world-system that is 
relatively democratic and egalitarian. The structure of the agrarian zones would be 
quite different under each of these outcomes. In a hierarchical, inegalitarian system, 
we would undoubtedly see one or another form of coerced labor, even if the percent-
age of the world population engaged in agrarian tasks remained relatively low. In a 
relatively democratic, relatively egalitarian world, we might see the return of small, 
relatively self-sufficient agrarian production units.

Saying much more than this is probably not possible. We can design our utopias 
as we wish, but there is no guarantee that things will turn out the way we design them. 
What can be said is that a relatively democratic, relatively egalitarian world has to be 
one in which the trend is away from, rather than toward, the commodification of every-
thing. This is the repeated theme of the agrarian antisystemic movements today. They 
are one part—an important part, but not the only part—of a wider coalition of forces 
in this critical, transnational struggle over the world we are trying to construct in the 
midst of our uncertain, and let us admit it, rather terrifying world political struggle.

Notes

1. For a more elaborate discussion of the sixteenth-century capitalist world-economy, 
see my The Modern World-System I: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the European 
World-Economy (San Diego: Academic Press, 1974), ch. 2.
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2. Further details on what was occurring in the agrarian zones of the capitalist world-
economy during this period can be found in my The Modern World-System II: Mercantilism 
and the Consolidation of the European World-Economy, 1600–1750 (New York: Academic Press, 
1980).

3. What happened in these four zones in the period 1750–1850 is discussed in great 
detail in my The Modern World-System III: The Second Great Expansion of the Capitalist World-
Economy, 1730–1840s (San Diego: Academic Press, 1989), ch. 3.

4. See Diana B. Henriques, “Food is Gold, and Investors Pour Billions into Farming,” 
The New York Times (June 5, 2008).

5. There is a further, noneconomic, element in the process—the apparent success and 
then the real failure of the world’s antisystemic movements, which was crystallized in the world 
revolution of 1968, has weakened critically the ability of the states to constrain the strength 
and volatility of the political action of the popular classes. See my analysis in Immanuel Waller-
stein, After Liberalism (New York: New Press, 1995), Part IV.
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Chapter 4

u

History, Capitalism, and the 
Making of the Postsocialist 

Chinese Peasant 1

Alexander Day

Much discussion over the years, especially within Western social science, has focused 
on the definition of the peasantry. China scholars Myron Cohen and Charles Hayford 
have both suggested that the translation of the term “peasant” into Chinese as nong-
min early in the twentieth century was part of a process through which intellectuals 
distinguished themselves from the peasant, often portrayed as a backward and ignorant 
figure.2 The discourse on the peasant in the twentieth century thus can be seen as a form 
of discrimination and marginalization. Cohen has argued that the category “peasant” 
was an early-twentieth-century cultural invention that helped to legitimate both the 
politics of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), founded in 1921, and the privileged 
status of Chinese intellectuals as bearers of truth and enlightenment. Cohen was writ-
ing in the aftermath of the crackdown on the 1989 Tiananmen demonstrations when 
the reevaluation of the revolutionary and iconoclastic tradition of Chinese politics 
was at its height following the cultural fever of the 1980s.3 According to Cohen, an 
antipeasant iconoclasm was foundational to the mistaken radical politics of twentieth-
century China, characterized as antipopular and authoritarian.4 The introduction of 
the category nongmin—usually translated as “peasant”—into early-twentieth-century 
political discussions by leftist Chinese intellectuals was a key cultural intervention in 
this process. Cohen states

Through the transformation of “farmers” into “peasants,” “tradition” into “feudal-
ism,” and “customs” or “religion” into “superstition,” there was invented not only 
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the “old society” that had to be supplanted, but also the basic negative criteria des-
ignating a new status group, one held by definition to be incapable of creative and 
autonomous participation in China’s reconstruction.5

Charles Hayford has made a similar argument, suggesting that the “peasant” was 
largely constructed during the May Fourth and New Culture Movement (1916–1923).6 
Both Cohen and Hayford tie the term “peasant” (nongmin) to the negative histori-
cal category “feudalism” ( fengjian), whereas they see the term “farmer” as a positive 
category. While Cohen and Hayford do mention that some intellectuals in the 1920s 
and 1930s were an exception to the dominant antipeasant iconoclasm, noting Fei 
Xiaotong and rural reconstructionists among others, they stress that at its inception 
the category nongmin carried a negative valence that has influenced understandings 
of the rural ever since.

Hayford and Cohen are certainly correct in drawing attention to this aspect of the 
discourse on the peasant: the images of a backward peasant can be found throughout 
the twentieth century.7 John Flower brings this justified criticism of elite intellectual 
attitudes toward the peasantry into the early reform period, arguing that social science 
in China—as in the West—has constructed the peasant as the backwards other of 
the intellectual.8 But the category nongmin has from the beginning contained more 
complex meanings than this focus on antipeasant discrimination implies, necessitat-
ing greater attention to historical and political-economic context. Elitism cannot be 
transcended simply by redefining the “peasant” as a “farmer,” somehow evading social 
science categorization and reaching the real of the rural. Moreover, the term “farmer” 
is no less problematic or political than “peasant”; it, too, must be understood within 
the particular historical and political context from which it emerged and in which it 
operates. Instead, we need to better account for social theorization—the continual 
reinvention of the peasant—within the context of the political economy of the post-
socialist period, for the relationship between the peasant and history remains central 
to any theorization of the evolution of our global condition.

The postsocialist reconfiguration of Marxist historiography in the early reform 
period forms an important departure point for all discussions about the peasant in the 
contemporary moment. Postsocialism is the historical condition of reform period China, 
in which, as it joined with global capitalism, the historical and political narrative of 
socialism as an opposition to capitalism lost much of its power. Arif Dirlik argues that 
postsocialism is a discourse within which arguments over the meaning of socialism are 
combined with an understanding that the global conditions original to socialism—its 
antagonistic opposition to capitalism—have changed dramatically. Dirlik uses the term 
“postsocialism” primarily to understand the “condition of ideological contradiction 
and uncertainty” produced in the discursive struggle over Chinese socialism during 
the early reform period. The historical condition of postsocialism centers on socialism’s 
loss of “coherence as a metatheory of politics” resulting from its rearticulation to the 
capitalist world order.9 A “metatheory of politics,” here, should be understood as an 
embedding of politics within history, in which the political evaluation of actions and 
policy is determined through a theoretical elaboration of the relationship between that 
political act and a narrative of history. During the Maoist period, this historical mode 
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of politics—the explicit embedding of politics within historical discourse—entailed 
a dialectical understanding of peasant social and political tendencies, meaning that 
the propensity of peasants to act in a certain way had to be interpreted within the 
context of concrete historical and social conditions. Peasants could incline toward 
either egalitarian actions or class differentiation, depending on circumstances. This 
dialectical conception reached a point of fracture by the time of the Cultural Revolu-
tion in the late 1960s, and in the process of postsocialist reform beginning in the late 
1970s, it was replaced by a single-sided and static interpretation of the role of peasants 
in history. Social and political understandings of the peasant lost their dominance, and 
the economic mode of interpretation became hegemonic. Discussions of intellectual 
discrimination against peasants tend to miss this dynamic.

Two linked aspects of the postsocialist reevaluation of the peasant by Chinese 
intellectuals are highlighted here. First, the historical agency of the peasant as a revolu-
tionary subject—a central component of Maoist and dialectical understandings of the 
peasant—was contested by reform-period intellectuals, and the peasant increasingly was 
seen in a one-sided manner as backward, ignorant, and the cause of China’s supposed slow 
social and economic development. Second, postsocialism was a revaluation of labor, in 
which a stress on the differential “quality” of labor replaced the more egalitarian mode of 
valuing labor that characterized the Maoist period. In other words, the historical agency 
of the peasantry to transform society was replaced with an individual entrepreneurial 
agency. While earlier CCP theories of the peasant—which began to be developed in 
the 1920s and 1930s as Marxist theory was integrated with Chinese conditions— 
continued as an important point of reference, they were significantly altered within this 
new context, leading to the end of a dialectical understanding of the peasant. This essay 
looks at three different categories—agrarian socialism, the Asiatic mode of production, 
and suzhi (quality)—through which the role of the peasant in history was reevaluated 
during the reform period, introducing a nondialectical understanding of peasant social 
tendencies. These key categories all link a particular understanding of history, based 
on the progressive development of the productive forces and technology, to a politics 
of the peasants, who are understood as needing liberation to develop their capitalist 
tendencies and transform themselves into entrepreneurial farmers. This understanding 
in turn undergirds contemporary policy decisions on rural China.

Revolution, ConstRuCtion, and the Peasant

In general, long-standing Marxist and CCP theorization of peasant character was based 
on the position of the peasantry within the economy and the contemporary stage of 
social development through which China was passing. During the revolution, the CCP 
developed a theory of the peasantry based on its “dual nature” (liangchong xing).10 On 
the one hand, the peasantry was a rebellious exploited class of rural laborers; on the other 
hand, the peasantry was also a conservative petty-bourgeois class of “small producers” 
(xiao shengchanzhe) that defended its small plots of land. How this dual class nature was 
expressed depended on political and social circumstances: it could lead to increasing class 
differentiation as individual households competed to expand their wealth or peasant fear 
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of landlessness and semi-proletarianization could lead to support for populist egalitarian 
measures. While its rebellious nature was a key to the Chinese revolution—constituting 
“the real motive force of historical development in Chinese feudal society,” according 
to Mao11—the party always had to worry that, once the rebellion had ended, peasants 
would return to their conservative and overly egalitarian ways. “Peasant conscious-
ness” (nongmin yishi), linked to the petty-bourgeois class position peasants held within 
society, was a threat to the party’s progressive ideals and had to be brought under the 
leadership of the working class.12 Early in the revolution, as the party tried to build a 
disciplined revolutionary army under very difficult circumstances, Mao stated, “The 
source of such incorrect ideas in this Party organization lies, of course, in the fact that 
[the Red Army’s] basic units are composed largely of peasants and other elements of 
petty-bourgeois origin.”13 While comprising a rebellious force, peasant subjectivity had 
to be fashioned into an effective revolutionary weapon by the proletarian party. The 
success of the revolution depended upon the party’s ability to balance the often rather 
immediate demands of peasants and the long-term historical trajectory of revolution 
and socialist transformation.

The theory of “New Democracy” (xin minzhuzhuyi) was developed during the 
revolution beginning in 1940 in part to manage the contradictions of a socialist revolu-
tion taking place in a country dominated by the peasantry. It stressed a moderate line in 
which different classes were united in revolution. In the post-war period of construction, 
New Democracy was to be a period of transition in which, through industrialization, 
the productive forces would be built up to the point that Chinese society was ready 
to become socialist. For rural society this meant that a petty-bourgeois economy of 
small peasants would continue to exist until the Chinese economy could support the 
industrialization and socialization of agriculture. Politically, during the revolution 
and early years of construction this policy was designed to maintain the support of 
middle peasants. Yet there was always a fear of corruption by peasant consciousness, 
leading to a historical dead end such as “agrarian socialism.” The category “agrarian 
socialism” emerged out of the CCP’s revolutionary experience with the peasantry, 
although soon after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 the 
term fell into disuse, only to return during the postsocialist period.14 In a 1948 speech 
at a cadre conference in north China near the end of the civil war, Mao maintained the 
New Democracy line and argued for the need to be vigilant against “agrarian social-
ism,” a form of “reactionary, backward, and retrogressive” thinking based on peasant 
petty-bourgeois consciousness and leading to “absolute egalitarianism.”15 Agrarian 
socialism designated an egalitarian socialism that could develop on the material basis 
of an agrarian peasant economy; this would result in historical stagnation, for peas-
ant egalitarianism would preclude the development of social forces necessary to the 
expansion and progress of the forces of production. As one journal put it at the time, 
agrarian socialism was an “attempt to use the standards of the small peasant economy 
to know and transform the whole world” while avoiding capitalist development—a 
form of populism.16 New Democracy, by contrast, was to be a historical transition 
period in which private ownership, particularly in the countryside, would continue 
alongside a growing state-run economy, leading to the industrialization of China and 
finally its socialization, a process that egalitarianism would disrupt.
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After the success of the revolution, Daniel Kelliher shows, a party that was intent 
on industrializing the economy, often at the expense of the peasantry, began to stress 
the conservative nature of the peasantry and its egalitarian consciousness.17 Yet the 
precise nature of the peasantry’s historic role at this time of transition from revolution 
to construction was a matter of debate within the leadership. In April 1951, the Shanxi 
Provincial Party Committee wrote the Northeast Bureau and the Central Committee 
cautioning that, while land reform had unleashed the productive power of the peasantry, 
this spontaneous energy pushed not “in the direction of modernization and collectiv-
ization that we demand, but in the direction of a rich peasantry” and the dispersal of 
mutual aid organizations.18 They accordingly believed that this spontaneous direction 
of the small peasant economy toward renewed class differentiation needed to be halted 
and redirected toward collectivization and a new social form. The Northeast Bureau 
disagreed with the Shanxi committee, reiterating Mao’s earlier New Democracy line on 
peasant tendencies that was critical of “agrarian socialism,” which the bureau saw as a 
more perilous problem than class differentiation. According to Liu Shaoqi, who agreed 
with the Northeast Bureau, the shift from an individual ownership system in agricul-
ture to collectivized farms would be inaugurated through a revolution in the mode of 
production, and could only occur once China was industrialized enough to allow for the 
mechanization of agriculture. Without such preconditions, restricting the spontaneous 
tendencies of economic development and encouraging agricultural production coopera-
tives was a form of “mistaken, dangerous, and utopian agrarian socialist thinking.”19

At this point, however, Mao contradicted Liu, supporting the Shanxi committee. 
This marked a departure from the New Democracy line, opening up a wider politi-
cal space for rural cooperativization and collectivization. As Mao shifted to support 
a more rapid collectivization in the countryside, the critical term “agrarian socialism” 
became a political liability, for it could easily be used to criticize rural collectivization, 
as Liu’s comments revealed. It was then edited out of Mao’s 1948 speech as it appeared 
in the fourth volume of his collected works.20 In the years that followed, as rural poli-
cies became more radical, the party was increasingly critical of the peasantry’s petty- 
bourgeois tendency toward class differentiation; discussions of “agrarian socialism” 
largely disappeared. As the politics of the CCP became more contentious from the late 
1950s, within party propaganda, the split between the two poles of the peasantry’s dual 
nature grew wider, bringing the dialectical understanding of the peasant to the point 
of rupture. Thus, while the ultra-left in the CCP took the stress on the revolution-
ary nature of the exploited, including the peasants, to extremes during the Cultural 
Revolution, peasants as “small producers” were at the same time considered to harbor 
tendencies toward capitalism.21

Petty-BouRgeois Peasant ConseRvatism and 
the CRitique of agRaRian soCialism at the 

Beginning of the RefoRm PeRiod

A few years after Mao’s death in 1976, the Communist Party, now under the leadership 
of Deng Xiaoping, instigated sweeping reforms of the Chinese economy and society. 
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A thorough revision of the party’s ideological underpinnings was a central part of this 
process. Intellectuals, many of whom had been targets of the Cultural Revolution but 
who were now brought back into public life, played an important role. While at first 
in the late 1970s intellectuals largely returned to the 1950s orthodox Marxist position 
on the peasantry, stressing the economic determination of consciousness and ideology, 
over time, establishment intellectuals transformed the earlier understanding of the dual 
nature of the peasantry. Contrary to the increasingly bifurcated image of the peasant 
during the 1960s and 1970s22 and especially the stress on the revolutionary nature of 
the peasantry, during the early reform period, establishment intellectuals stressed the 
conservative nature of the peasantry’s egalitarian tendencies. Such a conservative peas-
antry, in turn, was the social foundation for an autocratic state, for dictatorship, and 
for the cult of personality. Instead of sustaining a “reserve of socialist activism,” peasant 
consciousness formed the social basis for continued feudal influence, the suppression of 
which was a precondition for modernization. As the reform period developed, peasant 
historical and political agency was increasingly denied.

In an influential 1979 article, historian Wang Rongsheng argued that historical 
change in feudalism could not be reduced to the dynamic of rural class struggle and that 
many rural struggles were between the peasantry and the state, and thus not expressions 
of class struggle. Wang linked this criticism of peasant historical studies to the stress 
on class struggle during the Cultural Revolution.23 Also in 1979, in a major argument 
for shifting the emphasis in historical research, Dai Yi criticized the singular focus on 
class struggle and peasant wars during the later Maoist era, particularly during the 
Cultural Revolution. Consonant with the Party’s ideological shift from class struggle 
to economic development, Dai stated that this misplaced emphasis was because of  
a misunderstanding of Marxism-Leninism and historical materialism that reached a 
height during the Cultural Revolution. In contrast, a proper understanding showed 
that class struggle was only an expression of a deeper contradiction within society, 
“the contradiction between the productive forces and the relations of production, 
and the contradiction between the economic base and the superstructure.”24 Peasant 
wars, while an important aspect of China’s feudal society, were not the motive force 
of history. Thus Dai argued that productivity, not class struggle, “is the most vital, 
most revolutionary ingredient.”25 In fact, within feudal society “peasant wars could 
only strike a definite blow at the old productive relationships, could only change 
certain links of these [relationships], but could not possibly change the old modes of 
production completely.”26

These arguments on the peasant were carried even further by Wang Xiaoqiang, 
an important reformist intellectual, who argued that peasant egalitarian conscious-
ness prevented peasant rebellions from surpassing feudal social relations and rule 
during the imperial period. At best, a peasant rebellion would simply lead to a new 
distribution of land and new feudal rulers.27 The conservative side of the peasantry’s 
dual nature predominated, and the small peasant “utopian fantasy” (wutuobang shi 
de kongxiang) could not truly be established.28 Under the leadership and education of 
the proletariat and its party, however, the progressive side could dominate, although 
the conservative side would not disappear until its social basis in the small “peasant 
economy” (xiaonong jingji) was superseded. Yet as most cadres were from nonprole-
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tarian and especially petty-bourgeois backgrounds, peasant consciousness within the 
party set the stage for the “feudal” methods and incorrect policies of Lin Biao and the 
Gang of Four, the destruction of internal party democracy, and the ascendancy of an 
egalitarian “agrarian socialism.”29 By the reform period, therefore, “agrarian social-
ism” had become a term used by some more radical reformers to criticize Maoist rural 
policies. In a later article, Wang Xiaoqiang went on to argue that “agrarian socialism” 
during the Maoist period was a form of populism, linked to peasant consciousness 
and a “small peasant economy,” that short-circuited history by skipping over capitalist 
development and restoring a natural economy in which all are equally poor. Unlike 
Russian populism, however, Chinese agrarian socialism was not so directly connected 
to intellectuals but was a latent energy that was unleashed in peasant uprisings. The 
clearest example was the Taiping Rebellion (1851–1864), which, according to Wang, 
suppressed private property, the commodity economy, and the family while it instituted 
cultural revolution. Scientific socialism, on the other hand, could only be constructed 
on the foundation of a modern commodity economy,30 which the New Democratic 
political and economic policy was intended to provide. While agrarian socialism had a 
“limited use” during the revolutionary period—notably to motivate the revolutionary 
force of the peasantry—once the revolution was successful it became reactionary.31 
Feudal rule, built on peasant consciousness, prevented the completion of the two 
tasks of socialism: the development of the productive forces and the achievement of a 
democratic revolution.32

As the positive image of the peasantry as a rebellious exploited class that could 
push history forward came under attack by intellectuals, the negative, conservative side 
of the peasantry as a dependent class, unable to join together and needing the control 
of an autocratic ruler, was increasingly stressed. This conservative and egalitarian 
peasant mass was a central figure in the reform-era depiction of Maoist extremism as 
a populism rooted in the feudal consciousness of a peasant society. Instead of interpret-
ing bureaucracy as a problem of “capitalist restoration” or the rise of a “new bourgeois 
class,”33 for example, this discourse blamed the political separation between the state 
and the people on the lingering effects of an agrarian mode of production, whether it 
was named feudalism or the Asiatic mode of production. While the former was a social 
contradiction calling for class struggle, the latter was a stagnant opposition between 
state and society that required an outside force for modernization. In most formula-
tions of the reform period, the outside force was to be constituted by the intellectuals, 
who would advise the administrative state on the proper course of modernization.

At a speech at a major party theoretical conference that was to set the stage for 
reformist theory in the 1980s,34 Wang Ruoshui, deputy editor-in-chief of the Renmin 
Ribao, attacked the Maoist personality cult that came to be portrayed as the primary 
cause of the Cultural Revolution, by implication blaming its popularity on peasants:

The personality cult has deep historical roots in our society. Our country has been 
primarily dominated by small producers. The small producers’ force of habit is very 
deep-rooted. . . . Marx in his work The Eighteenth Brumaire . . . made the following 
analysis of the small farmers. Due to their dispersed, self-sufficient and mutually 
isolated nature, they were unable to form a “national bond.” As a result, “they can 
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not represent themselves, they must be represented. Their representative must  
. . . appear as their master, as an authority over them, as an unlimited governmental 
power that protects them against the other classes and sends them rain and sunshine 
from above.” This kind of socio-economic condition nurtures monarchical thinking 
and produces the personality cult.35

The background for Wang’s critical position on the peasantry was an attempt to 
construct a Marxist humanism adequate to critique alienation under socialism. The 
dependency of the peasant or small producer was portrayed as the social ground for the 
personality cult, totalitarianism, and political alienation, through which leaders were 
raised above the masses as saviors. Humanism, in contrast, necessitated the independence 
of individuals within society.36 This led to some of the most important intellectual 
debates from the early reform period to the present.37

Similarly, Wang Xizhe argued in 1980 that Mao’s peasant background had led 
to “a type of reactionary utopian peasant egalitarianism.”38 Wang questioned what he 
saw as the basis of Mao’s theory of “agrarian socialism”—a theory, notably, of which 
Mao was critical, though here Wang names Mao’s development strategy itself “agrarian 
socialism”—the idea that China’s peasants had a “reserve of socialist activism” that, 
once activated by the Communist Party, would lead to socialism.39 Instead, Wang 
argued, without the proper historical foundations—namely, a developed industrial 
economy—this reliance on peasant rebellion led to an autocratic and fascist, not 
democratic, form of agrarian socialism.40 As Wang stated,

Chinese peasants, who had never seen modern heavy industry, let alone had the 
opportunity to place themselves in its midst, were the very ones who could not pos-
sibly have accumulated a reserve of scientific socialist activism. When people used 
the ideals of socialism and communism to arouse the peasants to revolt, they could 
instill a consciousness of communism based on the peasants’ real mode of existence. 
This consciousness of communism was of a Heavenly Kingdom of Peace where when 
the “Great Way” was traveled, there was a spirit of “Cooperation” under heaven. Mao 
Zedong was able to bring them this kind of heavenly country. So we can understand 
how they could repay Mao Zedong with fanatic worship!41

Wang argued, therefore, that the Cultural Revolution was the result of a totalitarian 
mode of state formed on the basis of peasant consciousness and its corresponding cult 
of personality.42 At the time, Wang made a somewhat ambiguous association between 
“agrarian socialism” and the “Asiatic mode of production” (yaxiya shengchan fangshi), 
a category that has rather different theoretical implications as well as lineage, one to 
which I will now turn.43

Peasant dePendenCy and the asiatiC state

In the early 1980s, the linkage between the peasantry and the populist political errors of 
the Maoist period was deepened by renewed discussion of the Asiatic mode of produc-
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tion (AMP). While the AMP discussion clearly concerned the nature of the Chinese 
state, it also played an important role in reshaping reform-period understandings of 
the peasant and its role in history. This focus on the dominance of the Asiatic imperial 
state shifted attention away from the petty-bourgeois nature of the land-owning peas-
antry; theoretical concentration on the class nature of the peasantry was replaced by a 
growing emphasis on state-society relations. It was primarily Wu Dakun, professor of 
international economy at the People’s University of China and a participant in debates 
on the AMP in the 1950s,44 who generated this new discussion through his use of this 
category to criticize the Maoism of the Cultural Revolution.45 Adopted from Marx, 
the AMP was a category that allowed intellectuals to discuss multiple lines of historical 
development. The AMP formulation—designating large-scale agrarian societies with 
a dominant state—had been largely rejected by Chinese Marxists in the early 1930s 
because it seemed to place China outside of normal world-historical social evolution.46

During the reform era, however, with the reduction of the dual nature of the 
peasantry to a conservative egalitarianism tendency, the peasant increasingly was 
portrayed by intellectuals as the cause of stagnation or blockage within society. The 
historical category of the AMP, likewise, tended to remove all dynamism from Chinese 
society; the peasantry and its rebellions were no longer the motive force of history; 
they no longer sustained a revolutionary subjectivity. In 1980 and 1981, Wu argued 
that the AMP meant that history developed along multiple lines, but that the AMP 
ended up acting as a block to modernization, in particular because of the problem of 
bureaucracy.47 The economic basis of bureaucratism, Wu cites Lenin as arguing, was 
the “atomized and scattered state of the small producer. . . .”48 Influenced by the work 
of Umberto Melotti’s Marx e il terzo mondo,49 Wu employed the analytical category of 
the AMP to argue against the idea that Soviet-style societies were sliding into bureau-
cratic capitalism, instead asserting that the problem of bureaucracy in the USSR was 
related to the persistence of the traditional, Asiatic mode.50

Wu’s application of the category, however, was relatively limited. For Wu, the 
use of the AMP formulation to criticize bureaucratic rule in China should be largely 
restricted to the period of the Cultural Revolution.51 In a logic quite similar to that of 
Wang Xizhe, Wu stated

As historical materialists, we cannot consider accidental the degeneration of Russia 
into a social-imperialist state, or the appearance in China of Lin Biao and the Gang 
of Four as “feudal fascism.” This is certainly permissible as an everyday expression, 
but scientifically speaking it is not appropriate. Fascism is the autocracy of the 
monopolistic capitalist class and does not appear in feudal society. The activities 
of Lin Biao and the Gang of Four in fact revived the Oriental despotism of ancient 
Asiatic states.52

While explicitly arguing against broad anticommunist uses of the AMP concept such 
as that of Karl Wittfogel,53 who argued that Soviet-style states were simply a despotic 
continuation of the AMP, Wu employed the concept more narrowly to criticize the 
Stalinist personality cult.54 As Timothy Brook has noted, the category of AMP allowed 
social contradictions to be understood in terms of incomplete modernization.55 Clear in 
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Wu’s hesitant treatment, moreover, is an attempt to theoretically preempt the potential 
for a class-based critique to be arrayed against the reform-period leadership. If political 
alienation during the Maoist period was the result of the capitalist class’s maintaining 
power and continuing its exploitation through the bureaucracy, then the reformist 
leadership was open to exactly the same charge. The peasant played a key role, therefore, 
in rearticulating history and politics so as to defend against just such a critique. The 
problem of bureaucracy, understood by the ultra-left of the Cultural Revolution as the 
result of a “new capitalist class,”56 was here located in the lingering effects of tradition, 
whether it was considered “feudal” or along the lines of an AMP; reform-period mod-
ernization was rendered as its solution. Again, this formulation, produced through a 
politics of historical rupture, was to result in a temporally bifurcated image of the rural 
society: both as a cause of stagnation in the past and as a sector whose problems were 
being solved by Deng-era modernization in the present.

Zhao Lisheng, a professor of history at Lanzhou University and an important 
historian of rural China in the 1950s, also employed the concept of the AMP. Yet in 
contrast to Wu Dakun, Zhao used the category to criticize both the Maoist stress on 
peasant rebellion as an expression of class struggle and the idea that Chinese peasants 
were petty-bourgeois land owners.57 Zhao’s formulation marked a shift in emphasis from 
that of Wang Rongsheng, Dai Yi, Wang Xiaoqiang, and Wang Ruoshui, for whom land 
ownership was still understood as the primary social basis for the conservative nature 
of the peasantry, a nature that dominated “peasant consciousness.” On the contrary, 
Zhao argued that peasants were by nature dependent on the state because of their lack 
of true land ownership. This is the significance of the AMP as formulated by Zhao—it 
allowed him to shift the focus from the class character of peasant land ownership to 
the dominance of the state as an explanation for the nature of peasant behavior. Thus 
Zhao’s historical arguments went further than many others in attacking the previously 
dominant narrative of peasant rebellion as class struggle. As the 1980s progressed, 
Zhao’s formulation came to the fore: the inertial and defensive side of peasant nature was 
no longer seen as based on the fact of land ownership or their petty-bourgeois nature, 
but on the lack of independent property ownership and the dependent nature of the 
peasantry in relation to the state. As a capitalist understanding of property ownership 
as a general progressive value came to command the intellectual and political scene in 
the 1990s, therefore, this became the dominant line on the peasantry.

Zhao stressed the oppressive, extractive, and status-based nature of the primitive 
commune that he discusses under the category of the AMP as an oblique critique of 
the Maoist commune system.58 Zhao argued that within the Asiatic commune system, 
farmers were neither slaves nor serfs, but existed in a commune system with severe 
restrictions on the individual. Ideologically, Zhao linked the AMP to the Legalist, 
and not the Confucian, tradition.59 In the early 1970s, radical Maoists portrayed 
Legalism as a progressive ideology in comparison to Confucianism, and in the process 
Legalism and Qin Shi Huangdi, the first Qin emperor, were associated with Mao. By 
connecting Legalism and an oppressive AMP, Zhao thus furthered his criticisms of 
Mao. Implied in this critique of Maoism as a form of AMP is a historical narrative in 
which a stagnant Chinese society is founded on the relationship between an oppressive 
state and a scattered and dependent peasantry. The peasantry was thus stripped of its 
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agency in two ways: on the one hand, peasant rebellion lost its progressive political 
character; on the other hand, such a dependent peasant could not be considered eco-
nomically entrepreneurial either. Only by breaking with state dependency—and thus 
with the various socio-historical forms of dependency: agrarian socialism, feudalism, 
and the AMP—could the peasantry help to produce a new historical trajectory for 
Chinese society. But on what basis might the peasantry break from state to become 
independent entrepreneurs? This led to the question of peasant “quality” (suzhi)—a 
new formulation of peasant agency.

SuzHi, Peasants, and teChnoCRaCy

It has been pointed out that the discourse of suzhi had its beginnings in propaganda 
campaigns on birth control in the early 1980s. The term zhiliang (also “quality”) was 
used in the formulation “population quality” (renkou zhiliang) until the mid-1980s, 
when the term suzhi became the dominant term for “quality.”60 At its inception, 
however, this discourse on population quality was closely linked to a discussion on the 
“quality of labor” (laodong zhiliang), and it is within this context that the emergence of 
this discourse must be understood.61 From the late 1970s, in other words, the discourse 
of zhiliang/suzhi was used to understand the position of social groups and individuals 
within a society in which modernization and development were predicated on technical 
change, a change in the quality of labor power. In this sense, zhiliang/suzhi helped to 
explain the differential value produced by equal quantities of labor power. From the 
early 1980s, this understanding of value came to imply a particular notion of social and 
historical development in which the “low quality” of the peasantry explained the sup-
posed stagnation of Chinese historical development. At the same time, the household 
responsibility system together with population control and increased investment in 
education opened the potential for raising the quality of the peasantry and the develop-
ment of a commodity economy.

One of the centerpiece ideological debates of the late 1970s concerned the politics 
of labor value. During the beginning of the reform period, as we have seen, reformist 
intellectuals argued that one of the primary errors of the Maoist period was its overly 
egalitarian remuneration policies—policies that helped to produce the supposed histori-
cal error of “agrarian socialism.” In 1978, Deng Xiaoping argued that remuneration 
policies should be linked to both “the quantity and quality (zhiliang) of an individual’s 
work,”62 a policy that was reaffirmed by an important People’s Daily editorial in January of 
1979, which called for the implementation of “distribution of rewards according to work 
done” over “egalitarianism.”63 The central target of this criticism of egalitarianism was 
the Dazhai Brigade—the model of egalitarian remuneration policies and the overcoming 
of the split between mental and manual labor from the 1960s and 1970s—and in 1980 
a propaganda campaign to discredit the Dazhai Brigade laid the ideological foundations 
for the nationwide implementation of the household responsibility system, in which the 
household was reestablished as the basic unit of agricultural production. Likewise, this 
shift in remuneration policy was a reversal of the Mao-period advocacy of eliminating 
the “three great differences” (between workers and peasants, between urban and rural 
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areas, and between mental and manual labor), a reversal that was coupled with the rise 
in power of a “new class” of technocratic cadre.64

This shift in focus from quantity to quality of labor was mirrored in the con-
temporary discourse on population and birth planning.65 Within this new structure of 
value, the contemporary notion of renkou zhiliang (population quality) was validated 
exactly because modernization meant technical progress—modernization was a shift 
from labor and population quantity to quality. Liu Zhenkun argued in 1982 that 
“human resources” (renli ziyuan) and “population quality” (renkou de zhiliang) increas-
ingly conditioned a nation’s technical development, the strength of the nation, labor 
productivity, and economic growth.66 Likewise, a 1981 article entitled “Labor Power 
and the Quality of Labor Power” argued that increasing labor productivity “could not 
be separated from raising the quality of knowledge and skills (zhishi he jishu suzhi) of 
workers,” a project that necessitated the controlled growth of population quantity.67 
In an article entitled “Pay Attention to Raising the Quality of Agricultural Laborers,” 
Jin Huishen stated that “so-called suzhi principally indicates the production knowl-
edge, labor skills, and scientific culture of the laborer as well his physique and level of 
health.”68 Jin went on to argue that, in the prereform period, too much attention was 
paid to raising the quantity of labor power instead of its quality. Subtly equating the 
Maoist period with pre-liberation traditional agriculture, Jin argued that the origin of 
this stress was the “‘quantity-quality concept’ of the small peasant economy” (xiaonong 
jingji de ‘ liang, zhi guannian’ ), which viewed having more children as “the fountain-
head of wealth.”69 In contrast, while the reformist household responsibility system 
had released the initiative of the peasants, the key to agricultural modernization was 
raising “the quality of labor power” (laodongli suzhi) and agricultural productivity on 
the basis of improvements in science.70 The quality of labor power and the quality of 
the population were therefore intimately related as this discourse on value emerged at 
the beginning of the postsocialist period.

Bai Yijin argued that for the “new historical period to solve the peasant ques-
tion (nongmin wenti), it had to solve the problem of peasant quality (nongmin zhiliang 
wenti).”71 But perhaps the most well-known and influential discussion of the “quality of 
human resources” (renliziyuan suzhi) in rural areas was The Poverty of Plenty, authored 
by Wang Xiaoqiang (critic of agrarian socialism discussed earlier) and Bai Nanfeng.72 
They argued that “China is undergoing the shift from a natural economy towards a 
commodity economy. In other words, it is changing from an agricultural society to an 
industrial society.”73 Mirroring Jin Huishen’s earlier historical argument, they stated 
that the main obstacle to this transformation was the suzhi of the rural and minority 
population. As with most reformist intellectuals at the time, Wang and Bai believed 
that the institution of the household responsibility system for agriculture was a turning 
point in China’s modernization, because it liberated the productive initiative of the 
peasants. They contrasted the development of the commodity economy during the 
reform period with the model propagated in the “learn from Dazhai” movement, which 
they saw as a “simple investment in productive forces” and thus non-transformative 
quantitative expansion.74

Yet according to Wang and Bai, the agricultural reforms sparked “two kinds of 
enthusiasm, each with a different social content, one geared towards developing the 
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natural economy and the other geared towards developing the commodity economy.”75 
Notable is a return to the formulation of the dual nature of the peasantry and the 
problems it entailed for socialist construction in the early days of the People’s Republic; 
although, in this new formulation, “social content” refers to the technical level and 
entrepreneurial spirit of the rural population—its suzhi—not the dialectical tendencies 
of the peasant class character. Within postsocialist discourse suzhi, as value, displaced 
class as a way to understand social inequality and peasant agency.76 In Wang and Bai’s 
postsocialist formulation, therefore, a dialectical understanding of the various tenden-
cies of behavior of the peasantry as a class was replaced by dichotomy between those 
who are of high quality and those who are not. In other words, the key difference that 
suzhi indicated in this formulation was not determined by the interaction of a dynamic 
peasantry with concrete historical conditions so much as the lack of a quality that 
needed to be introduced from the outside.

An increase in the total value produced was possible in backward areas, Wang and 
Bai argued, even though the quality or efficiency of production did not rise, leading to 
historical stagnancy in the form of a persistent natural economy.77 The crucial differ-
ence between areas that progressed toward a modern commodity economy compared 
to those that stagnated in a natural, self-sufficient economy was suzhi, or whether or 
not they had a high “quality of human resources.”78 Labor, here, was not interpreted 
as a form of social relation so much as an economic resource. For Wang and Bai, suzhi 
referred to “the quality of engaging in commodity production and management.”79 One’s 
suzhi was defined by one’s aptitude towards functioning in the commodity economy. 
Most important was a sense of “entrepreneurial spirit,” reflected in an “openness to new 
ideas,” a “sense of efficiency,” “initiative and drive,” and “risk taking.” Knowledge and 
education were essential components of “entrepreneurial spirit,” according to Wang and 
Bai, as one’s willingness to break with tradition and use new and efficient agricultural 
techniques would “raise yields.” The discourse of suzhi, therefore, not only replaced 
discussions of class, but it was a reformulation of peasant agency as well. If the early 
reform period saw a strong critique of the idea of the peasantry having revolutionary 
or historical agency, suzhi as entrepreneurial spirit indicated that particular peasants 
could have individual agency within the economy.

The narrative of peasant low quality, lack of entrepreneurial spirit, and depen-
dence on the state was most clearly crystallized in the controversial television docu-
mentary Heshang (River Elegy), produced and shown in China in 1988. Primarily 
written by well-known reportage writer Su Xiaokang, the series located the cause 
of the turmoil of twentieth-century Chinese history in the agrarian nature of Chi-
nese society. The series built on work of the early 1980s—especially that of Wang  
Xiaoqiang—that linked feudalism, peasant consciousness, and Maoist excess. With 
the airing of the series, however, the “dual nature” of the peasantry had become almost 
completely reduced to a static image of conservative dependency; the once positively 
valued rebellious side of the peasantry was now converted into a negative, chaotic, 
and disruptive force that brought about at best no historical progress and at worst 
regress.80 In the series, the yellow earth symbolized China’s agrarian society, suppos-
edly defensive, inward-looking, despotic, and authoritarian.81 The West, by contrast, 
was represented by the blue ocean—an industrial, entrepreneurial, seafaring, outward 
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looking, aggressive, and pluralistic society, one that led to the liberation of the produc-
tive forces. The series concluded that, without a bourgeoisie, it would be up to the 
intellectuals to shift China from a yellow civilization to a blue one.82 The series also 
complained that intellectuals got paid less than those who worked with their hands—
“mental and physical labor are in an inverse relationship”—and that the “source of all 
this unfairness is that society lacks a competitive mechanism for ensuring equality of 
opportunity, it lacks a common yardstick—the market.” This reassertion of the value 
of mental versus manual labor was a direct attack on Maoist egalitarianism and an 
assertion to pay attention to the quality of labor.83 The theory of the AMP also played 
an important role in Heshang, although in the series the concept was much closer to 
that put forward by Karl Wittfogel than its early 1980s formulations: China was an 
agrarian society based on water control and unable to change. Resistance to change 
was attributed to an attachment to the soil.

Part four of the six-part series, on “the new era,” focused most closely on the 
figure of the peasant, asking why an industrial revolution had not taken place in China. 
China, “a large country made up of peasants with small landholdings,” was compared 
to Venice, “the earliest birthplace of capitalist civilization,” which was “without agri-
culture.”84 In China, all land was owned by the emperor, and its “system of centralized 
power, of a ‘great unity’ built on the foundation of an agricultural civilization, became a 
heavy ball and chain weighing down the economy of ancient China and industrial and 
commercial activities in particular.”85 The environmental-determinist and Malthusian 
argument of the series was that capitalism could not develop in China because of the 
stagnant agrarian culture that developed in a society with “too many people crowded 
onto too little land.”86 This led to China taking its “own path to development” (yitiao 
ziji de fazhan daolu), one which the authors of Heshang obviously saw as a disastrous 
departure from the historical course of modernization. The quintessential example—in 
fact, the causal foundation—of the culture of China’s agrarian civilization was located 
in peasant “character” or “quality,” responsible for holding China back:

In the vast, backward rural areas, there are common problems in peasant quality 
(suzhi) such as a weak spirit of enterprise, a very low ability to accept risk, a deep 
psychology of dependency (yilai sixiang) and a strong sense of passive acceptance of 
fate. . . . It’s not the lack of resources, nor the level of GNP, nor the speed [of devel-
opment], but rather this deficiency in the human quality that is the essence of this 
so-called notion of “backwardness.” And the decline in the quality of the general 
population is caused precisely by the rapid increases in its numbers. This truly is an 
agricultural civilization caught in a vicious cycle.87

Discussions of peasant “quality” in Heshang were adopted88 from Wang Xiaoqiang and 
Bai Nanfeng. Suzhi, the idea of peasant “dependency” (yilaixing), and being “fettered” 
(shufu) to the land, were key formulations.89

This continued dependence of rural populations on the state, according to 
Heshang, led to the utopianism of the Great Leap Forward and then to famine: “This 
transition, from economic ‘utopia’ to political crisis, leading ultimately to the historical 
tragedy of great social turmoil—can we not say that this is the inevitable end of an 



History, Capitalism, and the Making of the Postsocialist Chinese Peasant 67

agricultural civilization?”90 Utopianism signaled that “history cold-heartedly passed” 
China by. Progressive history, in other words, was tied to the technological develop-
ment of the productive forces and not peasant dynamism or rebellion; any attempt 
to escape the laws of historical development would invite disaster.91 As an agrarian 
civilization, however, China was caught in a cyclical history with no real progress. 
Commenting on the violence and rebellions that mark a shift from one dynasty to the 
next, the series stated, “This kind of collapse of the social structure does not possess 
any ‘revolutionary significance,’ as some theories would have it.” Instead of containing 
“revolutionary significance,” as Mao maintained, peasant rebellions “have time after 
time unfeelingly destroyed the accumulated wealth of production.”92

As Jin Guantao, an editor of the important Zouxiang weilai congshu (Towards the 
Future) book series and advisor to Heshang, stated in the series, social upheavals brought 
about “the long-term stagnation of China’s feudal society.”93 Jin’s argument here takes 
Dai Yi’s position on peasant war to its extreme. While Dai argued that peasant war 
could not “change the old mode of production completely,” but only transform certain 
aspects of it, by the late 1980s, Jin argued that peasant rebellions had an almost wholly 
negative and stagnant effect on the social and economic development of China.94 In 
the series, China’s cyclical history is naturalized through the metaphor of the flood-
ing of the Yellow River. Within this metaphor, the “accumulation of sediment” that 
causes flooding stood in for the role Chinese peasants played within historical tur-
moil.95 Beginning with his 1986 The Philosophy of Development (Fazhan de zhexue), Jin 
attempted to replace a dialectical understanding of historical development with one 
based in cybernetic and systems theory, leading to the merging of social science into 
natural science and a technological model of historical development.96 Yet the television 
series also approvingly cited Hegel as noting that in the West, the condition of being 
fettered to the land and the culture of dependency was broken by seagoing activity, 
something that Asia lacked.97 Liberation of the land-fettered population of China 
consisted not in peasant rebellion but in facing the ocean and opening to the lessons 
of seafaring civilizations and their science, a task for which only China’s intellectuals 
were suited, for only they could enter into dialogue with the West. In this narrative 
of stagnation and liberation, the peasant loses all agency and is almost reduced to an 
inert element of nature—the sediment of earth sinking in the Yellow River—that 
only science can manage.

Chinese liBeRalism and the  
liBeRation of the faRmeR

This narrative of stagnation and liberation became the foundation for postsocialist 
Chinese liberalism, and the Chinese peasant was its foil. During the 1990s, the duality 
in Marxist and Maoist notions of the nature of the peasant was again transformed; in 
this iteration the dichotomy between feudal peasant and petty capitalist entrepreneur 
reached its most extreme form—a split between the dependent peasant and the indepen-
dent citizen farmer. Peasants were no longer the holders of a revolutionary subjectivity, 
but the foundation of an anticitizen and anti-rights-based populist politics. It was only 
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when peasants acted in a petty-bourgeois manner as entrepreneurial property owners 
that liberal intellectuals considered them positively as “citizens.” Here, “the citizen” 
was defined as a person who was independent from the state, an independence primar-
ily derived from their control over private property. In the most explicit forms of this 
argument, intellectuals portrayed the peasant, a backward subjectivity of dependence 
and ignorance, as the negation of the citizen.

Qin Hui, a leading Chinese liberal from the 1990s until the present and a his-
torian of rural China who studied with Zhao Lisheng (discussed earlier in conjunc-
tion with the AMP), began his historical research critical of the Maoist historical 
dictum that rural class struggle and rebellion were the motor of Chinese history. 
Within Qin’s narrative, the determining factor of whether one was a peasant is the 
relationship between collectivities and individuals. To break from being a “peasant,” 
the key to modernization, meant to become independent of large collectivities, the 
most important of which was the state. “Peasants” are dependent on collectives and 
are part of organic communities, whereas “farmers” are independent producers who 
are citizens of a society.98 Land ownership becomes the primary way to distinguish 
“farmers” from “peasants.” Qin had to reference the English for “farmer” and “peas-
ant” to make this distinction clear, as in the Chinese it is not. In fact, in Qin’s work, 
the Chinese term “nongmin” (which he explicitly translates as “peasant” and not 
“farmer”) was sometimes used as a generic category that simply stands in opposition 
to the category “citizen” (gongmin or shimin).

In Qin’s writings, “peasant” was not simply a category pointing to an empirical 
social group, therefore, but often operated as a trope for people dependent on collectives, 
a position that would be eliminated in the modernization process. In this way, even 
city people might be understood as “peasants” through their position of dependence on 
the urban work unit system, in which housing, schooling, and food were determined 
by one’s unit. Qin stated in one passage,

China’s so-called nongmin problems of past and present have all been peasant prob-
lems and not farmer problems, and were not merely about those who cultivated the 
land. . . . Particularly after 1949, the little citizen status that existed was gradually 
eliminated, “city people” were more peasantized (or de-citizenized) than country 
people [“peasant,” “farmer,” and “citizen” are in English in the passage].99

Modernization, therefore, is the transformation of “peasant states, agricultural civiliza-
tions, and traditional societies” into “citizen states (shimin [gongmin] guojia), industrial 
civilizations, and modern societies.” This is a process in which everybody, whether they 
live in the city or the countryside, had to be transformed from “peasant to citizen.”100 
While in this formulation the peasant is somewhat abstracted from the rural, the main 
opprobrium of this critique is still directed at rural dwellers. The category “farmer,” 
therefore, emerged in Chinese discourse within a very particular political and historical 
context: the party’s own ideological justification of the rural reforms and the institution 
of antiegalitarian remuneration policies brought about the effacement of a dialectical 
understanding of the peasant as a class.
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ConClusion

While reform-period narratives of peasant characteristics and agency were built on 
rearticulations of earlier orthodox Marxist and CCP understandings of history and 
politics, under the new conditions of China’s postsocialist reconnection with global 
capitalism and the reevaluation of labor power that accompanied it, understandings of 
the role of the peasant in history were dramatically transformed. The dialectical class 
image of the peasant was slowly replaced by a one-sided and static understanding in 
which the peasant lost historical and political agency. Under the growing hegemony of 
economic analysis and evaluation as the 1980s progressed, the petty-bourgeois nature 
of the peasantry, based on its ownership of the means of production, shifted from a 
negative to a positive characteristic. Thus, while the peasant was to have no agency in 
historical change—and no more revolutionary subjectivity—under the new conditions 
of a commodity economy, the peasant could become an agricultural entrepreneur. The 
static dichotomy of bad backward peasant and good entrepreneurial citizen-farmer 
reached its most extreme form in the Chinese liberalism that emerged in the 1990s. For 
some Chinese liberals, the positive image of peasant potentiality implied that they were 
no longer peasants; they had the potential to become farmers, for only farmers had the 
qualities of entrepreneurship and independence necessary to modernity.

Globally, the rural social world is undergoing an immense transformation, and this 
is more evident in China than most countries. Within this political-economic context, 
any discussion of the meaning of the categories “peasant” and “farmer” in China—and 
their adequacy to the present moment—must take place. Yet within this moment of 
great transformation, it remains difficult to imagine a new future for agrarian society. 
Understandings of the peasant seem to oscillate between the entrepreneurial farmer oper-
ating within a market economy, on the one hand, and the holder of a traditional—and 
even national—culture under attack by market forces, on the other.101 The displace-
ment of a class understanding of peasants hampers contemporary Chinese discussions 
on the position of peasants in Chinese society. As earlier Marxist theorization implied, 
the petty-bourgeois peasantry has a tendency to class differentiation, one that does not 
straightforwardly lead to a modern citizenry. While the lack of full property rights 
over land is an impediment to class differentiation, such differentiation is underway in 
the contemporary Chinese countryside—a phenomenon for which the blanket term 
“farmer” is clearly inadequate.102 At the same time, perhaps the term “peasant” is equally 
inadequate, also setting limits on our ability to understand contemporary social pro-
cesses and to imagine a different future for the social space of agricultural production.
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China Experience, Comparative 
Advantage, and the Rural 

Reconstruction Experiment 1

Wen Tiejun, Dong Xiaodan,  
Yang Shuai, Qiu Jiansheng, 

and Lau Kin Chi

Since China’s accession to the WTO in 2001, “China experience” in the Western 
theoretical discourse could be extracted into two points. First, China’s high growth 
rate, lasting over thirty years, has benefited from institutional change in the four 
dimensions of privatization, marketization, liberalization, and globalization that 
are implicated with Western ideology. Second, China’s comparative advantage in 
attracting foreign investment can be mainly attributed to its rich labor resource. 
Clearly, these two assertions are shaping the world’s understanding of China in an 
increasingly profound manner.2

Nevertheless, the assertions above contradict a rarely raised bit of common sense: 
Most of the developing countries have adopted even more westernized institutional 
reforms than China did, and all large developing nations have the so-called “compara-
tive advantage” of rich labor resources (e.g., in Asia, there are five developing nations 
with populations over 100 million). But why did economic phenomena similar to 
China not take place in those nations? Apparently, the Western mainstream theories 
cannot explain China’s economic growth. In other words, what China possesses is not 
the experience and comparative advantage in the Western sense.
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One Hundred Years: an alternative 
reading Of CHina experienCe3

First of all, we should briefly discuss the historical logic of the China experience. This 
essay proposes an alternative reading of a century of Chinese history.4 Since the late Qing 
Dynasty, under imperialist invasion and continual geopolitical tension in the region, 
China has made significant impacts in world history. Under geopolitical pressure for 
over a century, it was able to launch four rounds of endogenous primitive accumulation 
of capital for industrialization at high costs.

The first round is the Self-Strengthening Movement, which originated in the 
1860s. Under the patronage of rising local military power, this movement was later 
accompanied by the emergence of modern textile and food industries. It was inter-
rupted by the Boxer Uprising and subsequent invasion of the Imperialist Eight-Nation 
Alliance in 1900.

The second round is the nationalist industrialization campaign after the national 
reunification in the 1920s–1930s. It was interrupted by the global capitalist crisis in 
the 1930s (with the drainage of silver in 1934–1936, hyperinflation, and World War 
II). However, the building of a nationalistic economy by the Nationalist Party’s gov-
ernment within or after the war period was another story.

The third round is the primitive accumulation of capital for industrialization 
in the 1950s after a long period of turmoil. In the 1970s, China resumed diplomatic 
relations with the West, reconstructed its global geopolitical strategy, and unilaterally 
introduced Western investments at massive scale. Serious fiscal crises broke out almost 
instantly, and this round of capital accumulation was interrupted with the transition 
of power in the ruling party in late 1970s.

The fourth round5 took place in the 1980s. Under the banner of “reform” and the 
“open policy,” the primitive accumulation of capital for local industrialization resumed, 
followed by subsequent formation of industrial capital and its structural expansion at 
high speed. Since the mid-1990s, especially after its accession to the WTO, China has 
been facing increasing pressure of global surplus financial capital. Today, the tension 
between domestic and international interests is approaching a critical point of explosion.

In short, despite changes in regime, China has undergone four rounds of endog-
enous primitive accumulation of capital for industrialization and paid great costs in 
each round. The nation has finally completed the process of industrialization, being 
the only Third World economy with an indigenous population over 100 million that 
boasts such an achievement6 (see Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2).

Now, we come to the core mechanism of China’s industrialization process, which 
is this introversive primitive accumulation of capital.

A well-known mechanism of industrialization in former socialist nations is to 
benefit from the scissors differential between industrial and agricultural products 
through centralized purchase and distribution. For China in the past sixty years, in 
addition to the scissors-differential mechanism, another key mechanism of primitive 
accumulation of capital has been manipulation of labor force. In the name of “socialist 
transition,” state capitalism in substance managed to manipulate the labor force, the 
richest resource in China, to successfully substitute scarce capital and massively invest 
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it into gigantic infrastructure building that is necessary for national industrialization 
with the “Whole People’s Ownership.”

China, as a continental nation with the largest and still-growing population as 
well as an extreme scarcity of resources, has completed its late industrialization by 
taking introversive primitive accumulation of capital as the only available means. As a 

Figure 5.1 Comparison of the economic development

Figure 5.2 Economic structure of China and India
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result, whether necessary primitive accumulation of capital for industrialization could 
be achieved has become the criterion in judging the success or failure of any political 
institutions and ideologies in China. This capital-accumulation-based view, in turn, 
became the intrinsic obstacle that has prevented the political authorities at different 
levels so far in China from truly implementing the scientific view of development.

This paper suggests that different ways of primitive accumulation of capital will 
lead to different institutional forms and affect the subsequent path dependence of 
institutional change. Accordingly, industrialization with Chinese characteristics and 
its introversive primitive accumulation of capital have led to a relatively centralized 
institution that is necessarily different from the liberalist system of Western nations, 
as the latter accomplished industrialization through colonialism and expansion. In 
the West, centralizing the labor force through massive revolutionary mobilization was 
inconceivable, with the exceptions of slavery and colonial forced labor. With dispersed 
labor force, Western capitalism could only gradually develop from individual workshop 
handicrafts to factory handicrafts and then machine industry. In fact, without colo-
nial expansion overseas, the West would have failed to accomplish industrialization 
by slowly going through the above three stages of primitive accumulation of capital.

In short, debates about China in the Western academia can be basically attributed 
to controversies of ideological discourse. What lacks there is a comprehensive understand-
ing of history, not to mention a concurrence of theoretical logic and historical logic. 
These debates are considered substantial only in terms of ideological struggle but not 
empirically valuable in terms of social sciences. Both China and the West have marched 
into the capitalist civilization, yet through very different ways. Under the pressure of 
external military threats, China, in the early 1950s, rapidly launched the industrial 
construction through state capitalism. This suggests that the economic bases of China 
and the West in terms of industrialization were obviously heterogeneous, so that the 
respective superstructures were predetermined into different forms.

sixtY Years: interruptiOn Of Quasi-suzerain 
investment and CHina’s delinking

In Western economics the functioning of the invisible hand of the market presupposes 
scarcity in factors of production. Note that here “scarcity” refers to relative scarcity. 
However, in 1957, when China’s conflict with the Soviet Union gradually became 
apparent, the Soviet Union as the quasi-suzerain called off its investments in China.7 
Hence, the greatest difficulty China faced then was absolute scarcity in capital.

Past experience in international development shows that in cases of industrial-
ization driven by foreign investments, once the dominant factor, namely, the capital, 
becomes scarce, those developing nations with market economy as economic base 
and liberalist ideas as superstructure will suffer from interruption of industrialization.

What makes the situation even worse is that during the period of industrial invest-
ment by the suzerain, the beneficiary nation usually builds its massive superstructure to 
fit with the economic base that complies with the industrialization model determined 
by the suzerain. Once the superstructure and its ideology with implied indoctrination 
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become the dominant discourse of the beneficiary nation, it is difficult to replace it 
even if the investment is terminated and the economic base gets forced to change. 
Very often, a reform in economic order changes the previous allocation of interests, so 
that it will probably face strong resistance and thus the new structure might go into a 
direction contrary to the goal of the reform. As a result, once the suzerain withdraws 
their investments, most of the dependent developing nations will be confronted with 
social turmoil and even humanitarian disasters.

This turmoil may be one of the reasons why, in general, developing nations 
with comparative advantage of surplus labor resource have failed to accomplish 
industrialization.

From 1957 to 1960 onward, after the Soviet Union withdrew its investment, 
China started to experiment with the “delinking strategy,”8 with guiding principles 
of “independence, self-reliance, arduous struggle, and diligent nation-building.” It 
continued to successfully mobilize the whole population into localized industrializa-
tion through ideological means, which was “continuing revolution” in theory, “class 
struggle” in popular terms, and nationalism in substance. China has completed the 
process of industrialization in a much shorter period of time than did the West. In a 
mere five years (1960–1965), with 800 million people of extreme thrift, and resource 
products mainly consisting of agricultural staples, China paid off all state debts of 
the 1950s, including the expenditure for the Korean War. The main mechanism  
of the success was again primitive accumulation of capital in the name of “ownership 
by the whole people.”9

China’s autonomous mode of primitive accumulation of capital in this period, 
if expressed in ideological terms of Eurocentrism, is “faceless human-wave tactics 
under authoritarianism.” Literati like artists and writers, who prioritized sensibility 
in production process and individualized forms of labor, reacted strongly. This made 
the ideology responsible for massive mobilization more and more difficult to justify 
itself among the mass, and needed to rely on political power to consolidate its discur-
sive power. This was the intrinsic reason why Marxism studies that were handsomely 
financed by the government found it hard to take root in China.

The following basic historical fact should be acknowledged: After the relation 
with the former Soviet Union tensed up in 1958, China faced great difficulty in imple-
menting the second and third five-year plans alone, as well as in changing the Soviet 
planned economy model accordingly. In fact, it was no longer possible for China to 
pursue centralized industrialization. After 1958, China attempted to implement local-
ized industrialization by taking advantage of local small and medium enterprises. In 
this hastily altered strategy plan, the “five light industries” launched by the People’s 
Commune were the main content.

Under the pressure of decreasing and finally terminated investment from the 
Soviet Union, Chinese collective leadership unanimously agreed to go on industrializing 
the country through “mobilizing local initiatives.” However, there were disputes on 
the Great Leap Forward,10 a massive attempt to run industries by a population lacking 
experience of industrialization and by local government officials who had experience 
of guerrilla war only. Following that, in 1960, the Soviet Union cancelled investments 
completely and withdrew all Russian experts from China. This interruption made a 
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huge impact on China’s industrialization project, which had been relying on foreign 
investments and aimed to develop heavy industries. Correspondingly, China started 
to reemphasize class struggle, a situation similar to the debates about the Hooligan 
Movement in the early 1930s and the Marxism in Ravine movement in 1940.

Regrettably, the Three People’s Principles (i.e., nationalism, democracy, and the 
people’s livelihood) promulgated by the founder of the Republic of China, Sun Yat-sen, 
are an imagination that imitates the Western experience. Originating from the Western 
discursive system, it was unable to mobilize people into revolution. In dire straits, the 
Three People’s Principles in China had no choice but to evolve into nationalism in 
substance and even made use of triad societies.

The new China born after World War II constructed a socialist imagination that 
also originated from the West. During the period of industrialization invested by the 
quasi-suzerain, this socialist imagination had also evolved into means of mobilization 
for primitive accumulation of the state capital. Since 1960, in the name of this socialist 
imagination, many occasions of societal-political mobilizations have taken place. It 
appeared that the superstructure then was a mixture of Chinese characteristics, Stalinist 
bureaucratism taking shape rapidly in a short term when the quasi-suzerain invested 
in China, and sectarianism formed during the revolutionary civil war. Therefore, this 
superstructure could not correspond to the economic reality that was forced to change 
after the abrupt withdrawal of investment.11

tHirtY Years: an alternative  
reading Of CHina’s refOrm

Studies of the comparative-advantage theory by Chinese scholars are often defective, 
because they rarely pay attention to the serious asymmetry between the institutional 
cost and benefit that is a product of economic growth under Developmentalism. When 
the governmental officials are formulating policies, they neglect the fact that it is the 
general population that takes the burden of institutional cost of state industrialization.

For example, the Great Leap Forward industrialization led by local governments 
in 1958 resulted in economic and political costs much greater and broader in scale 
than did the central government who accepted investments from the Soviet Union. 
Nevertheless, no matter how great the cost was, basically that cost was not paid by the 
government that enjoyed the institutional benefit of industrialization, but was shifted 
downward to rural areas through the urban-rural dual structure.

One of the authors of this paper has been arguing since the 1980s that different 
ways of primitive accumulation of capital could lead to different institutions, which will 
generate different forms of institutional cost and benefit and determine the subsequent 
path dependence of institutional change in any name of “reform.”12

Accordingly, China’s reform after the 1980s, despite the visage of change in 
superstructure and ideology, is essentially a consequence of government corporatism 
that was nurtured during primitive accumulation of capital for state industrialization. 
Facing waves of fiscal crisis mainly caused by 1970s’ more than 12 billion dollars of 
investments from the West as soon as China regained diplomatic relations with the 
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West before the 1980s’ reform, the state retreated from inefficient economic sectors 
and managed to transfer its institutional cost to society.13

In the late 1970s, under pressure of foreign debts and huge deficiency, the first 
sector from which the government withdrew was the sector of debt-stricken agriculture 
that had almost no more surplus value to extract. What emerged afterward was a rural 
economic base that, in substance, was traditional small-peasant economy plus rural 
self-governance. In fact, it was the peasants who spontaneously returned to the tradi-
tion. Nevertheless, after the superstructure changed from the People’s Commune to 
local governments that had revenue power, the imposed superstructure could not adapt 
itself to the economic base of traditional dispersed peasant economy. The fundamental 
contradiction manifested itself as increasingly complicated conflicts between the gov-
ernment officials and the peasants. After the peasants regained autonomy of land use 
and labor power, rural industrialization and urbanization were complete. Subsequently, 
the fundamental institutional contradictions, namely, the binary opposition of villages 
and industrialized cities as well as rural-urban disparities, became increasingly serious.

The government’s dissolution of the People’s Communes and its withdrawal 
from the agricultural sector resulted in enormous transactional cost involving 900 
million highly dispersed peasants. This institutional cost could only be taken up by 
agricultural sectors such as rural circulation and agriculture finance. As a result, in 
the 1980s, these sectors were seriously debt stricken. The government then took its 
second retreat from those agricultural sectors. Consequently, agricultural sectors such 
as rural circulation (supplying-purchasing cooperatives) and FCCs (Farmers’ Credit 
Cooperatives) attempted privatization and marketization. Ultimately, institutional 
cost in the form of high transactional cost between peasants and market was taken 
up by so-called San Nong Wen Ti translated into “three dimensional agrarian issues” 
(peasants’ rights, village sustainability, and agriculture safety).14

After the reform of state-owned enterprises in the mid-1990s, the government 
still monopolizes finance, insurance, and large-scale state-owned economy that are 
capable of gaining profits through direct capitalization of resources. These are sectors 
the government refuses to retreat because of high profits. Therefore, we argue that 
capital—no matter state-owned, private, or foreign—is the same in essence as long as 
it is controlled by the state.15

Nevertheless, if we agree with Marx’s historical perspective that human society 
has evolved into capitalist civilization and the dialectic perspective that the main 
contradiction of capitalist economy remains to be capital itself, then from the point of 
view of enormous pressure and challenge in global competition dominated by inter-
national financial capital, China as a developing country must follow the leap from 
the phase of industrial capital to financial capital and keep its edge in global capital 
competition. As criticisms both from domestic and Western sources say, China’s eco-
nomic system is state monopolized and has undergone processes of self-monetization 
and self-capitalization. The system’s rapidly expanding money credit is supported by 
the state political credit that is underpinned by an authoritarian regime intrinsic to a 
strong sovereignty.

Despite criticisms, the current system could not be easily judged as just or 
unjust when compared with lessons of the former Soviet Union and eastern European 
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countries. In the latter cases, along with political liberalization came the collapse of 
national financial systems. In great opportunities offered by the reckless completely 
open policy, massive national assets created by millions of people in several decades 
were instantly “capitalized,” with Western financial agencies flooding in with enormous 
surplus liquidity due to the financial bubble.16

tHe alternative reading Of CHina’s 
“COmparative advantage”

To elaborate the cognitive deviation in Chinese academia and clarify our point of view, 
we take the example of comparative advantage, a concept commonly applied in Western 
economic theories, to explain problems in developing countries.

In the 1990s, we, the authors, deciphered the law of development in modern 
Chinese history and then set out to visit other Third World countries. The more 
we studied rural China as a domestic case of the Third World, the more we became 
concerned with the Third World problem outside China. We took every chance to 
compare China with other developing countries. We have visited guerrilla zones 
in Mexico and India, slums in Bangladesh and Brazil, international hot spots like 
Cuba, Venezuela, North Korea, Nepal, and Argentina after the financial crisis. After 
studying policies for over twenty years and visiting over forty countries through field 
trips, we have developed some thoughts that are alternative to the two oppositional 
mainstream thoughts introduced into China a century ago, which are socialism 
modified by the Russians and capitalism modified by the Americans.

Having pondered on the diverse pathways in which different ethnic groups 
evolved from primitive societies into civilizations and compared the evolutionary tracks 
of these pathways, we come to realize that pathways to civilizations for ancient human 
races are strikingly heterogeneous under different resources and environmental con-
straints. Different modes of production naturally lead to different social-political forms. 
If one day, scholars in east Asian universities are no longer willing to dogmatically fit 
Mayan, Incan, and Ancient Chinese civilizations that had lasted for several millennia 
into the “five stages of civilization” under the historical materialism in Marxism, it 
may suggest that we start to have our original understanding of the “Asiatic mode” 
that Marx emphasizes so much.

We need to know, no matter under which banners of “-isms,” the core idea 
of Western mainstream social sciences, which control modern power of discursive 
construction and decorate its “political correctness,” is still monism by virtue of Euro-
centrism. Such Eurocentric social sciences are intrinsically implied with theological 
thoughts of monotheism and clericalism and still serving the global hegemony of 
unilateralism today.17

Located far from Europe, oriental civilizations in the Far East were marginalized 
and self-marginalized in modern colonial globalization. For the colonizers, the cost to 
completely colonize the Far East was too high and the indigenous populations there 
were far too huge to be totally displaced. In short, not only did the Chinese, the larg-
est indigenous population in east Asia, survive the colonizers and their descendants’ 
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massacres in the age of colonization, but they also, in the process of modern state 
building, successfully preserved their gregarious civilization that has been cultivated 
in millennia of traditional irrigation and agriculture. In fact, the gregarious culture 
was strengthened through modern state building in two aspects: the arduous war for 
national independence and the civil war and postwar struggles to defend the state 
sovereignty. Based on modern state building, a centralized system with oriental char-
acteristics has been formed.

This system possesses two effective mechanisms to integrate social resources: first, 
making use of the core of historical heritage, namely, gregarious culture (facilitated by 
kinship systems and geographical bondage), to internalize serious negative externali-
ties caused by market economy; second, making use of unpaid labor investment as 
substitute for capital or so-called family labor portfolio investment, which is intrinsic to 
peasant household economy inside the typical oriental village communities with varied 
and comprehensive economic sectors, such as animal husbandry, home construction, 
blacksmithing, carpentry, textiles, restaurants, peddlers, and processing. This helps to 
reduce the institutional cost and relieve development problems under the constraints 
of extreme capital scarcity.

The above-mentioned two mechanisms allowed China to enter the process of 
industrialization more easily and faster than did those Third World nations that were 
once fully colonized by the West and inherited the superstructure constructed by the 
Westerners even after independence. Anyone can simply find a paradox among develop-
ing countries—the more modernized political superstructure, the more institutional 
cost of the local governance, and the less industrialization (see Figure 5.3).

The so-called Chinese characteristics are results of a combination of a macro 
politico-economic system from historical heritage and intrinsic mechanisms of micro 
economic subjects. It was this quality that generated the comparative advantage that 
allowed China to accomplish the industrialization process and sustain long-term 
economic growth.

Nevertheless, from the individual standpoint of an alternative scholar, the authors 
are not willing to take positive roles in discussions of comparative advantage analysis 
that is overestimated only because of the so-called global competition since the rise of 
capitalism.18 Even though the Chinese have fulfilled self-capitalization under prem-
ises of state monetarism and financial monopoly and are taking part in mainstream 
competition of the twenty-first-century financial bubble created by global financial 
capital excess, we cannot escape from the end game of global financial capitalization 
and its coming collapse.

“tHree-dimensiOnal agrarian issues (SAn-nong)” 
and tHe “new COuntrYside COnstruCtiOn”

Since the twentieth century, the problem of rural China in the process of industrial-
ization through state corporatism has been nothing but the question of, under strict 
agrarian resource constraints, how to extract huge surplus from rural areas to support 
industrialization and, at the same time, ensure that the rural sector would not decline 
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rapidly so that the stability of society at large could be guaranteed. The rural sector, 
being the main carrier of millennia of traditional civilization, has been engrossed in the 
process of national modernization. In fact, it has been the primary source of primitive 
accumulation of capital in industrialization under the urban-rural dualism and took 
the burden of cost transference during several financial crises.19

Accordingly, rural development in China is a twofold problem. On the one 
hand, it is a historical problem of how to inherit and develop an old irrigation civi-
lization that is composed of a huge peasant population with a gregarious culture 
as a systemic heritage containing internal regulations. On the other hand, it is an 
inevitable aftermath of primitive accumulation of capital in the specific historical 
background, in which the goals were to achieve industrialization after national inde-
pendence and to solve the subsequent problem of the expansion of industrial capital.

In the 1990s, when elaborating this situation, we suggested that the fundamen-
tal problem of rural development in China is not simply the problem of agriculture 
but the “three-dimensional agrarian issues,” namely, the “san-nong” issues including  
peasants’ rights, rural sustainability, agriculture, and safety under the constraint of the 
major institutional contradiction of urban-rural dualism. We further proposed that  
the “san-nong” issues are intrinsic to almost all the developing countries where the 
institutional contradiction of dual structure is commonly found. Moreover, nations with 
peasant economies, that is, the whole of east Asia including China, Japan, and Korea, 
have no simple problem of agriculture in the sense of the West. If people in east Asia 
use the term “farmers” to refer to the peasants with little arable land, hence equating 

Figure 5.3 The institutional gains and institutional costs in China’s industrial-
ization process
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American farmers who often drive big tractors working for self-owned hundreds of 
hectares of land with Chinese peasants who work on fragmented and dispersed land 
with mixed income sources (by part time working in industrial and agricultural sec-
tors) under a small peasant economy, then what follows this basic conceptual mistake 
is inevitably a series of grave theoretical and policy misunderstandings.20

In the late 1990s, China once copied the Western agricultural policy as repre-
sented by the United States. This did not only lead to the deterioration of the “san-
nong” problem but also made agriculture the largest polluting industry in China in 
less than two decades. The problem of unsafe food products became a serious cost of 
externalities that the society at large has to bear.

Based on the above investigation and reflections, the authors and like-minded 
people inside China and abroad have worked together and launched the Rural Recon-
struction Movement with sustainable development as its substantial contents, including 
organic farming, ecological architecture, and urban organic consumer cooperatives 
based on community supported agriculture (CSA) for initiating “fair trade” in China. 
Accordingly, we have proposed policy recommendations on many occasions.

Fortunately, in October 2005, the Chinese central government specified “build-
ing of a new socialist countryside” as a national strategy; in October 2007, “Ecologi-
cal Civilization” was set as a guiding principle of the whole country; and in October 
2008, “resources-conservation and environment-friendly agriculture” was announced 
as major contents of the long-term strategy in the 2020s.21

We hope that in the major changes under globalization, moderate reforms, or 
as we advocate, innovation instead of reform, can help sustain the stability of rural 
China, where the majority of the Chinese population lives.22
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Chapter 6

u

The Political Economy of 
Spatial Inequality in China

Shaoguang Wang

Uneven regional development is a universal phenomenon. It exists in almost all large 
countries, developing and developed alike. Examples include India, Indonesia, Mexico, 
Brazil, Canada, Great Britain, France, Italy, and the United States. China is no excep-
tion. Covering 9.6 million square kilometers, China is the third largest country in the 
world. Given its gigantic size, it is perhaps inevitable to find significant spatial variations 
in geographical condition, resource endowment, the sectoral distribution of economic 
activity, and the level of socioeconomic development.

The purpose of this paper is to explore various key issues related to the spatial 
effects of China’s market-oriented reforms and state intervention in the past decades. 
It begins the analysis by looking at the historical roots of uneven development and 
initial attempts to address regional imbalance. It then looks at how and why regional 
disparities widened in the 1990s. Rather than dealing with regional disparity solely 
from an economic perspective, the paper takes a political economy approach, inves-
tigating both political and economic factors that have shaped regional developments. 
The paper ends with a brief discussion on how state intervention has helped narrow 
regional gaps in the last few years.

Historical overview of regional 
economic Development, 1949–1978

When the Chinese communists came to power in 1949, they inherited an extremely 
lopsided economy. Industrial activities were to a large extent concentrated in what was 
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then called Manchuria (the modern-day northeast provinces of Heilongjiang, Jilin, and 
Liaoning) and a few major coastal cities such as Shanghai and Guangzhou. Although 
the coastal provinces accounted for only 11.34 percent of the land, they were the source 
of 77.6 percent of total industrial output. The rest of the country produced only 22.4 
percent of the total industrial output. In particular, western China lagged far behind. 
Only 8 percent of the total industrial output originated in this region, despite the fact 
it took up over half of the country’s territory.1

The new Communist government made a strong commitment to achieving 
balanced distribution of productive capacity and income. The first Five-Year Plan 
(1953–1957) of the People’s Republic gave high priority to the development of new 
industrial bases in north, northwest, and central China. Among the 694 industrial 
projects built during this period, most were located in the inland areas.2 But Mao hoped 
to see more changes. In his famous 1956 speech, “On Ten Major Relationships,” he 
again dwelled on the relations between the coast and the interior. In his view, it was 
both economically irrational and politically unacceptable to keep 70 percent of industry 
in the coastal areas while leaving the rest of the country more or less untouched by 
modernization. To speed up the industrialization of the interior, he suggested that new 
industrial facilities be located in the interior. Only by doing so, he believed, would 
industrial activities become more evenly distributed.

Indeed, Mao’s era was marked by an unprecedented spatial redeployment of 
productive capacity. Thanks to its strong extractive capacity, the central government 
under Mao had firm control over the geographic distribution of resources. The invest-
ment policy of this period clearly favored backward regions. While more developed 
provinces experienced substantial outflows of revenues, less developed provinces 
received enormous infusions of funds for infrastructure and industrial development.

Moreover, in the mid-1960s, out of security considerations, China began a cam-
paign to construct the Third Front, which covered all western provinces and some parts 
of the central provinces. From late 1964 to 1971, dozens of large- and medium-sized 
industrial enterprises were moved from coastal provinces to inland provinces, and hun-
dreds more were built on-site. Altogether, between 1956 and 1978, more than 2,000 
large- and medium-sized enterprises were established in west and central China. This 
shift in investment and the establishment of new industrial centers powerfully boosted 
industrial growth in the traditionally less-developed regions. In 1965, for example, the 
ratio of agriculture to light industry to heavy industry for central China was 71:15:14. 
By the end of the fourth Five-Year Plan period (1971–1975), it had become 44:22:34. 
For the same period, the ratio for west China changed from 69:16:15 to 40:23:37. 
In addition to financing investments in less-developed regions, fiscal transfers were 
used to reduce regional inequality in income and the provision of public goods and 
services.3 Government transfers made it possible for consumption to be much more 
evenly distributed than output. As a result, Mao’s era witnessed a strong trend toward 
greater equality in per capita consumption across the country.

In 1978, China changed its policy orientation, shifting the emphasis from 
equity to efficiency. The years since have marked a period of rapid economic growth 
and rising living standards, both of which are unprecedented in Chinese history. 
Equally important, no province has been excluded from the growth club. Every one 
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of China’s provinces has experienced substantial real growth in the post-1978 period. 
While economic conditions have improved in all provinces in absolute terms, however, 
performance in relative terms has varied markedly among the regions.

Figure 6.1 shows the changing track of coefficient of variance (CV) of provincial 
per capita GDP from 1978 to 2007 (in 1978 constant price).4 It plots two measures of 
relative dispersion. The top and bottom curves differ only in sample size: the former 
includes Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai, whereas the latter excludes these three cities. 
We separate the two curves for a simple reason: although the three metropolitan areas 
enjoy provincial status, treating them in the same way as we treat other provinces 
would be problematic, because they are far more urbanized and industrialized than 
the others. As a result, they enjoy extraordinarily high levels of per capita GDP relative 
to the national average. For this reason, treating these metropolitan areas as ordinary 
provinces might greatly bias our analysis of regional disparities. To present an unbiased 
picture, it is necessary to segregate two sets of statistics—one including the three cities 
and the other excluding them. As Figure 6.1 reveals, changes in regional disparities 
display different patterns when the three cities are excluded.

The top curve represents changing coefficients of variation for the whole nation 
during the period 1978–2007. The time path yields an S curve. In other words, relative 
dispersion declined sharply between 1978 and 1991, but the falling trend was reversed 
afterward. The years between 1992 and 2004 witnessed an upsurge in regional inequal-
ity before the trend reversed again.

The bottom curve (excluding figures for Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai) yields 
two noteworthy changes in coefficients of variation. First, CVs become much smaller. 
Rather than fluctuating between 0.80 and 1.05, the curve now oscillates in the 

Figure 6.1 Coefficient of variance of provincial per capita GDP (1978 constant 
price)

Note: Unless indicated otherwise, all data presented in this paper come from the author’s databank.
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neighborhood of 0.35–0.45. In other words, once extreme cases are excluded, relative 
dispersion in per capita GDP does not appear to be alarmingly large in China. Second, 
the patterns of change in CVs are more or less the same, but the magnitudes of change 
are much smaller. Regional dispersion decreased only marginally in the initial years 
of reform, but the years following 1985 saw a steady increase in relative dispersion, 
especially during the entire 1990s. Consequently, by 2000, CV was 0.14 percentage 
points higher than that in 1978 (increasing from 0.31 to 0.45). Since then, regional 
disparity has begun to level off and even shown signs of falling.

Mainstream economists have long argued that regional disparity is an abnormal 
phenomenon that will not last. Although there is no way for them to deny the presence 
and persistence of spatial inequality in many parts of the world, they envision a long-
term trend toward interregional equality. In 1965, Jeffrey Williamson published a well-
known article titled “Regional Inequality and the Process of National Development: 
A Description of the Patterns.” Based on a large set of cross-sectional and time series 
data, Williamson identified “a systematic relationship between national development 
levels and regional inequality,” or an inverted “U” in the national growth path; that 
is, regional gaps tended to increase in earlier stages of development and to diminish 
in later stages.5 Since then, the inverted-U-shaped pattern of regional development has 
often been called “the Williamson law.” Barro and Sala-I-Martin, for instance, tried 
to identify a tendency toward convergence among the U.S. states during the period 
1840–1980,6 among Japanese prefectures,7 and among regions within Western Europe.8

Mainstream economists who studied China once also believed that, coupled 
with economic growth, the operation of market forces by themselves would bring 
convergence of regional income.9 This predication has been proved wrong. Neither 
of the two curves in Figure 6.1 is inverted-U shaped. Instead, they reveal S curves. 
It seems reasonable to divide the years after 1978 into three subperiods. Before 1985, 
the general trend was for relative dispersion to fall. But the trend was reversed in the 
mid-1980s. As market forces were playing a bigger and bigger role in Chinese economy, 
the country witnessed a sharp upsurge in regional inequality in the 1990s through the 
first years of the twenty-first century, whether or not the three centrally administered 
metropolises were counted.10 Having experienced a secular increase in regional disparity 
for more than a decade, China seems to have entered a period of stabilization or even 
convergence in the last few years.

tHe political economy of  
Uneven regional Development

Regional disparities change because growth rates of output have varied across provinces 
over time. Why have provincial growth rates differed? What have been the factors 
underlying differential economic growth performances among provinces? It goes without 
saying that economic growth is governed by many determinants. Whatever they are, 
however, if these diverse factors are to affect economic growth positively, they must 
somehow help either increase the supply of factor inputs (mainly capital and labor) 
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or enhance factor productivity, or some combination of both. Thus, to arrive at an 
understanding of the factors behind the growth of output, we must first identify the 
immediate economic sources of growth.

In the last decade or so, economists in China and elsewhere have conducted 
extensive research trying to break down the proximate sources of output growth and 
examine the contributions of labor and capital to output. They generally arrive at two 
principal conclusions.

First, the contribution of labor input to economic growth was insignificant in 
China. Here, labor input is measured not only by the total number of working persons 
but also by such indicators of labor quality as the age and gender composition and the 
educational and health profiles of the labor force. A World Bank study, for instance, 
attributed only about 17 percent of growth to improvements in both quantity and 
quality of the labor force in the Chinese economy as a whole.11 An abundant labor 
supply may explain the relatively small contribution of labor in China. It is intuitively 
plausible that, in a capital-scarce and labor-abundant economy, the injection of more 
human resources would not increase output very significantly and rapidly.

Second, rapid capital accumulation alone can account for a very substantial part 
of GDP growth for each and every province of China. This finding confirms the central 
importance of capital accumulation for growth at early stages of economic development, 
a position held by such prominent economists as Domar, Harrod, Lewis, and Rostow. 
It is also consistent with the results of many empirical studies of economic growth. 
Furthermore, the role of capital in the explanation of growth in China was very simi-
lar to that found in other East Asian economies and in developing countries at large.

Since capital investment has been the most important engine of economic growth, 
regions with greater capital mobilization capacity are expected to grow faster. Then, 
why are sometimes some provinces more capable of mobilizing local savings and of 
obtaining capital inflows from other provinces and from other countries? What are 
the political factors that affected the direction of capital flows? More specifically, we 
want to explore how the central government’s regional policy preference and extractive 
capacity have affected the spatial distribution of investment resources and ultimately 
the growth potential of different provinces.

policy preference

After Mao’s death in 1976, his egalitarian regional development strategy was criticized 
as too costly in comparative advantage, production efficiency, and national growth 
foregone. Underlying the reform that followed was a fundamental transformation of 
development philosophy. Chinese policymakers then placed their top priority on rapid 
aggregate growth. This predominant concern with growth made them less willing to 
sacrifice growth for such goals as balance and equity. Instead, they were ready to toler-
ate a certain degree of inequality or widened disparity. They believed that if certain 
regions were allowed to prosper first, their affluence would eventually trickle down to 
other regions.



96  Shaoguang Wang

Whereas in the West, believers of the trickle-down theory generally hold that 
government should not intervene in the course of economic development, their Chinese 
counterparts actually advocated government intervention on behalf of more developed 
regions. In their view, China, as a developing country, had to make the best use of 
extremely scarce capital. Therefore, the government needed to concentrate investment 
resources where conditions were most suitable for growth.

Since the coastal provinces enjoyed considerable advantages at the beginning of 
the reform period (a large number of skilled workers, a high level of technology and 
managerial sophistication, and a relatively well-developed infrastructure), these areas 
received the government’s economic blessing. These provinces also had much easier 
access to foreign trade and the closest ties to overseas Chinese, an important source 
of capital and business know-how. Concentrating investment resources in these areas 
clearly offered the prospect of much more rapid aggregate growth than spreading 
resources thinly or investing in interior areas where the preconditions for modern 
growth were still lacking.

For these reasons, a so-called gradient theory (tidu lilun) dominated the thinking 
of Chinese policymakers for much of the 1980s. The theory divided China into three 
large geographic regions—the eastern (coastal), central, and western—and likened 
them to steps on a ladder. According to the theory, the government should capitalize 
on the advantages of the coast first. Only after the coast became sufficiently developed 
should attention be turned to the central region. The western region, however, would 
have to wait patiently for its turn. If this strategy had unfavorable implications for 
equity, its advocates advised people to consider its effects in the long term. In the long 
term, the theory promised, the fruit of development would eventually come down to 
everyone in the country.

In the prereform period, nearly two-thirds of state capital investment went to the 
central and western provinces, whereas the coastal provinces received only 36 percent. 
Even in the early 1980s, the investment rates were largely identical across the country’s 
four regions (eastern, central, western, and northeastern). Starting from the mid-1980s 
when the government introduced an asymmetrical development strategy to allow some 
regions to get rich first, domestic investment began pouring into the eastern coastal 
region. For the next fifteen years or so, the investment rates in the eastern region were 
consistently higher, much higher, than those of other regions. The western region 
especially lagged far behind.12

The government’s growth-first strategy was also reflected in its decisions to open 
certain areas along the coast to foreign investors. To encourage foreign investment on 
the coast, the central government gave coastal areas greater autonomy in a wide range 
of economic decisions, including the authority to approve large-scale investment proj-
ects, the freedom to grant tax concessions to foreign investors, and the right to retain a 
higher proportion of earned foreign exchange. These privileges enabled coastal areas to 
offer more incentives to potential investors than interior areas could achieve. Combined 
with the coast’s naturally and historically advantaged position, these policies insured 
that much of China’s foreign investment took place along the coast.

In sum, the bias of the top policymakers explained why the central government 
directed an increasing proportion of investment resources into coastal provinces and 
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why it went out of its way to help the same provinces to lure foreign investment. The 
large influx of investment resources, in turn, made growth for coastal provinces pos-
sible at faster rates than for others. There was little doubt that the central government’s 
procoastal bias was an important factor contributing to the worsening of regional 
inequality in the 1990s.

As early as in 1993, deputies from interior provinces, especially those from the 
west, began to pour out their grievances against the center’s procoastal bias at the 
annual sessions of the National People’s Congress. In 1994, even a report by the State 
Planning Commission sounded a serious warning that if problems caused by growing 
regional gaps were not settled properly, they might one day become a threat to China’s 
social stability and national unity. Facing growing pressure from interior provinces, the 
central government decided to reverse its coastal development strategy in 1995. The 
new guiding principle was to “create conditions for gradually narrowing down regional 
gaps.” This principle was embodied in China’s ninth Five-Year Plan (1996–2000), 
which promised to increase central support to the less-developed regions in the central 
and western parts of the country. But not until September 1999 did China formally 
launch the Go West program (Xibu da kaifa), which was aimed at narrowing the 
socioeconomic gap between the coastal and western provinces. Since then, the inland 
provinces’ rates of investment in fixed assets have risen visibly and often surpassed 
those of the eastern region. Intensive investment has spurred rapid economic growth 
in the interior regions and increased the income level of the local people. Evidently, 
the change of the central government’s policy preference has played an important role 
in narrowing regional disparities.13

government extractive capacity

It is clear from the above discussion that, when the central policymakers lack interest 
in reducing regional inequality, state intervention in resource allocation would only 
worsen the existing regional disparities. Even if central policymakers have strong interests 
in pursuing balanced regional development, regional inequality might not necessarily 
decline, because the other key factor that can affect spatial distribution of resources—
government extractive capacity—is equally important.

Government extractive capacity, especially central extractive capacity, is relevant 
in this context because, as the only institution responsible for redistributing resources 
among regions, the central government must control an adequate amount of revenue 
before it can conduct any redistributive policy. Strong central extractive capacity may 
not be a sufficient condition for interregional redistribution, as in some instances, 
governments with strong extractive capacity do little redistribution. Nonetheless, it is 
a necessary condition, because no other institutions, provincial governments included, 
have incentives to pursue interregional redistributive policies.

The Chinese government’s extractive capacity was critically enfeebled during the 
first two decades of economic reforms. At the core of Deng Xiaoping’s reform program 
was decentralization, which might have been instrumental in generating high economic 
growth in China over the 1980s and 1990s. The massive fiscal decentralization practiced 
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between 1978 and 1993, however, significantly weakened the government’s extractive 
capacity. As Figure 6.2 reveals, despite its nearly miraculous record of GDP growth, 
China’s ratio of overall government revenue to GDP decreased from 31.1 percent in 1978 
to around 10 percent in 1995 and 1996. Moreover, the central government’s share of 
overall government revenue was barely half, or around 5 percent of GDP. Even compared 
to low-income countries, the extractive capacity of the Chinese central government was 
extremely weak at the time.14

A central government with weak extractive capacity cannot be expected to do 
much in the way of fighting against regional inequality, no matter how committed it is 
to achieving this goal. With so little at its disposal in the 1990s, the central government 
simply did not have much leeway to redistribute investment resources from rich to poor 
provinces or make large subsidies to poor provinces. Voluntary movement of capital 
from rich to poor regions also proved unlikely. While the concentration of investment 
resources in economically prosperous provinces allowed some provinces to gain a good 
lead in growth, the lack of investment resources dampened the growth potentials of 
the backward provinces. The result was the continued worsening of regional inequality 
throughout the 1990s and the first years of the new century.

The government extractive capacity did not rebound until after 1997. Although it 
is still relatively weak compared with that of most countries in the world, the strength-
ened state extractive capacity nevertheless provides the possibility of reversing the trend 
of divergence we have observed in the last decade or so.

Figure 6.2 Government revenue and expenditure as % of GDP, 1978–2007
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more recent trenDs

As pointed out earlier, both the policy orientation and extractive capacity of the Chinese 
government have changed. In response to growing regional disparities, the Chinese 
government started to change its skewed regional policies in the late 1990s. Introduced 
in 1999, its western development strategy, Go West, focuses on infrastructure construc-
tion, environmental protection, industrial upgrading, human capital accumulation, 
science and technology research, and opening the inland provinces to foreign direct 
investment (FDI). Later, the government also enacted policies to accelerate economic 
development in the northeastern provinces (2003) and the central region (2005). As the 
government’s development bias toward coastal provinces has been gradually removed, 
interior provinces now have a real chance to catch up with coastal provinces that enjoy 
tremendous natural and human capital advantages.

Equally important, to be able to effect equalization across regions, the Chinese 
government also has made efforts to rebuild its extractive capacity by overhauling the 
country’s fiscal system. Before 1993, China’s fiscal system was one of “eating in separate 
kitchens.” This system was beneficial to the developed coastal provinces because they 
had more fiscal resources and did not have to share tax revenue with other provinces. 
Without the outside fiscal transfer, the provinces in central and western China, whose 
fiscal resources were limited to begin with, could not provide similar public services to 
their people, not to mention construction of new infrastructure or investment in new 
industries. Clearly, such a “fiscal responsibility system” (canzheng baogan zhi) was one 
of the most important causes of worsening regional disparity in the 1980s and 1990s.15

In 1994, the Chinese government changed the fiscal responsibility system to 
the “tax assignment system” ( fenshui zhi). This major reform eventually stopped two 
ratios from decreasing after fifteen years of continuous decline.16 More importantly, 
the reform enhanced the central government’s ability to extract fiscal resources and 
thus established the foundation to increase central fiscal transfers (caizheng zhuanyi 
zhifu) to the provinces, especially the economically least developed provinces in central 
and western China.

Figure 6.3 clearly shows that since 1994 the total amount of the central govern-
ment’s fiscal transfer has increased steadily. Especially after 1999, when the Chinese 
central government introduced its Go West policy, the amount increased every year and 
reached nearly RMB 1,600 billion in 2007, which was eight times the amount in 1994.

Which area reaped the most benefits from the fiscal transfer system? Accord-
ing to the statistics of the Ministry of Finance, during the period of 1994–2005, 10 
percent of the central fiscal transfers went to eastern costal provinces, 44 percent to 
central provinces, and 46 percent to western provinces.17 Central fiscal transfers have 
helped reduce both vertical and horizontal fiscal imbalance and thereby regional 
inequalities. Before the 1994 reform of China’s fiscal system, the GDP growth rates 
differed vastly across regions, ranging from 12 percent in the northeastern region to 
19.5 percent in the coastal regions. After 1994, the growth rates began to converge. In 
2005, the growth rates in the eastern, central, western, and northeastern areas were 
13.13 percent, 12.54 percent, 12.81 percent, and 12.01 percent, respectively—the 
difference became quite small.18
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The convergence of economic growth rates in different regions was helpful in 
preventing regional disparity from growing and may even have helped reduce it. In a 
long period after 1983, the coefficient of variance of provincial per capita GDP con-
tinued to increase. In the 1990s, the regional difference quickly expanded. The turn-
ing point was in 1999, when the central government announced the Go West policy. 
Although regional disparity continued to expand, it leveled off after 2000. In 2004, 
the expansion tendency was reversed for the first time since 1990. Since then, regional 
disparity was further reduced (see Figure 6.1).19 For the fiscal transfer system to bring 
such notable changes within such a short period of time is miraculous.20
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Chapter 7

u

Reserve the Land for 
Family Farming

On the Use of Farmland and the 
Future of Peasantry in China1

Dong Zhenghua

Peasants and Family Farming: History 
and tHeoretical Background

The argument of this paper is based on the simple historical fact that the trinity of 
peasantry, farmland, and the family farming system has long existed in history, no mat-
ter what forms of peasantry there have been: peasant proprietor, half-tenant, or tenant 
peasants. The fate of the peasants is also the fate of the family farming system. If one 
day the peasants have to leave their farmland and the family farming system is defeated, 
peasantry, as a specific social stratum, will inevitably become extinct. This breakup of 
the trinity may lead to the real “end of peasantry,” as Henri Mendras described it in 
the 1960s.

Early in the nineteenth century, there was a series of discussions on whether the 
end of peasantry would come. Both Adam Smith and David Ricardo excluded the 
peasant from their blueprints of modern economy. Karl Marx also argued that both 
the “mode of production of peasantry” and the peasants themselves would disappear 
inevitably. Nonetheless, history has its own logic, which was sometimes unexpected. 
By the end of the nineteenth century, large-scale industry had already dominated the 
production system in Europe, yet the family farming system did not disappear. So, 
what is wrong with the theories of modern capitalism? The social democrats in the late 
years of the nineteenth century put great effort toward solving this puzzle, among the 
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outcomes of which were the discussions between Karl Kautsky and Werner Sombart 
in Germany, as well as the argument between Lenin and the populists in Russia.

In the twentieth century, the small-scale family farming system continued to 
dominate the world. In some regions, there was the combination of, and conflicts 
between, the majority of small family farms and a small number of capitalist farms, 
which owned a huge amount of acreage and hired a good many farm laborers. In the 
Soviet Union and China, there were the socialist experiments in agriculture, that is, 
mandatory or semimandatory collectivization of farming and farmland that eliminated 
the family farming mode. During the campaign of the People’s Commune, Chinese 
peasants were labeled as “members of the Commune,” although there was no real 
change in their social and economic statuses.

Many scholars have maintained to admit the born nature of agriculture and 
the peasant as a unity of modern economy and have opposed driving peasants off the 
land, no matter if it is via mandatory collectivization, the setup of wage-labor farms, 
or concentration of land at the hand of superior landlords. At the 1979 United Nations 
International Conference of Rural Reforms and Developments, delegates from about 
150 countries and national liberation movements agreed on the notion that “the equal 
distribution and efficient utilization of land are the prerequisites for rural developments 
and for improving productivity in the elimination of poverty.”2

Theodore Schultz also promotes the family farming system that combines peas-
ants’ property rights and their right to operate the land.3 However, in his theory, the 
peasant in the medieval era was formulated as a rational agent. Such a rational-choice 
and utilitarianism-based theory is renounced by the Chayanovian School and some 
others. However, some points in their criticisms are not fair to Schultz. For example, 
Schultz is criticized for neglecting the relations of production in his analysis. Quite on 
the contrary, Schultz argues for the elimination of the landlord-tenant peasant system 
and supports rural reform, which aims to give land to the tillers, and advocates for 
ownership based on residence. Another point for which Schultz has been attacked is 
his opposition to “the nationalization of land.” Among the developing countries and 
regions, as represented by east Asia in the postwar era, “he who farms shall have his own 
land” and “farmland should be used by farmers” are the two principles of land reform. 
Specific regulations under these principles prohibit tenant farming or the conversion 
of farmland into land for other uses. These policies can be regarded as state control 
over peasants’ possessing or distributing land and as alternatives for nationalization 
of the land. In my opinion, Schultz seems to have underestimated the importance of 
state power and its functional roles in multiple aspects of land and agriculture, such as 
strengthening the bargaining power of farmers in international trade and protecting 
farmers from the negative impact of the international market. It seems that all these 
functions of the state should be eradicated, given the current logic of liberalism that 
defends private ownership and international free trade. However, if this were true, 
namely, if there were no such state interventions, perhaps agriculture in east Asia and 
many other areas in the world would not be able to sustain itself.

Chayanov inherited Marx’s viewpoint, which holds that in order to survive, 
some peasants of small-scale family farming would sell their products at the produc-
tion price.4 He tries to explain the surviving mechanism of peasants and their family 
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farming by making distinctions between the labor model of family-based corporate and 
the model of wage-labor corporate. However, Chayanov’s account looks unconvincing. 
In addition, his theory only addresses regions with limited land, excessive labor force, 
and little chance to migrate for employment. This makes his theory especially irrel-
evant to areas such as the United States, Australia, and Canada, where land resource 
is abundant and labor resource is comparatively scarce.

To explain the surviving advantage of peasants and family farming, a better 
theory should be based on the nature of agriculture per se. Yujiro Hayami and Vernon 
W. Ruttan’s arguments make more sense here.5 They argue that the mechanization 
process in the industrial sector has standardized the working process and hence made 
it easier to control, but such upgrading does not apply to the agriculture sector, because 
there are many more uncontrollable ecological and biological variables in the process 
of agricultural production. It is very important for the human actor in this process to 
supervise the producing process. In consequence, the quality of work in such a produc-
ing process becomes very hard to control or to supervise. Also, widespread, scattered 
working fields make supervision even more challenging.

There have always been disputes on the issues of self-sustained farming and fam-
ily farming among Chinese scholars. Many consider the small-scale farming system as 
the major contributor to ancient China’s backwardness and emblematize the peasant 
as the symbol of poverty and backwardness of China. In their discussions, peasants 
of ancient China are clearly distinguished from modern peasants who enjoy personal 
freedom and the legitimate right to utilize and operate their farmland. In ancient 
China, the emperors could enslave the peasants, tax them, and make them migrate, or 
restrict them to certain areas. As long as a peasant was documented in the register, he 
would have to live for, produce for, and offer human labor to the emperor; and to not 
register was to directly violate the Law of the Empire. Hence, although there had been 
more than one time of “equal distribution of land” ( jun tian) during the dynasties, and 
several scholars in the late Ming and early Qing period had already raised the notion 
that “he who farms shall have his own land,” and maintained that “he who owns the 
land should farm by himself, so that only peasants can own the land,”6 peasants under 
such policies were still registered labor without practical or personal freedom.

Yifu Lin proposes a similar argument to Hayami and Ruttan: The most crucial 
factor that contributed to the failure of the People’s Commune was the difficulty to 
supervise the Commune members, who were usually passive in working.7 On the 
contrary, the superiority of the family farming system lies in the fact that the peas-
ants who work are producing for their own interests, so they are usually more active 
in production. Note that Lin’s argument differs from Hayami and Ruttan in that, 
whereas Lin describes supervision in the process of agricultural production, Hayami 
and Ruttan talk about the supervision of the quality of work. It is widely known 
among people who have rural experiences in China in the 1960s and 1970s that the 
intensity of laboring in the People’s Commune was by no means low. Pushed by the 
class-struggle notion, the Commune members had to work for the collective from early 
morning until evening, especially in the busy seasons. But this was not enough. They 
were continuously forced to “cut off the tail of capitalism.” The real crux here was 
not the lack of human effort, but the ineffectiveness of the labor, substantial waste of 
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labor force, and production without returns, which gave birth to the “poor production 
team with ironically high ‘productivity.’” In his investigation of agricultural history 
in the Yangzi Delta, Philip Huang8 shows that the irrigation projects and the increase 
of multiple crop indexes during the People’s Commune period had greatly raised the 
yield of per unit area, and yet such projects also led to problems such as extreme labor 
force intensification and growth without development.

At any rate, the history of the People’s Commune in China demonstrates that 
the biological and ecological factors in agricultural production and the comparatively 
scattered nodes in the process of production could not match an organization system 
that is extremely concentrated and uniform.

As described above, contrary to the wish of the social democrats, who expected 
large-scale production to replace the small-scale family system and then to finally wash 
over the rural areas, the late nineteenth century saw a surprisingly increased number 
of small-scale family producers in western Europe. Such phenomenon was termed “an 
astonishing and mysterious force.” Today, many people are still confused, possibly 
even more confused, by the survival of peasantry economy. Some who do not have or 
cannot be bothered to gain comprehensive knowledge about agriculture and the peas-
ant both in history and in the real world still share the beliefs of social democrats, as 
K. Kautsky has mentioned. They believe that “peasants are mysterious, unthinkable, 
and sometimes calamitous.”9 In mainland China, the launch of the Rural Household 
Contracted Responsibility System actually restored the tradition of family farming. 
This restoration was welcomed by peasants and also benefited the state. However, dur-
ing the thirty years of this reform, the peasants’ rights to lease and use the land were 
threatened from time to time. Also disagreements arose on the contract responsibility 
system per se. For example, some people argue that the household contract system is 
no longer a mercy to the peasants but has become the shackle on millions of peas-
ants. This argument is a deadlock: If peasantry was not eliminated, the “three-nong” 
problem (referring to agriculture, village, and peasant) would not be solved. So, is the 
household contract system a necessary condition for the development of agriculture, 
or is it just a step back to nowhere? How can we ensure the peasants’ rights on their 
land so that it will not be seized or deprived? And through what kind of institutions 
could we make sure that land is used by the peasants (or farmers, as in the economic 
professional category today) and for farming purposes only? These are all urgent ques-
tions with regard to the current situation of agriculture and peasants in China, and 
are, of course, the major issues to be addressed in this paper.

tHe danger oF tHe large-scale  
enclosure oF Farmland

Since 1982, the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party and the PRC 
State Council have released a total of ten “Number 1 Documents” regarding agricul-
tural issues.10 All ten documents have fully demonstrated how important the agricul-
tural problem is to the PRC government. The first and foremost issue among these 
documents is peasants’ rights and interests over their land property. In the five “No. 1 
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Documents” issued between 1982 and 1986, for example, the Rural Household Con-
tracted Responsibility System was repeatedly stressed and promoted as an alternative 
for the former production team system. The documents acclaimed the new system as 
“the great innovation of Chinese Peasants,” and the contract term has been extended 
repeatedly. In the subsequent fifth of the “No. 1 Documents,” from year 2004 to 
2008, although the focus was shifted to the peasants’ burden relief and infrastructure 
constructions in rural areas, land policy still remained a big concern. Take the 2004 
document for example. It states that “governments at all levels must strictly carry out 
the policy on agricultural land protection; for the sake of protecting peasants’ rights and 
interests, and of controlling the scale of land requisition, they should strictly follow the 
standard approval procedure in issuing permits for non-agricultural farmland uses, and 
comply with the general plan of land use.” Again, the 2008 document reiterates that 
“[we should] be unswerving in constantly sticking to the land policy that is based on 
the ‘family contracted responsibility system,’ to accelerating the launch of the register 
system on the right of land management, to ensuring the license of the land manage-
ment right be successfully designated to every individual family, and to preventing any 
malpractice from peasants’ rights over contracted-land.”

The documents above reveal that protecting the peasants’ rights as well as the 
total amount of farmland is a problem in today’s China. As it is often said, the most 
crucial economic, social, and political problems in contemporary China all have some-
thing directly or indirectly to do with the land system. In recent years, many scandals 
involving government officials were related to land issues as well. Between October 
2006 and early 2007, about 1,500 government officials were accused of unlawful land 
requisition.11 As the economy develops, farm acreage gradually expands, and land 
transactions inevitably increase. If the current land problem cannot be solved properly, 
land-related disputes will deteriorate.

The primary problem that lies at the heart of China’s land system is this 
dilemma: On the one hand, the population is too large; on the other hand, the land 
is quite limited, with the acreage per capita only one-third of the world’s average. 
The arable land in China has been cultivated at the maximum level, among which 
farmland, however, is only 0.1 hectare per capita (as of 2006), which is less than half 
the world average. Moreover, this number is dropping year by year. According to Mr. 
Chen Xiwen, an official in the Central Leading Group of Finance and Economy, the 
farmland shrank by net 114 million Chinese acres (i.e., 7.93 million hectares) within 
eight years from 1997 to 2004. Consequently, the average annual output of grain in 
China was reduced from 497.5 million tons between 1995 and 1999 to 454.4 million 
tons between 2000 and 2004.12

For the 1.3 billion Chinese people, grain is their daily staple and is much more 
important than any other strategic materials such as steel or oil. Given that there have 
not been any effective regulations on the global grain market so far and speculation 
takes place very often, China’s food supply must not depend on the world market for 
security reasons; it must be self-reliant. That there is no grain supply crisis today does 
not mean that there will not be a crisis in the future. In March 2008, several deputies to 
the NPC and commissioners of the CPPCC drew attention to China’s “grain security.” 
Commissioner Li Yuefeng, for example, pointed out that, in ten years, the gap between 
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the demand and the supply of grain in China will reach 100 to 150 million tons per 
year, which means the shortage will be 25 percent higher than the grain security alert 
line.13 At the same time, the spokesman of the Ministry of Agriculture acknowledged 
that, to ensure its grain security, China should produce 500 million tons of grain every 
year. To achieve this goal, China has to keep a minimum acreage of 1.8 billion mu or 
120 million hectares, as well as to put effort into increasing the output per hectare.14

But the cost of the increase of per acre output has been higher and higher, since 
output depends on the use of a great deal of chemical fertilizer that is destructive to 
the ecological environment. One news article in 2008 reported that the Han River in 
Hubei Province was so seriously polluted that 200,000 people had difficulty accessing 
unpolluted drinking water.15 One of the main causes of pollution was the massive use 
of fertilizer by a large state-owned farm in the basin of the Han River. Therefore, if 
we want to ensure food security and protect the environment at the same time, the 
most practical means is to secure total farming acreage.

Besides the land usage problem per se, we cannot ignore the problem of social 
instability in the rural area either. Just as Chen Xiwen said,

In the process of large-scale land requisition, serious infringement of peasants’ legiti-
mate land rights occurred in many places. Because the compensation was too low 
and the resettlement policy was not properly implemented, many landless farmers 
have lost their means of livelihood and the hidden danger of social instability was 
hence seeded.16

In fact, every year a large number of peasants appeal to the higher authorities about 
land requisitions. Organized mass protests are also observed.

The governments at various levels are supposed to take major responsibility 
in securing the farmland acreage, protecting the peasants’ rights and interests, and 
promoting rural social stability. Yet, ironically, the main cause for the shrinking of 
farmland is related to government intervention. It is exactly the local government that 
requisitions farmland for nonagricultural purposes. By 2003, the number of research 
and development (R & D) regions (kaifa qu) all over the country had reached 6,015, of 
which 70 percent were illegal. If this situation continues unchecked, the 120-million-
hectare security line set by the central government will soon be broken. To deal with 
this issue, the Third Plenary Session of the Sixteenth CCPCC passed the motion that 
the current land requisition system should be reformed in accordance with the principle 
of protecting the peasant’s rights and interests and of placing the land requisition under 
strict control. Nevertheless, as Chen Xiwen observes, since this reform “required the 
readjustment of the interests of diverse interest groups,” it ran into “extreme difficulty.”17

tHe ProBlems oF tHe current collective 
Farmland ownersHiP system

The current Chinese constitution prescribes that any organization or individual is pro-
hibited from dealing in land ownership. The legitimate farmland ownership transfer 
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should go through governmental requisition. Unfortunately, since the current “col-
lective ownership” system does not define clearly who has land ownership, the local 
government at multiple levels, in collaboration with real estate companies, could very 
easily abuse land requisition for non-farming uses by paying little to the farmers in the 
name of public demand.

Under the People’s Commune system that originated in the late 1950s, land 
ownership was divided into multiple layers. Before the family contracted responsibil-
ity policy, the collective ownership had followed the Working Regulations in Rural 
People’s Commune, or the Sixty Regulations for short, under which land ownership 
was defined on three levels with the production team as the primary base. The second 
regulation in chapter 1 stipulates that “the basic working unit of the People’s Commune 
is the production team.” And the twenty-first regulation in chapter 4 states that “all 
pieces of land in the domain of a production team belong to this team.” Moreover, 
there was the rule of Four Fixed Attachments: Human labor, livestock, tools, and 
land are all fixed and attached to the production team. According to these principles 
and rules, under the collective land ownership, the production team is the principal 
entity to claim the basic rights over a given piece of farmland. Meanwhile, under the 
policy of three-level ownership, the People’s Commune and the general production 
team (shengchan dadui) also have partial land ownership. Nowadays, however, with 
the dissolution of the People’s Commune, such three-level ownership does not exist.

In 1994, the Ministry of Agriculture promulgated the document entitled the 
“Opinions on Stabilizing and Improving the Land-contracted Relationship.” It is 
stipulated that

when the land use is adjusted, it is prohibited to mandatorily change ownership; In 
addition, it is not allowed to transfer the ownership that originally belonged to the 
group-level collective economic organization (formerly called “the production team”) 
to the village level by making it contracted evenly at the village level.

The PRC Land Administration Law (effective January 1, 1999) prescribes that “the col-
lective land owned by the farmers of one village should be operated and administrated 
by the village economic organization or by the villager committee. If the collective land 
is owned by two or more economic units within a village, the land should be operated 
and administrated by the according economic units or by the villagers’ groups. If the 
land is collectively owned by the farmers of a xiang (“township”), that land should be 
operated and administrated by the xiang collectives.” The PRC Rural Land Lease Law 
(effective since March 1, 2003) reiterates the above law but changes “management and 
administration” into “contract-distribution with the peasants.”

In fact, according to policies and laws, neither the villager committee nor the 
villager group is a collective economic organization of the peasants. By law, they are 
authorized to operate, administrate, or lease the land, but they themselves have no land 
ownership. With regard to the relationship between the villager committee and the 
village collective economic organization, The PRC Villager Committee Law, effective 
since 1998, stipulates that “the villager committee is a self-administered, self-learned, 
and self-served grass-roots autonomous organization” (clause 2); that “the villager 
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committee should respect the collective economic organizations’ legitimate rights to 
have independent economic activities . . . and should protect the legitimate property 
rights and other interests of the collective economic organizations, the leasehold, joint 
leaseholds or other partnerships” (clause 5); and that “the village committee should 
set up several villager groups in accordance with the situation of the villagers’ settle-
ments” (clause 10). Therefore, the law stipulates clearly that the villagers’ committee 
should “respect” and “safeguard” the village collective economic organizations. In 
this sense, at least at present, both the production team, which was originally granted 
the collective land ownership, and the “collective economic organization,” such as an 
administrative village or town, are merely nominal entities.

As the entity of collective ownership is separate, divided, and nominal, land 
ownership and administration become very chaotic and frequently altered. Even 
the government departments in charge have difficulty in sorting them out. “Some 
Opinions Regarding Land Ownership Determination” issued in 1998 by the National 
Land Administration Authority is a case in point. This document was specifically 
promulgated in order to better implement the PRC Land Administration Law. Clause 
7 stipulates that before the “Notice of Enhancing Farmland Administration and 
Preventing Arbitrary Occupation of Farmland” was issued by the State Council, all 
the land leased by various units of the whole people ownership, the urban collective 
ownership, or town and village ownership should be registered in accordance with 
regulations concerned. If permanent buildings are constructed on the land site, the 
responsible land occupants should make a supplementary land requisition application 
in accordance with the given length of limited period, and the land should be owned 
by the state. Clause 8 stipulates that before the Sixty Regulations were publicized 
in September 1962, all land (including land privately owned before the cooperative 
period) that was originally owned by the peasants collectively but was now used by 
various units of the whole people ownership, the urban collective ownership, or the 
returned overseas Chinese collective farms should return to the peasants; yet, if lands 
had not been returned after the Sixty Regulations were promulgated, the land owner-
ship should belong to the state. Clause 11 stipulates that if a group of peasants has 
collectively leased land from another group of peasants and the continuous tenancy 
has exceeded a period of twenty years, the land ownership should belong to the current 
occupants. However, if the continuous term of tenancy has not reached a period of 
twenty years, or if the original owners request the current tenants to return the land 
concerned or lodge a complaint to the authorities against the current tenants within 
a period of twenty years, then the claim of land ownership should be submitted to 
the county government for arbitration. The above clauses reveal that whenever land 
ownership disputes arise, in most cases, the government departments in charge usually 
uphold the status quo. If the dispute is raised between state ownership and collective 
ownership, the arbitration is usually to the advantage of the former.

Of course, no matter how the ownerships are defined, no individual peasant 
household is entitled to such right. The No. 1 Document of 2008 raised that “various 
infringements upon the land lease rights and interests of the peasant households should 
be prohibited.” As Chen Xiwen points out, “to lease and make use of farmland and 
to decide whether and how the rights over farmland use is transferred is the peasant’s 
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legitimate right granted by law.”18 This statement is based on the PRC Rural Land 
Contract Law, under which the first clause of the general rules stipulates that “peasants 
are granted long-term secured rights over farmland use.” Nevertheless, under the cur-
rent circumstances of vague land ownership and merely nominal collective ownership, 
neither the “operation and administration rights” nor the “use rights” is ensured, not 
to mention the fact that the so-called long-term lease still has an end date, especially 
when local government requisitions large tracts of farmland in the name of economic 
development. According to relevant rules, the “township” and “town” (xiang and zhen) 
governments take over the administrative functions concerned from its predecessor, 
namely, the People’s Commune, and are entitled to administer its collective land 
ownership on behalf of the towns, although town governments are not entities for the 
collective economic ownership.19 In fact, some town administrations still function like 
the previous People’s Commune, arbitrarily dividing and even dominating peasants’ 
collective land ownership. The consequence is that local governments in collaboration 
with developers and some village cadres often require farmland for nonagricultural 
use. Moreover, this use is often conducted against the will of peasant households, and 
the compensation is usually much lower than market price. Covered in the name of 
“lease,” the fraudulent land requisitions have deprived many peasants of basic rights, 
and thereby allowed corrupting officials to make huge amounts of money.

Finding a solution to FurtHer  
agrarian system reForm

What are the possible solutions to the nominal collective ownership of farmland? Some 
scholars and policymakers advocate for returning to the system of the People’s Com-
mune. They argue that the family-contracted responsibility system was a sudden return 
to a backward precapitalist mode of small-scale production and that the autonomous 
small farmers no longer have value in the economic system. Obviously, this point of 
view does not correspond with the reality of great changes both in agriculture and in 
rural areas over the three decades since the abolishment of the People’s Commune, 
during which the gross output of agricultural production grew rapidly and a large sum 
of concealed surplus labor left the villages for other jobs. According to the data released 
by the National Bureau of Statistics, by early 2006, China’s rural population amounted 
to 940 million, and actual permanent rural residents numbered around 750 million.20 
It is unknown whether the rural population of 750 million people includes the large 
number of peasant workers employed by the village and township enterprises. However, 
it is, by any means, a miracle that in less than three decades nearly 200 million people 
have flowed from the countryside into urban areas.

Three decades after the rural reform, a number of villages in China have achieved 
remarkable economic success since they adhered to or resumed the collective manage-
ment and administration system. Some villages have become famous worldwide, such 
as the Nanjie Village in Henan province. In the context of urban and rural institutions 
being separate from each other, these villages serve as the models of rural industrializa-
tion. They are indeed another model of industrialization and urbanization with Chinese 
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characteristics, and their lessons deserve careful investigation. The grand agenda of 
China’s economy and society is to strive out of the traditional agricultural pattern. In 
this sense, it would be better if there are hundreds of towns like Huaxi Village, Daqiu 
Zhuang, and Nanjie Village continuously emerging from everywhere in China. Never-
theless, it would be hardly realistic if most villages in Henan, the nation’s premier food 
production province, follow the steps of Nanjie to achieve rural industrialization. As a 
matter of fact, without the family-contracted rural reform or the extensive traditional 
agricultural economy in surrounding areas, there would not be such a huge supply of 
raw materials, food, cheap labor, and market, as required by the agricultural process-
ing industries in Nanjie. For the sake of rural economic diversification, the traditional 
and the industrial development patterns complement each other. However, to promote 
industry is not equal to running diversified agricultural economy. In addition, with 
regard to legal issues, the ownership entities of these collective industrialized villages like 
Nanjie are still unclear, and many villages have already divided their assets into shares 
distributed among villagers. Given the facts above, it is unconvincing and unsound to 
use Nanjie Village’s industrialization as a case to argue that the rural family-contracted 
land reform is inferior to collective management and administration. However, at any 
rate, the emergence of these industrialized villages and towns demonstrates that nongcun 
(“rural areas”) in the “three-nong” problem does not imply “villages” that are engaged 
in traditional agriculture. Instead, these “villages,” where the overwhelming majority 
of villagers are not peasants anymore, have developed into large-scale industrial and 
trading corporations, with a number of small towns becoming new industrial centers. 
In making overall plans for urban and rural development, the state should encourage 
and support the construction and development of these new industrial villages and 
vigorously create better conditions to urbanize them. Once urbanization is achieved, 
the former rural villagers will become urban residents. And through legitimate eco-
nomic compensation, what was originally farmland can be changed into urban land. 
Only under these circumstances can migrant workers from other areas enjoy the same 
legitimate residential and working status as the local villagers do.

While some others endorse farmland privatization, Wen Tiejun holds that China 
is not prepared for farmland privatization, because it is impossible for Chinese gov-
ernment to provide 900 million rural people with social security. In fact, the limited 
farmland in the countryside undertakes the responsibility for providing peasants with 
the basic livelihood. I agree with Wen’s conclusion. While Wen may worry about the 
bankrupt peasants’ livelihood after farmland privatization, here I will discuss the 
impracticability of privatization from two different perspectives.

First, as the land per capita in rural China is less than 0.15 hectare, land privati-
zation will result in smaller-scale and even more fragmented management of land for 
a long time. Many people are concerned that land annexation and social polarization, 
which appeared repeatedly during the preindustrial period, will lead to social instability. 
In my opinion, things will go the opposite way. As urbanization and industrialization 
are rapidly expanding and the total amount of farmland is continuously decreasing in 
China, the land price will continuously go up. In this case, most farmers will firmly 
hold their small private lands and will not easily sell them. Hence, land privatization 
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will only make business expansion more difficult. Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan 
have all been facing this dilemma after decades of “land to the tiller” reform.

China’s household contract responsibility system is similar to the so-called uni-
modal strategy, which is carried out in some countries in east Asia. The singular differ-
ence between them lies in the land ownership system. For example, after land reform 
in Japan, private landowners reached 90 percent of the total number of owners, while 
sharecroppers reached 88 percent. Japan implemented the Agricultural Basic Law in 
1961, trying to expand the operation scale, promote management cooperation, improve 
the efficiency of family agriculture, and increase the income level of farmers. Then, 
the government repeatedly amended the law, promoting land circulation by loosening 
restrictions on the maximum area of land ownership. But by 1980, 71 percent of the 
peasants still had land with area size below 1.0 hectare and three-fifths of these peas-
ants had land with area below 0.5 hectare. In 1999, the Japanese government replaced 
the Basic Agricultural Law with the Basic Law of Food, Agriculture and Village for 
the same purpose. In 2001, it implemented the Agricultural Land Law Amendment to 
promote the establishment of corporate systems of agricultural production and further 
weaken the state control over agricultural land. These policies made it very difficult 
to transfer land by purchase, because according to this amendment, it is illegal to buy 
land and force peasants to leave that land. The increase of land prices and recessions 
occurring in the agricultural economy made land transfer even less frequent. To promote 
land transfer, Japan replaced purchase with tenancy. In doing so, the government set 
up a variety of exceptions to the restrictions on tenancy. Similar to the “entrusted to 
manage” provision in Taiwan, Japanese law allows peasants in peasants’ associations to 
commission land to other members. Even so, the total area involved in the circulation 
of ownership and use rights is only about ten thousand hectares.21

Second, another argument in favor of farmland privatization maintains that 
privatization helps capital enter agriculture and thus can promote land transfer as 
well as expand the scale of land management. In doing so, privatization can accelerate 
capital-intensive agricultural development and thus further the marketization of the 
rural economy. However, what really takes place might be quite the opposite. After 
privatization, part of the land will probably be concentrated in the hands of powerful 
corporations. These pieces of land might not be utilized for farming but for house 
building, hotel construction for tourism, or even be hoarded for higher prices. Some 
private capitalists may invest in some economic planting, such as cocoa, coffee, and 
rubber trees, but are less likely to invest in grain planting. Such a situation is caused by 
the biological nature of grain planting and consequently by the rate of return on capital, 
which is much lower than those in nonagricultural industries (including agricultural 
production supplies and agricultural product processing industry). The international 
agricultural academia has already had many discussions on this point and the inter-
national experience of agricultural development can also support this observation.

Du Runsheng, one of the pioneers of China’s rural reform, has already noticed 
that family management and agricultural modernization can be compatible. The United 
States, Germany, Japan, and other developed countries are examples.22 Nowadays, 
family farms rather than large capitalist farms are more prevalent in the world. The 
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reason is as follows. First, capital entering agriculture is influenced by the ecological 
characteristics of agricultural production, for example, drought and flood disasters, 
restrictions of sunshine and irrigation, long production cycle, and lack of continuity. 
Therefore, it is strategically better for the capitalist to control agricultural products and 
the production of farm tools than to take part in the agricultural production process 
directly. Second, family farmers share the good tradition of working hard from dawn 
to night. Meanwhile, education and technical training as well as those “scale-neutral” 
supplies (such as small- and medium-sized farm machinery, irrigation facilities, fertil-
izers, pesticides, and new varieties of crops or livestock and so on) could improve the 
efficiency of family farming more than they can large-scale land management. Third, 
the low level of industrialization has led to limited nonagricultural employment and 
small-scale land per capita. That is the reason why the average scale of land for agri-
cultural management is so small in many developing countries. When the Industrial 
Revolution took place, the agricultural population in western Europe had dropped 
considerably, to about 50 percent of the total population. However, agricultural popula-
tion still occupied 70–80 percent of the total population when industrialization started 
in developing countries. Thus it will be a very long process to transfer agricultural 
population to the urban space.23

Given the dilemma that the peasants’ right to farmland management must 
be protected, while the ownership of farmland could not be privatized, it cannot be 
considered a bad choice to “be unswerving in sticking constantly to the land policy 
that is based on the ‘family contracted responsibility system.’” In the long run, the 
sole way out may be to reduce the agricultural population gradually while making the 
remaining peasants expand their managing scale step by step. Following this, capital 
investments need to be expanded and agricultural technology innovation needs to be 
fostered to improve productivity and accelerate the process of rural modernization. As 
small-scale family farms are still prevalent in China and other eastern Asia countries 
now, this change will be a long and gradual process.

Yang Yao argues that the possibility of diversification of the current farmland sys-
tem has resulted from the instability of farmland ownership and nonintegrity of family 
farmers’ usufruct of their farmland. He stresses the importance of balancing efficiency, 
equity, and social stability. He also emphasizes the sharp regional difference within the 
existing farmland system, considering the degree of individualization in land ownership 
as the crux. He points out that it is necessary to take comprehensive considerations on 
three aspects, as follows. First, the stability of the agricultural land system comple-
ments the allocation of resources. Stable land ownership could attract investment and 
more rights over the disposal of land could elevate the efficiency of resource allocation. 
Second, social security and unemployment insurance are important to the agricultural 
land system. Although a more “highly individualized” farmland system may reduce the 
efficiency of agricultural production, this loss may be compensated by its functions as 
social security and unemployment insurance. These two functions, far beyond the role 
of agriculture itself, will have a far-reaching impact on the entire national economy and 
national stability. The last point is about the equality of rights. The collective ownership 
system gives every legitimate member of the village an equal right to use the land. The 
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pursuit of equality will consequently lead to land adjustments. Yao points out that any 
state interference with the collective ownership of land runs counter to the constitutional 
principle that prescribes rural land to be owned by collectives. The government should 
not interfere with farmers’ self-management but should only give them economic and 
administrative guidance. In addition, to prevent village cadres from abusing their power, 
the state must take responsibility to have them supervised.24

Yao’s analysis is convincing and crucial, although the “inductive system innova-
tion” that he discusses does not break away from the current framework of the nominal 
collective ownership. Is there any alternative to the existing system? In my opinion, to 
protect farmers’ rights firmly, it may be feasible to confer peasant families’ complete 
permanent usufruct as prescribed by the constitution. Meanwhile, state policymak-
ers should abandon the rigid and merely nominal collective ownership and instead 
support farmers’ cooperatives organized on a voluntary basis. Such an organization 
should be autonomous, owned by farmers, and used for them only. This is a “sup-
ply and marketing cooperation,” too. What we want to achieve is the initiation of a 
new pattern of “small government (to streamline the township government) and big 
society (varieties of farmers’ economic cooperatives and communal self-government 
organizations).” For this purpose, a wide range of legislation is necessary and three 
actions should be taken immediately.

First, it is urgent to formulate a new law to protect agricultural land and basic 
agricultural law. Any illegal arrogation on land ownership must be forbidden. Mean-
while, to expand the operation scale, we must encourage the circulation of farmland in 
agricultural use and prohibit behaviors such as “deserting and segmenting agricultural 
land, or converting it into construction land.” The government should be only respon-
sible for examining and approving plans of land expropriation and levying land tax 
and value-added tax. In short, the government should just take the role as an arbiter 
or as a supervisor. Developers must bargain with farmers directly, expropriating land 
at reasonable prices.

Second, we must initiate the law of agricultural cooperation and then help farmers 
establish their own economic cooperatives and autonomous communal organization, 
which has similar “self-management, self-education, and self-service” as the village 
committee has. Meanwhile, it is necessary to strengthen the state’s functions in law 
enforcement and supervision and to reduce the administrative functions of grassroots 
government.

Third, we should initiate a series of laws, including agricultural credit, agricul-
tural insurance, agricultural disaster compensation, and the rural social security laws. 
It is the government’s duty to help farmers resolve the difficulty of agricultural loans 
and small-scale loans through dedicated national financial institutions and to strictly 
limit loan sharking. The government should also implement antimonopoly laws in the 
production and marketing of farm tools, as well as in the processing of agricultural 
products, to encourage peasants to sell their products directly. Only in this way can 
farmers withstand natural and manmade disasters.

Moreover, we must also initiate an agricultural technology promotion act, 
which will help farmers manage their land with the latest technology and science, 
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thus increasing agricultural productivity. The research and development sector for 
agriculture should be invested in mainly by the government.

“Ownership” means that property is at the legal owner’s disposal completely. By 
this definition, farmers today do not have complete rights of free disposal. To protect 
farmers’ rights effectively, it is plausible to extend the term of land use (usually thirty 
or fifty years) indefinitely and to make the permanent usufructs from a commonsense 
right to a constitutional one. The distinction between this proposed policy and the 
privatization policy is clear, since in the latter, the peasants’ rights and interests over 
land are protected but also restricted by law. There are many differences between the 
farmers’ economic cooperation that I described above and the People’s Commune 
system. In economic cooperation, there is an exit mechanism, and members will not 
be punished for their exits. Even production cooperation, which should be formed vol-
untarily, is likely to appear in villagers’ groups but may also appear as an intergroup or 
even intervillage organization. Thus the scale of organization may continue to expand, 
or shrink because of the withdrawal of farmers.

The law is a manifestation of the will of the state. Implemented in 2007, the PRC 
Property Law regulates that the property owner has the right to establish usufructu-
ary right in regard to real or movable property. According to this law, once peasant 
households have obtained the permanent utilization rights of a piece of land, they are 
entitled to the usufructuary rights of this land. Here, although the phrase “usufruc tuary 
rights” does not refer to the full right to possess the land, it includes rights to occupy, 
utilize, and profit from the land, to request compensation if the land is damaged by 
others, and to transfer the above rights. The new system of land ownership I discussed 
above can be regarded as a new type of state ownership, the essence of which is to split 
agricultural land ownership between the state and the farmers. It is different from the 
concepts of local state-owned and cadres economy. Some scholars have demonstrated 
the necessity of land nationalization from the perspective of China’s socialist nature. 
Actually, nationalization has nothing to do with socialism. There have been varieties 
of advocacy of state ownership in history. Henry George in America held the single-
tax theory of land in nineteenth century. Lenin, following Marx, also proposed to 
establish “a truly free economy of farmers,” which would guarantee the free exchange 
of land, freedom of moving and of expanding section, thus replacing the outdated 
mir (a tax paying unit) with new free collaborations.25 Just as the collective economy 
in the People’s Commune period eventually became a cadres’ economy, the collective 
ownership has been a system controlled by the local government from the very begin-
ning (especially since the dissolution of the People’s Commune) to the extent that this 
collective ownership could be described as local or semistate ownership. The most 
urgent task is to establish the principle of rule of law. Nowadays, as political power 
allies itself with capital to occupy large-scale land in the pretense of public interest, it 
is time to fix the related areas in the legal system.

There is no need to consider the concept of state ownership as a taboo. The crux 
of the problem is strong administrative interference. The most important issue is that 
farmers’ rights should be protected firmly. As for the ownership, it is just a facade and 
means nothing without real interests. In order to protect farmers’ rights, every level 
of the government must abide by laws and regulations. To my understanding, such a 
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new system of land ownership should be qualified as follows: The land ownership is 
shared by farmers and the state under the rule of law. The policy that farmland should 
be used by farmers must be maintained, and farmers’ rights must not be violated. 
Today, as the representatives of the collective owners, many cadres are encroaching 
farmers’ rights. I hold the opinion that fighting against the alliance of political power 
and capital should be prioritized.

To protect farmers’ rights as well as farmland, we should not only legislate 
strictly but also timely punish those offenders. Reconstruction of the legal system is 
urgent and important today. As Du Runsheng points out, “the rule of law, but not 
the rule of man, is the most exigent.”26 It may be predicted that in the long run, with 
the change of the labor-land ratio, the scale of agricultural units will expand, the 
farmers’ economic strength will be enhanced, the situation of peasant cooperatives in 
the market will improve, and state intervention will be limited. Right now, it is the 
responsibility of the state to formulate laws to protect farmers’ rights and to nurture 
the agricultural industry.
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Chapter 8

u

Awaiting Urbanization
Urban Village Redevelopment 

in Coastal Urban China

Leslie Shieh

AwAiting UrbAnizAtion

Urbanization describes the shift from rural to urban and is often expressed as percent-
age increases in urban population, urban land uses, and nonagricultural outputs. This 
paper examines the normative dimension of urbanization—how government policies 
seek to guide and condition the integration of villagers into the city. It draws atten-
tion to the agrarian society at the interstices between city and countryside where the 
complex boundaries of rural and urban are being constantly negotiated. As the built-up 
city sprawls rapidly outward, farmland and village settlements at the periphery have 
been requisitioned to make way for apartment buildings, shopping centers, warehouses, 
and factories. The rural to urban transition, as experienced by village communities, 
is an ongoing process of shifting livelihoods and seeking new ways to retain control 
over their land. In this dynamic process, urban land uses engulf lingering portions of 
indigenous villages and leapfrog beyond, leaving the fragmented villages as islands in the 
urban landscape, referred to in Chinese as chengzhongcun (“urban villages” or “villages 
in the city”). Contending with ways to bring these rural exceptions under the regula-
tory regime of urban planning has become a pressing issue for many large coastal cities. 
What draws my attention to urban village redevelopment is the question of how these 
villages become part of the city, not only in terms of land or administrative transition 
from rural to urban, but the ways through which villagers are reconstituted as urbanites.1

In particular, this paper examines how the nationwide community building ini-
tiative, “Shequ Construction” (shequ jianshe), works in tandem with local urban village 



120  Leslie Shieh

redevelopment plans to facilitate the integration of villagers into the city. Piloted by the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs, Shequ Construction aims to strengthen cellular and place-
based governance by creating standards for a neighborly environment and building the 
capacity of “residents’ committees” ( jumin weiyuanhui) to undertake administrative 
functions, maintain public order, and manage social welfare needs. Divided into four 
parts, this paper begins by problematizing the urban village phenomenon in terms 
of integration. Next, it presents an overview of the urban village redevelopment plan 
proposed in 2005 by the Nanjing Municipal Government. Then, through comparing 
the experience of two village communities, it examines the role of Shequ Construc-
tion in the redevelopment process. In the first, as relocated villagers adjust to urban 
neighbors and the urban way of life in apartment blocks, shequ programming transmits 
appropriate ways of living in an urban neighborhood and expected behavioral norms. 
In the second, more remote village, officials have decisively adopted urban-based 
neighborhood standards. The concluding discussion considers the interactive effects 
of the two policies and the ways in which Shequ Construction functions as an instru-
ment of normative urbanization.

The research is based on fieldwork conducted in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province in 
2006 and 2007. It draws on government documents and interviews conducted with 
officials in the planning bureau on the city’s urban growth and village redevelopment 
plans and with officials in district-level civil affairs bureaus on local implementation of 
the nationwide agenda to construct communities. To understand how policies unfolded 
on the ground, interviews were conducted with the villagers’ committee and residents 
of Rivertown Village2 and Willow Village, and the residents’ committee and residents 
of White Blossom Shequ, an urban neighborhood where some of the city’s villagers have 
resettled after land acquisition. Repeated visits were made to the two villages to observe 
and document their redevelopment process. I also had the opportunity to visit three 
villages in the city’s two counties that have established profitable enterprises, presenting 
a contrasting course of development whereby urbanization of the countryside occurs 
in situ as opposed to arising from the outward expansion of the city.3

integrAtion: FrAming the  
UrbAn VillAge Phenomenon

The straightforward explanation for the formation of urban villages is found in the 
particular circumstances of Chinese land laws. Under the Chinese constitution and 
China’s Land Management Law, administratively designated urban lands are defined as 
state lands, with property rights ultimately controlled by agencies of the state. Admin-
istratively rural lands, on the other hand, are defined as collective lands, with property 
rights, though limited, assigned to rural villages.4 Only state-owned land can be leased 
and land use rights transferred from state to work units or development companies.5 
Thus, rural land has to be first acquired by the municipality from the rural collective 
to be developed for urban land uses; it then becomes urban and state owned.6

Being less troublesome than “settlement land” (zhaijidi) to compensate and 
convert, farmland, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, was typically requisitioned first, 
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leaving village settlements as pockets in an increasingly urban landscape. In such 
circumstances, land use controls and decision making remain in the hands of villag-
ers’ committees, with the resulting spatial development outcomes often at odds with 
stipulated objectives of municipal urban planning goals. Consequently, as cities now 
try to capture and redevelop village land, the process is often long and drawn out, 
first with resistance over land acquisition and compensation, and then with resolving 
the livelihood hardships villagers face after relocation.7 The redevelopment of urban 
villages is thus more complicated than facilitating the transformation of rural (collec-
tive) lands into urban (state) lands through processes of state expropriation and reas-
signment. Understanding urban villages solely in terms of land governance suggests 
that they are temporarily at an in-between phase in the process of rural to urban land 
conversion, awaiting urbanization. Such processes are accompanied by the social and 
economic ramifications of also facilitating the transformation of former villagers into 
urban citizens. As such, urban village redevelopment must be recognized as a social 
phenomenon as much as a land-use issue.8

The social policy discourse that has arisen in English scholarly writings on 
the urban village phenomenon in China frames the villages as sites of resistance and 
questions why they persist despite redevelopment efforts. This literature centers on the 
enclave nature of urban villages and the informal economy within them. It explores 
the relationships on which urban villages are built—the tight internal networks and 
well-defined hierarchies between migrants and migrant leaders and between villagers 
and migrant renters, as well as working relationships between villagers’ committees and 
local governments.9 Rather than viewing urban villages as simply an outcome of the 
land conversion process, these studies seek to decipher the more complex community 
dynamics that have rooted the urban villages in place and empowered villagers to resist 
relocation and demolition. Urban villages are regarded as entities separate from the 
“formal” city, as unique sites of self-help and resistance.

Extending this discussion by taking the view from the city, this paper is con-
cerned with the problematic of integration. By questioning villagers’ integration, as 
opposed to their resistance, it seeks to examine how urban-centered redevelopment 
policies intend to absorb villagers as residents and, conversely, how villagers interpret 
the plans for their incorporation. To facilitate this inquiry, I examine the interaction 
between two different policy-driven integrative mechanisms: (1) the directive to forge 
strong neighborhood-based community bonds under Shequ Construction and (2) 
urban village redevelopment plans that seek to expedite the process of rural to urban 
conversion. These two policies, the former implemented by the civil affairs bureau and 
the latter by the planning bureau, are often analyzed separately.

In broad terms, Shequ Construction, an urban policy program, seeks to strengthen 
neighborhood governance by two means: building strong grassroots leadership to man-
age social welfare needs and setting standards for a neighborly environment of low 
crime rate, volunteerism, and green spaces.10 Shequ, in official discourse, is defined as “a 
social collective formed by those who reside within a defined geographic boundary.”11 
Initiated in the 1990s at the height of state-owned enterprise restructuring, Shequ 
Construction’s practical goal is to draw urban residents out of the cellular work units 
and into community-based social services administered by the reconstituted residents’ 
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committees. The housewives and grandmothers of the socialist neighborhood institu-
tion have been replaced by a younger and more professionalized staff. On an emotional 
level, the nationwide agenda also aims to foster a sense of neighborhood-based com-
munity in an increasingly stratified and commodified urban society.

In the context of urban village redevelopment, Shequ Construction plays a 
significant but overlooked role in urbanizing the city’s hinterland. First, for villag-
ers relocated to apartments in urban neighborhoods, shequ programming serves as 
an integrative devise in conditioning their everyday cultural practices. Second, at a 
wider scale, a recent initiative under experimentation in Nanjing intends to extend the 
policy program from urban neighborhoods into rural villages. From its beginnings 
in aiding the transition of urbanites’ sense of community from workplace to home, 
the policy has also come to be an instrument for transferring urban standards and 
reforming rural practices. The policy has had both positive and negative impacts on 
village communities. In these new sites undergoing “community construction,” the 
articulation of Shequ Construction with urban village redevelopment initiatives raises 
many as yet unasked questions about its rationale and appropriateness as a means of 
bringing about social order.

nAnjing’s UrbAn VillAge redeVeloPment

Nanjing municipality encompasses eleven urban districts and two rural counties. At 
the grassroots level, there are currently 799 residents’ committees and 587 villagers’ 
committees (VCs). The villages are within the two counties (230 VCs) and the five 
suburban districts (326 VCs), and on the fringe of the six urban districts (31 VCs).12 
In the broadest sense of the term “urban village”—that is, urbanizing villages of mixed 
rural and urban activities and land uses in an urban jurisdiction—one could say that 
there are 587 urban villages in Nanjing. However, it is necessary to differentiate 
between them, as the city’s redevelopment schemes specifically target villages that are 
now within the urban core. With planning issues that differ from those confronting 
villages farther away in the countryside, these villages do not face the city’s encroach-
ment but are already engulfed by it.13 With land use controls and decision making in 
the hands of villagers’ committees, what happens in these villages largely falls outside 
the scope of urban administrative bureaus. Sanitation trucks that spray and sweep the 
city streets every morning drive past them. Villagers have self-built low-cost housing to 
cater to the needs of thousands of rural migrants, many of whom either cannot afford 
or lack the proper registration papers to take up residence in the formal city. Over-
crowded and underserved by public infrastructure, these self-built structures are vastly 
incongruent with the new development projects that surround them. Many research-
ers have cautioned that redeveloping urban villages demolishes a significant source of 
low-income housing.14 However, from policymakers’ perspectives, urban villages are 
sites of ungovernability with substandard housing, deficient infrastructure, an abysmal 
environment, and high crime rates.

In 2005, the Nanjing Municipal Government announced an aggressive urban 
village redevelopment plan to requisition seventy-one urban villages within the city’s 
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ring road and to dissolve their villagers’ committees within four years. The redevelop-
ment was estimated to add about 67 square kilometers of urban land.15 This presented 
a significant amount relative to the size of the city’s urban core, which is about 243 
square kilometers. And, as the city had already used up its designated construction land 
quota to 2010, redevelopment would provide an important source of land.16 A survey 
conducted by the city estimated that redevelopment would entail the relocation of 
104,000 villagers and provisions for their social welfare as they become urban residents. 
In addition to the number of villagers impacted, the survey estimated the displacement 
of 136,000 migrants, or about 10 percent of the city’s migrant population. In economic 
terms, redevelopment would require close to 100 million RMB of collectively owned 
assets to be compensated or reorganized into share-holding companies or collectives.17

The redevelopment plan outlined a three-phase process for implementation 
by district governments. Phase 1 (2005 to 2006) would consist of requisitioning 
the residual pieces of collectively owned land within the six urban districts. With 
regard to villages in the suburban districts, the plan directed local officials to focus, 
for the time being, on improving the living environments. Phase 2 (2007 to 2008) 
would involve demolishing all illegal self-built structures in villages, particularly in 
the suburban districts. Given the large number of people and the amount of collec-
tive assets implicated, the objective, at this moment in time, would be to lay out the 
necessary infrastructure such as roads, water and sewer lines, and telecommunication 
to promote future growth and development. Phase 3 (2009), planning ahead for their 
future incorporation, would focus on strengthening the management of urban village 
communities according to urban standards.18

In addition to this working timeline that proceeds outward from the urban core, 
the plan further categorizes the seventy-one urban villages into three types according 
to their method of redevelopment. Type A villages, accounting for forty-seven of the 
seventy-one, are those in areas already approved for development projects and slated to 
proceed with land requisition and relocation. Eight villages labeled Type B are located 
in areas designated for open green space in the city’s land use plan. When opportuni-
ties arise, these villages will be incorporated into planning projects and redeveloped 
accordingly. For villages farther out that may be difficult to attach to projects within the 
plan’s four years, the municipal government plans to gradually incorporate them into 
the construction land reserve to acquire for urban uses in the future. Type C includes 
the residual portions of fourteen villages left over from previous development projects. 
Those in the urban core are to be listed as areas for urban renewal and will proceed by 
acquisition and resettlement. For those farther out in the suburban districts with the 
village form basically intact, city planners do not object to postponing action so long 
as control and management over the living environment is strengthened.19 In reality, 
each phase required much more time than the plan allowed, and the efforts overlapped 
and waned depending on the negotiations and available funding.

In the following sections, I explore the nuances of Nanjing’s redevelopment plan 
through the experiences of two villages located within the urban core. Both are slated 
for immediate attention under Phase 1; however, their categorization—Rivertown Vil-
lage as Type A and Willow Village as Type C—has rendered them at different points 
in the process with different strategies and options available to them.20
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redeVeloPment throUgh dissolUtion: 
lAnd AcqUisition And relocAtion

Rivertown Village is located on the western edge of Nanjing’s urban core, just outside 
the Ming Dynasty city wall. Nanjing began its westward expansion in the 1980s to 
accommodate the numerous returning youths who were sent to the countryside dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution. In native Nanjing residents’ mental map, the area to the 
west across the Qinhuai River that runs through the urban core is perceived as periph-
eral—crossing the river meant leaving the city.21 In the 1980 to 2000 master plan, this 
area to the west, known as Hexi (literally “west of the river”), was not yet part of the 
urban core.22 During this period, in addition to the appearance of six-story low-rise 
work-unit housing, farmland was also being requisitioned to build factories, mostly 
those producing construction materials such as lumber and concrete. Gradually, small 
wholesale markets and warehouses for construction materials also moved in.

Subsequent master plans, forecasting growth, have designated Hexi as a secondary 
urban center, conceiving of it as the city’s center for culture and sports.23 In the early 
period of trying to bring projects to the area, city officials had difficulty attracting 
developers on whom they relied to help finance and build basic infrastructure. There-
fore, officials were lenient and developers bought land that was easiest to compensate. 
Consequently, agricultural land was expropriated and developed first, leaving village 
settlements standing next to towering commercial high-rises. Then, in preparation to 
host the 2005 Tenth National Games, city planners, aided by the emergent housing 
market, undertook a concerted effort to transform this area.24 Block upon block of 
newly built commercial housing, shopping centers, landscaped parks, and Olympic-
sized sports stadiums are now connected to the urban core by the subway line and a 
road system of wide boulevards. In this suburban landscape, lingering village settle-
ments like Rivertown sit in jarring contrast.

As construction went on around it, the village was itself in a construction furor 
that had, until the recent emphasis on redevelopment, escaped tight scrutiny from the 
planning bureau. City planning at the time gave officials limited oversight and respon-
sibilities for administratively rural land. In seeking compromises with rural villagers 
within their purview, officials allowed the retention of land for “self-use” (ziliudi) and 
approved certain development projects.25 Much of the construction centered on shift-
ing toward a nonagricultural livelihood based on rental income. Its proximity to the 
city and the concentration of construction factories and warehouses drew many rural 
migrants to rent informal housing in Rivertown. Migrant workers account for about 
80 percent of the residents living there today.26 Many occupy dilapidated housing with 
shared water taps and latrines self-built by landlord-villagers. In a process aptly described 
as “house planting” (zhong fangzi), villagers subdivided their homes into individual 
rooms and built basic boarding houses on vacant lots, bringing in 150 to 200 RMB 
per room a month. On average, each family receives 2,000 RMB a month in rental 
income, with some receiving as much as 7,000 RMB. Most can recoup construction 
costs within one year. As the locals say, it takes one year to cultivate the seedling but 
it yields a sizable harvest every year afterward.27
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Over time, as less farmland remained and more villagers moved out, villagers 
stopped putting money into infrastructure improvements. Inevitably, the living environ-
ment has become terribly degraded. When it rains, inadequate drainage causes the roads 
to flood. In the summer heat, the smell from the poorly constructed public latrines is 
overwhelming. Rather than street numbers, the signs above doors read “rental unit 1,” 
“rental unit 2,” and so on. Many migrants make their living as scavengers, and their 
sorted recyclables, from scrap metal to cardboard boxes to plastic beverage bottles, are 
piled high in the alleyways. Given these inhospitable conditions, the Rivertown villagers 
I managed to meet—a few of whom were still living there but most of whom were only 
returning to collect rent—agreed that redevelopment is necessary. However, because 
they feel uncertain about their future and they know the great difference between the 
compensation they will receive and the price developers will pay the city, they want to 
get as much as they can from their land while they still have the opportunity.

Dissolving the Village Collective
Decisions at the village level are made by villagers’ committees and other village govern-
ing organizations.28 Villages, as “mass organizations of self-management at the grass-
roots level,”29 create their own financial base from collective assets and revenues. The 
collective resources pay for social services (such as schools and clinics), administrative 
operations and salaries, and economic development. While Rivertown, like all villages 
on the periphery of large cities, benefited financially from participating in the exchange 
flows of people and capital, it never had the opportunity to accumulate great wealth. 
In wealthy villages in Nanjing’s two rural counties, collective revenue has been used to 
build new homes for every member of the village and provide tuition for children to 
attend university in the city.30 Nevertheless, Rivertown villagers would prefer their rural 
or agricultural “registration status” (hukou). The once-treasured urban or nonagricultural 
hukou had meant guaranteed employment, food provision, and access to social services, 
but their rise in income from rents and collective dividends and their proximity to the 
city had long afforded them an urban lifestyle. Rather than benefits, I was told that a 
change to urban status would mean giving up the rural advantages of early marriage 
with the possibility of having two children. Furthermore, they felt at a disadvantage to 
compete in the urban knowledge-based labor market. A resident remarked that while 
the urban hukou makes them eligible for low-income social assistance should they face 
difficulties, 300 RMB per month per person is a dramatic reduction from the rental 
income they currently receive.31

Rivertown no longer appears in the Nanjing administrative roster of rural vil-
lages and urban shequ. The villagers’ committee continues to monitor and look after 
the remaining villagers who have yet to receive their urban registration status and to 
manage the few parcels of collectively owned land. It works out of a two-story village 
service center that it now shares with a neighboring village in similar circumstances. A 
committee member explained that when villages dissolve, collective assets are either sold 
or reorganized into a share-holding company or cooperative. In the case of Rivertown 
Village, not much land remains in collective ownership. Without large amounts of assets, 
and thus requiring less complicated negotiations, Rivertown is in a weak position to 
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resist redevelopment plans that seek its dissolution. What will likely happen is that col-
lectively owned assets, such as warehouses, rental housing, valued crops and livestock, 
and land will be converted into cash and apportioned to village members. A portion 
will be given to the street office to manage any remaining affairs related to Rivertown 
residents, such as contributions to their social security.32

With regard to compensating and resettling villagers, according to the Nanjing 
Land Acquisition Compensation Relocation Regulations,33 compensation essentially 
involves four calculations:

1) Crops on agricultural land: Compensation is based on the value of one season’s 
yield. Trees with economic value are calculated separately.

2) Housing: Compensation is calculated from the number of family members 
and the size and cost of current housing and additions.

3) Land: Compensation is calculated based on its land category. Land in China 
is given a category number determined by the quality of the land/soil and the 
locality’s socioeconomic level.

4) Labor relocation: All working-age villagers receive a one-time payment, with 
variations among districts.

While the calculation appears formulaic, in practice, discrepancies arise in the total 
amounts of compensation received among villages within the same district and among 
households within the same village. Early compensation standards made further distinc-
tions as to whether land was acquired for municipal projects, priority constructions, 
and nonmunicipal projects, which, as one study estimates, caused compensation prices 
to vary significantly by between 10 and 40 percent.34

Moreover, compensation packages have been assessed and agreed to on a house-
hold-by-household basis and are not publicly disclosed. In the two cases recounted 
to me by a villagers’ committee member, the discrepancy boiled down to a matter 
of timing and unexplainable bad luck. One villager had held out longer in hopes of 
receiving more compensation, but in the end, as part of a later wave of residents to be 
relocated, his family paid more for their apartment in the affordable housing project to 
which they have been assigned. In another case, two villagers found out after the fact 
that for their comparable stone houses, one had been compensated at the low end of 
the stipulated range whereas his neighbor had, for undocumented reasons, received the 
high end, which allowed him to resettle into a larger and better located apartment.35

Relocation and Social Integration into Urban Neighborhoods
With their compensation, Rivertown villagers have been resettled into affordable housing 
projects across the city. While villagers may have long begun to acquire the commodities 
that signify an urban lifestyle, such as television sets and washing machines, adjusting 
to the realities of daily life after relocation is difficult. For most families, a lack of job 
security and stable income are reasons for their low level of life satisfaction. Economic 
hardship is often felt some time after relocation, after the monthly rental income ends 
and monetary compensation has been spent on moving and resettling.
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A recent survey conducted by Nanjing Normal University of relocated villagers 
in an affordable housing neighborhood reported that the unemployment rate rose from 
1.8 percent to 16.3 percent after relocation. While 43 percent of the relocated villagers 
reported an increase in income, many did not meet even the minimum urban liveli-
hood standards. About 40 percent of the residents fell below the city’s minimum living 
standard of 220 RMB per month; and half of those working had monthly earnings 
below the city’s minimum wage of 540 RMB.36

Villagers I met talked about the considerably higher expenses of urban life. Most 
daily necessities now need to be store-bought at urban prices. In the city, a simple daily 
task such as cooking rice means using metered water from the tap and electricity for 
the rice cooker. Because farming is no longer an option for children who do not do well 
in school, families feel obligated to spend money on education so their children can 
keep up with their urban classmates. They were not faced with these realities suddenly 
as their lifestyle has been constantly changing in the urbanization process. However, 
these expenses multiply the overall financial pressures they feel. Gainful employment 
has been difficult to secure, particularly for those in their mid-40s and older. Many 
of them lack the education needed to compete in the urban labor market because 
schools in the countryside tend to be inferior to those in the city and members of this 
generation came of age during the Cultural Revolution when school curriculums were 
disrupted. They also face the setback that, being close to retirement age,37 potential 
employers are less willing to hire them and invest in their training.38

Socially, the resettled villagers, or “land-loss farmers” (shidi nongmin) as they are 
typically referred to in the city, are looked down upon by their neighbors, who often 
regard them as “uncivil” (bu wenmin) or “uncultured” (mei wenhua). White Blossom 
Shequ is a mixed-income neighborhood where relocated villagers live among the urban 
working class, teachers, and college professors, but each group lives in separate apart-
ment blocks. Within the enclosure, villagers, unlike their urban neighbors, have planted 
chives and vegetables instead of grass and flowers. Director Li recognizes that many 
of the older relocated farmers may not find interest in the activities that the residents’ 
committee organizes, such as choir groups, book clubs, and calligraphy classes. In the 
past, she sought to mitigate complaints the residents’ committee received about the 
smell of fertilizers, the pests being attracted, and the unsightliness of the neighbor-
hood open space being taken over by relocated farmers who brought elements of rural 
life with them. But, with the emphasis on Shequ Construction and the accompanying 
evaluation measures handed down from above with standards on neighborhood green-
ing and beautification, Director Li is compelled to respond. She had them unearthed 
once, but in the spring, the elderly farmers sowed new seeds.39

Shequ Construction, which began with the goal of strengthening local capacity 
to provide social services to laid-off workers, must now respond to all those dislocated 
by urban change—farmers who have lost their land as well as workers who have lost 
their jobs. The vegetable garden incident, while trivial, calls attention to the greater 
implications of Shequ Construction as a valuation system where resettled villagers 
and their rural practices are perceived as backward. The former villagers must alter 
their conduct in accordance with the higher-valued urban status. In this way, their 
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integration is linked to the broader suzhi discourse that sees the “low-quality” rural 
populace as hindering the country’s advancement.40 In the context of relocation, 
Shequ Construction is thus no longer a policy project solely about laid-off danwei 
workers—their sense of belonging and the provision of their social services. Seen more 
broadly, the policy seeks coherence and defines what it means to be an urbanite liv-
ing in an urban neighborhood. For the resettled villagers, membership in the urban 
shequ means regulations and changed expectations—where to go, what procedures 
to follow to seek assistance, and what activities and behaviors are acceptable. The list 
of dos and don’ts on the bulletin board clearly outlines the rules to live by: “Do not 
sun-dry sheets on the shequ commons. Do not burn garbage. Do conserve electricity 
and water. Do report suspicious activities to the residents’ committee.” The low regard 
for the villagers’ “backward” ways and the specificities of what constitutes a “pleasing 
environment” (huanjing youmei) in evaluation measures prevent the accommodation 
and inclusion of villagers’ practices.

redeVeloPment throUgh integrAtion: 
conFormity oF interests

With seventy-one villages undergoing redevelopment, acquisition and relocation 
depend in large part on infrastructure projects or commercial development to initiate 
and finance the process. An alternative redevelopment method that city officials would 
like to explore is to temporarily retain the village settlement, with a focus, at least for 
the time being, on managing the living environment. This option is considered viable 
for what they deem as intact villages farther out in the periphery, where much of the 
farmland remains and where the incoming migrants do not yet outnumber the out-
migrating villagers.41 Recent experiments with extending the Shequ Construction policy 
program into villages will facilitate an assessment of whether this redevelopment model 
is feasible for a greater number of villages.

Despite being an urban village listed for redevelopment, Willow Village villag-
ers’ committee has been working to bring its village up to urban shequ standards with 
the expectation that its redevelopment will follow this model. Willow Village sits on 
the northern edge of Nanjing’s urban core. Its evolution into an urban village took a 
similar path to that of Rivertown. In the 1980s, following the return to the household 
responsibility system and the decollectivization of agriculture, their village production 
brigade was dissolved and replaced by a villagers’ committee. At that time, as China’s 
economy was gradually taking off, nearby state-owned industries, the largest being 
Nanjing Automobile, acquired agricultural land for factory expansion and employee 
housing. Those who were employed by the industries were given urban registration 
status. Since, at most, only a few members of each household were eligible for urban 
hukou, families retained their village housing. Residents have not been moving out, 
but their main source of livelihood has shifted from agriculture to renting housing 
to migrant workers. Today, Willow Village has about 2,000 permanent residents and 
6,000 migrant renters.42
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Coexistence of Villagers’ Committee and shequ Residents’ Committee
In 2006, the municipal and district governments readjusted the street office and 
shequ jurisdictions to reflect the changes from nearby road construction and housing 
developments. Willow Village and portions of a neighboring village left untouched 
by redevelopment were grouped together to form Willow Village Shequ. For the time 
being, due to a lack of compensation funds, the amount of collectively owned assets, 
and the adequate condition of the existing infrastructure to support the existing density, 
memorandums issued by the municipal planning department support Willow Village’s 
redevelopment through infrastructure upgrades as opposed to demolition and reloca-
tion. Planning officials will, however, incorporate Willow Village into the city’s land 
reserve for prospective commercial housing development—a move that will allow future 
development projects to finance land acquisition.43 In fact, the use of land reserves has 
become a crucial planning strategy. It places land with good prospects, such as along 
light rail constructions in which the government has invested heavily, in the hands of 
the government. This prevents developers from negotiating joint development projects 
with villages and allows the city to undertake multiphase projects.44

The establishment of Willow Village shequ has created the unique circumstance 
of a villagers’ committee coexisting with a residents’ committee. But in fact, members 
of the two committees are the same group of people; they simply hold different posi-
tions in each committee. They assist residents according to their residency status: 
agricultural (rural), nonagricultural (urban), or temporary (migrant). As long as the 
village is not dissolved, the villagers’ committee remains in charge of collective assets 
and is responsible for the welfare of its remaining hundred or so rural hukou residents, 
mostly pensioners. The residents’ committee is responsible for servicing and manag-
ing the urban and temporary hukou holders. Their joint appointment in the residents’ 
committee has increased the workload of the villagers’ committee members. The shequ 
vice-director explained that under the mandate of Shequ Construction, the residents’ 
committee’s main responsibility is providing social service, with funding and direc-
tion coming down from the street office. In contrast, the villagers’ committee focuses 
primarily on economic development and meets its needs from its own collective assets. 
Furthermore, they are expected to keep records of migrants’ employment and legal 
status in the city and carry out the seemingly impossible task of overseeing the transient 
population’s family planning.45

As the members of the residents’ committee and the villagers’ committee are the 
same and as the majority of the residents were born in Willow Village, the adminis-
trative shift to an urban neighborhood has not changed the villagers’ sense of place. 
Willow Village is still being referred to as a village and not a shequ. This may change 
in the future as redevelopment proceeds and new housing developments alter the area’s 
landscape and bring in residents from other parts of the city.

Standardization and the Village Community Construction Program
In June 2006, Nanjing municipal civil affairs bureau issued a working proposal for each 
district and county to set up pilot villages in which to extend the urban-based Shequ 
Construction policy. A year later, it followed with the document Recommendations for 
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Strengthening the Construction of Standards for the City’s Shequ Residents’ Committees 
and Villagers’ Committees, with similar but separate measures to evaluate each urban 
neighborhood and rural village on a one-hundred-point scale.46 While service standards 
can lead to greater accountability, the service areas being standardized under Village 
Shequ Construction carry wider implications. They raise questions with regard to how 
the urban-based programming is being extended to rural villages, and more critically, 
how the initiative seeks to prescribe norms of “good” urban governance to the “unruly” 
urban villages.

In accordance with the broader state agenda, Nanjing’s experiments with 
expanding the urban-based Shequ Construction policy to villages came at a time when 
rural affairs dominated state policies. In January 2006, the No. 1 Document47 (yihao 
wenjian) issued by the central authority raised specific social policy directions for the 
“Construction of a New Socialist Countryside.” The state committed to restructuring 
rural taxes and fees as well as increasing its spending on rural health care and educa-
tion. Interestingly, however, the Village Community Construction standards do not 
address any of these social issues. Kelliher (1997) observes that when it comes to self-
government, the concern for officials on both sides of the debate, whether they are for 
or against village elections, centers on controlling rural “lawlessness” rather than on the 
ideal of autonomy. In a similar way, self-governance under Village Shequ Construction 
centers on establishing the state’s rural presence, with intentions of curbing corruption 
and enforcing state policies over tax collection. The 2007 standardization checklist 
defines qualities of grassroots self-governance, outlining specific functions of villag-
ers’ committees. The highest scoring categories include adherence to village election 
regulations (22 points) and lawful reporting and auditing of affairs and finances (24 
points). As many village leaders hold joint appointments in the Party branch, residents’ 
committee, and villagers’ committee, this emphasis on elections has them constantly 
preparing for elections. When I interviewed Willow Village’s shequ vice-director (who 
is also a member of the villagers’ committee and Party branch), the election for the 
villagers’ committee had just concluded, and preparations were about to begin to elect 
the village Party secretary.

Despite intentions of elevating rural quality of life to urban standards, the urban-
centric evaluation measures disregard important differences between residents’ and 
villagers’ committees. Villagers’ committees have long been responsible for handling 
crucial matters of property administration, taxes, and welfare provision. In com-
parison, until recently, the residents’ committee was secondary to the workplace in 
importance for urban families. The policy’s starting point is based on achievements in 
urban neighborhoods, as opposed to what rural social issues are and how to improve 
rural community life. The working proposal for Village Shequ Construction pilot sites 
highlights the following three objectives: (1) to impart urban thought and practice 
toward shequ services, specifically the construction of in-community service stations 
to assist those most in need and bring convenience to residents’ everyday life; (2) to 
foster the development of social organizations and intermediary service organizations, 
such as seen in the proliferation of seniors’ associations, book clubs, dance groups, 
and disability support groups in urban neighborhoods; and (3) to increase the level 



 Awaiting Urbanization 131

and capacity of residents’ participation in neighborhood affairs, establishing similar 
volunteer organizations as those in urban shequ.48

As the Recommendations for Strengthening the Construction of Standards was only 
approved in 2007, the results of how well neighborhoods and villages fared were not 
yet available to me.49 I assumed that Willow Village would be measured as an urban 
neighborhood. However, still regarding itself as a village, the shequ vice-director referred 
to the village standards and was hopeful that Willow Village would do well. With the 
expectation that the municipal and district governments will follow through with their 
commitment to improve the water and sewer, electricity, and gas connections, the village 
leaders themselves have, working with the Shequ Construction standards, undertaken 
several capital improvement projects. They have built a three-story service center that 
is just as big and well-equipped as those in urban core neighborhoods. The village has 
also repaved all the main roads. On my first visit, residents and village officials were 
planting trees along the street that led to the service center.

Land politics and strategic calculations underlie the integration and Shequ 
Construction of Willow Village as much as they do the land requisition and residents’ 
relocation of Rivertown Village. For civil affairs bureau officials, standardization serves 
the purpose of facilitating the future incorporation of suburban villages. At the very 
least, standardization would ensure that the villages are not concentrations of crime, 
poverty, and poor living environment.50 Furthermore, the implementation of standards 
has given the government indirect use of village finances to fund major infrastructure 
improvements, such as road paving, whereas in urban neighborhoods, similar improve-
ments must be authorized and funded by the district or street office budget.

Villagers seemed satisfied with the status quo, whether labeled as an urban village 
or a shequ. Land tenure and improvements made in the interim will provide the villagers 
some leverage when they need to negotiate land acquisition and compensation. When 
asked whether it might be possible for the village to remain intact in the city and what 
that might look like, a villagers’ committee member replied that he did not know how 
it would work out procedurally. But, he said, it may happen if Willow Village becomes 
recognized as a successful case study of village shequ construction. He commented 
further that the resulting media attention and visits by government officials would 
make demolition and relocation much more difficult to carry out. The ever-changing 
circumstances that villagers have been living through have demonstrated to them that 
there may be new arrangements in the future. In the meantime, villagers are not pas-
sive participants. They continue to invest in infrastructure improvements and look for 
opportunities to respond to and self-protect from land appropriation and relocation.

conclUsion: negotiAting UrbAnizAtion

This paper has examined urbanization through the ways in which policies seek to 
incorporate urban villages into the city and reconstitute villagers as urbanites. It dem-
onstrates that becoming urban is not marked by a particular point in time when collec-
tive land is requisitioned and administratively reclassified as urban and villagers receive 



132  Leslie Shieh

their nonagricultural registration status. Rather, villagers’ integration into the city is 
a protracted process that requires them to continually find new ways to participate in 
new systems. Shequ Construction is primarily regarded as a welfare decentralization 
policy aimed at shifting the responsibilities for social services onto local governments 
as urban workers are turned out from their once life-long, all-providing positions in 
state-owned enterprises. The ballooning demands on local governments are, where pos-
sible, transferred to residents’ committees. The context of urban village redevelopment 
highlights the normative underpinnings of Shequ Construction to guide behavior and 
instill values. It governs by way of clearly stipulating favorable practices and provid-
ing an evaluation system to measure adherence to them. “Becoming urban” involves 
livelihood transitions and administrative shifts but also the everyday habitual practices 
of being shequ residents.

On an individual level, living in an urban shequ requires learning new behaviors 
and practices spelled out by the shequ evaluation measures. Villagers both internal-
ize and resist the values and judgments placed on them.51 They may internalize their 
“backwardness” as the explanation for the frustrations they feel in their dealings with 
the shequ director. At the same time, they resist attempts to destroy their vegetable 
gardens. In the homogeneity of urban neighborhoods, particularly as workers from the 
same work unit traditionally lived together, the normative values of what constitutes a 
“good” shequ are largely shared. The greening of the public spaces would not be taken 
to mean vegetable gardens but rather flowers, trees, and grass.

While in urban neighborhoods the policy aims to build up the capacity of resi-
dents’ committees to be self-governing, in villages, which have largely relied on collec-
tive revenues to pay for public goods and services, Village Shequ Construction, said to 
elevate rural quality of life to urban level, has limited their relatively broad discretion 
by dictating certain areas of spending. Even though it is too early to determine their 
effectiveness, officials view conformity to standards to be instrumental for their future 
incorporation, particularly in a redevelopment process that is fraught with conflicts 
of interest. In Willow Village, village leaders accept the rationales behind the policy 
because it has brought improvements to the service infrastructure. Urban villages, 
as villagers define the interstitial spaces in which they live, are not characterized by 
incongruent land uses but places that encompass both urban and rural advantages.
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Chapter 9

u

Public Regulation of 
Private Relations
Changing Conditions of  

Property Regulation in China

Pitman B. Potter

The development of property rights in the People’s Republic of China reflects ten-
sions between liberal legal models and socialist principles associated with other areas 
of China’s socioeconomic and legal development policy. The globalized international 
discourse of private property ideals associated with liberal capitalism serves as context 
for understanding legal reform efforts in China.1 In the international liberal discourse 
of property rights, ideals of efficiency and individual liberty privilege private property 
discourses of economism and republicanism, and result in the entrenchment of private 
property into law and popular culture.2 The expansion of these regimes through the 
process of globalization promotes local acceptance of liberal standards of property law 
by developing economies even as it invites conflict over assimilation of underlying 
norms and values. The development of China’s legal regime for protecting property 
rights reveals dynamics and outcomes of ongoing normative tensions between global-
ized liberal ideology and local legal and political culture. Challenges also arise around 
the organizational structures and processes for implementing property rights in China.3

EmErging rEgimEs for ProPErty rights in China4

Under the rubric of internationalization of property rights, Chinese jurists have called for 
greater reference to be made to foreign law from Japan, Europe, and the Anglo-North 
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American tradition as precedents for property rights reforms in China.5 Chinese civil 
law notions of “property behavior” (wuquan xingwei) have been influenced in particular 
by German law (either directly or through the forms adopted from Japan and Taiwan).6 
Taiwan law scholars, such as Wang Zejian, have been particularly influential in the 
transmission of German civil law concepts to China.7 The recently enacted Property 
Rights Law of the PRC is particularly influenced by liberal ideals of private property 
rights, albeit qualified by imperatives of socialist regulation.

Transitions Toward Ideals of Private Property
While the economic reform policies enacted beginning in 1978 granted enterprises greater 
autonomy in decision making and permitted increased diversity of economic actors and 
transactions,8 doctrinal norms continued to emphasize the importance of state interests 
in the enforcement of private law relations. The 1982 constitution extended protection 
to property but only to the extent that it would constitute “lawful property,” the defini-
tion of which remained the exclusive province of the state.9 Constitutional requirements 
that the exercise of citizens’ rights, including the right to own property, do not conflict 
with the state or social interest10 effectively granted the state a monopoly to interpret 
those interests and thus to determine the extent to which private property rights would 
be recognized and enforced. During the period of accelerated reform following Deng 
Xiaoping’s 1992 “Southern Tour” (nanxun), property policy and legislation emerged 
as important agenda items for both academics and government officials. While con-
ventional norms of public ownership and protection of public interest remained well 
represented,11 increased attention was also paid to reforming the system of state owner-
ship. Existing discourses on management rights were expanded to address not only issues 
of managerial autonomy but also managerial responsibility to conserve state property.12 
Problems of corruption and mismanagement of state property (particularly in state-
owned enterprises) gave rise to calls for tighter regulation.13 However, policy changes 
supporting the transition to a market economy meant that state ownership rights must 
also evolve and in some instances give way to diverse alternatives.14

The PRC constitution was amended in 1993 to affirm the socialist market 
economy as the foundation for economic policy.15 The transition from the socialist com-
modity economy meant that increased market autonomy for economic actors (including 
individuals as well as enterprises) could extend beyond the realm of transactions in 
goods. This invited changes to the existing property rights regime to extend protection 
not only to immovable property such as land and movables such as personal property 
but also to intangibles such as intellectual property.16 In 1995, a semiofficial proposal 
on property legislation was published, which suggested that conventional boundaries 
for property rights as set forth in the General Principles of Civil Law should be reex-
amined.17 Jiang Zemin’s speech to the CPC Fifteenth National Congress in October 
1997 supported the development of property rights in corporations—an essential 
precursor to expanded private property regimes generally.18

Efforts to draft a code of property law in 1998 under the aegis of a Civil Code 
drafting team revealed ongoing disagreements over the proper scope of private property 
rights. On one hand, by clarifying property as a civil law relationship, the drafters 
emphasized the importance of limiting state intrusion. Thus, the draft property law 
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contained a principle that property rights could not be interfered with by third parties 
(including government organs).19 On the other hand, the draft retained the basic prin-
ciples of protecting “lawful” rights and interests and safeguarding social and economic 
order and socialist modernization, as well as a prohibition against property rights 
harming the public interest.20 Explanations of this section make specific reference to 
the constitutional provisions on the market economy—and by extension the limits on 
full marketization imposed by the Party’s policy imperatives on socioeconomic order.21 
Thus, even as renewed efforts are made to enshrine property rights into legal codes, the 
rights that resulted unavoidably remained subject to the general tenor of constitutional 
provisions favoring socialist public ownership over private property rights.

Confronting those who argued for more expansive private property rights protec-
tions in the constitution, opponents of expanded constitutional protection suggested 
that this would contribute to problems of corruption and misuse of state property.22 This 
reflected the extent to which norms of public ownership remained deeply ingrained in 
the normative and institutional framework for China’s property law regime.23 Indeed, 
the importance of conforming to China’s particular “conditions” (tedian) remains a 
powerful orthodoxy governing the scope and terms of property rights reform.24 Doctri-
nal norms continued to emphasize the importance of state interests in the enforcement 
of private law relations.25 The centrality of public ownership was part of this orthodoxy 
and inhibited the recognition of private property rights.26

The 1999 revisions to the constitution did not ultimately include a provision on 
the sanctity of “private property rights” (siying caichan shensheng)—instead the lan-
guage provided that the self-employed, private, and other nonpublic sectors constituted 
an important component of the socialist market economy, whose lawful rights and 
interests would be protected by the state.27 The constitutional amendment originated 
nominally with the CPC Central Committee,28 although the CPC Politburo Standing 
Committee and its politics and “law system” (zhengfa xitong) remain the key arbiters 
on issues attendant to the constitution and other key enactments. The 1999 amend-
ment confirmed that, although the socialist market economy would permit individual 
enterprises and private firms to play an important role, ultimately property rights would 
remain subject to the policy priorities of the Party/state and would not receive unlimited 
constitutional protection. While this confirmation was touted as a major step forward in 
China’s reform process,29 the reference to state protection of lawful rights and interests 
signaled that the private sector would remain subject to significant state control. Paral-
lel provisions were to be found in the newly enacted Contract Law of the PRC (1999), 
which confined contracts to notions of “lawful rights and interests of the parties,” and 
subjected contracts to the imperative to protect “state and social interests.”30

The limits of the 1999 constitutional revision reflected a continuing policy 
position that privileged socialist public property. While China’s socialist system might 
tolerate or even encourage private property, this would still depend on the policy direc-
tion and dispensation of the Party/state.31 Indeed complaints about the phenomenon of 
“unit crimes” (danwei zui), such as bribery and tax evasion, committed by enterprises 
suggested further limits to official tolerance of private businesses.32

The constitution was amended yet again in 2004 to provide in Article 13 that 
lawful private property “shall not be violated” (bu shou qinfan). The language of 
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protection for private property contrasts with the provisions in Article 12 that social-
ist public property is “sacrosanct and inviolable” (shensheng bu qinfan), underscoring 
the continued privileging of public property.33 The proposed application of the term 
“sacrosanct” (shensheng) to private property was rejected yet again, although the 
constitutional affirmation of an expansive role for private property rights signaled 
an important change in official orthodoxy on relations between public and private 
ownership. These constitutional developments, in turn, paved the way for completion 
of a draft property law, work on which had begun in the early 1990s.

Property Relations in Land
Property rights in land are a key feature of China’s property rights regime. The post-
Mao reforms associated with Deng Xiaoping saw far-reaching changes in PRC land 
policy. While the constitution and the General Principles of Civil Law continued to 
provide that ownership of land remained the exclusive province of the state and the 
collective, land use rights were increasingly granted to private farming and business 
operations in rural and urban areas.

The Land Administration Law enacted in 1986 reiterated constitutional prin-
ciples of public ownership of land and clarified the jurisdictional arrangements for land 
administration.34 Revisions in 1988 to the constitution and the Land Administration 
Law of the PRC permitted broader land use rights to be conveyed to private entities. 
In 1990, China enacted regulations permitting businesses to take long-term interests 
in land for the purpose of subdivision and development.35 Local governments began 
enacting regulations for their own real property markets,36 giving rise to concerns over 
jurisdictional conflicts and administrative problems in the system of land administra-
tion.37 The Law of the PRC on Urban Real Estate was enacted in 1994, in an effort 
both to expand the possibilities of private acquisition and management of land use 
rights and to tighten state control over perceived abuses.38 Land registration rules were 
enacted shortly thereafter.39

As a result, investment in real property for residential and industrial purposes 
soared, although speculation and flipping of property leases was common.40 Judicial 
decisions in disputes before the People’s Courts reflected confusion over a range of issues, 
such as the rights of lessor and lessee regarding leased property,41 real estate valuation,42 
unauthorized sales and leasing of real estate,43 disregard for licensing requirements,44 
and disputes over building quality.45 Rights to inherit real estate also arose,46 as did 
questions concerning cooperation between agencies and compatibility across regulatory 
regimes on such issues as resolving real estate issues for firms in bankruptcy.47 Since 
real estate transactions involve transfers of two kinds of property interests—ownership 
of buildings and fixtures and use rights to the underlying land—the regulatory system 
struggled to deal effectively with each of these transfers and the rights that underlie 
them.48 The focus of law and regulation was increasingly moving beyond the traditional 
focus of clarifying the respective scope of state and collective ownership to manage 
transfers and registration of land use rights.49 While obligatory recitation of principles 
of socialist public ownership was unavoidable, increased attention was being paid to the 
problem of legal protection for land use rights as a property right.50 With land use rights 
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recognized as enforceable and transferable, mortgages and other ancillary relationships 
could begin to proceed more easily.51

Policy recommendations for resource use, transportation, and pollution in 
urban areas reflected changing approaches to sustainable land use.52 Recent decisions 
to rationalize and diversify land use, relocate industrial sites outside the cities, and 
legalize the status of migrant workers suggest a growing appreciation of sustainability 
issues in some coastal cities.53 However, interior cites, provincial and prefecture capitals 
often lag behind. Sophisticated models already exist for achieving sustainability goals 
through balancing of social and economic needs in land use policy,54 but systemic 
implementation remains elusive. Conflicting land use claims—particularly the conflict 
between preserving agricultural land and the conversion to industrial and residential 
uses—remains a major point of conflict in rural and periurban areas.

In the rural areas, land use policies often conflicted initially with local collec-
tivist sentiments, leading to violence in some cases.55 The acceleration of agricultural 
reform, based in part on the appearance of private family farming, did not diminish 
the importance of collective ideals about land use, leading one prominent observer to 
describe the result as “redistributive corporatism.”56 Reflecting the policies of the CPC 
Politburo committee from which it emerged, the revised Land Administration Law 
(1999) reiterated the importance of safeguarding socialist public ownership of arable 
land.57 This had particular implications for mining enterprises and other activities 
where ownership rights affect the value of land and operations licenses.58

Land use issues have come particularly to the fore as development and urbaniza-
tion efforts intrude on local agricultural communities.59 The resiliency of rural poverty 
in the midst of China’s urban economic boom remains a major concern.60 Displacement 
of agricultural communities in periurban areas to accommodate suburban economic 
development zones continues, with attendant problems of land use conflicts and social 
dislocation.61 Possible outcomes for China’s rural communities depend on resolution of 
local problems of land use, industrialization, and social cohesion (particularly the issue 
of migrant workers) through planning processes that are informed and responsible to 
local needs.62 The Rural Land Contracting Law (2002) permitted limited transfers of 
land use rights under “household responsibility” (chengbao) contracts with approval 
of the local authorities.63 In October 2008, the Seventeenth CPC National Congress 
approved a rural reform package that removed the government approval requirements 
for certain land use rights transfers.64

Although the increased flexibility of land use rights and the more recent discus-
sions of the possibility of establishing an actual land ownership system suggest a transi-
tion toward a more private-oriented property rights regime, the state continues to play 
a critical role. Registration agencies permit state intrusion in the transfer of property 
interests in land.65 The state’s Land Administration Bureau (tudi guanli ju) remains 
firmly in control of the approval of land use and the creation and assignment of leases 
in land. As well, ancillary administrative organs have direct interests in land manage-
ment. The Environmental Protection Bureau, for example, oversees environmental 
management on all urban and rural land. The Ministry of Civil Affairs oversees the 
relocation of families and individuals resulting from changes in land use. Moreover, 
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the residual ownership rights held by the state and the collective mean, in effect, that 
rights to land remain subject to the discretion and consent of the state. Rather than 
beginning with a presumption of individual rights to private ownership of property in 
land, the Chinese system proceeds from the assumption that the state holds the basic 
rights of ownership, and that all subsequent uses, transfers, and so forth, depend on 
state approval. Thus, individualized notions of liberty and economic utility continue 
to yield to the Chinese state’s conception of public responsibility and collective interest.

The Property Rights Law
The 2007 Property Rights Law of the PRC attempts to formalize and expand legal 
protection for private property interests by imposing regulatory procedures on the req-
uisition and transfer of property rights in land.66 Enabled in part by the 2004 revisions 
to the PRC constitution that enshrined a right to own private property, preparation of 
the law accelerated with a public release of a draft statute in July 2005. A “fifth read-
ing” draft was considered in August 2006. While intended originally to provide greater 
protection for private property and to lend greater certainty to financing arrangements, 
the draft law was subject to late-coming criticism from traditionalist intellectuals such as 
Gong Xiantian of Peking University, who stated that it contravened socialist principles 
and would empower and legitimate land requisitions by local officials for private gain.67 
Other opponents expressed concern that the draft would contravene constitutional 
provisions distinguishing between public and private property.68 Proponents of the 
draft’s principles of “equal protection” for private and public property claimed that 
while the constitution affirmed the distinction between public and private property, it 
nonetheless granted equal legal protection for both forms.69 The draft was withdrawn 
in mid-2006 and underwent significant revisions that entrenched the importance of 
protecting public and state property and protecting rural land use rights by restrain-
ing the authority of officials to engage in or approve property transfers (including 
land acquisition and reallocation). The draft was reconsidered by the NPC Standing 
Committee throughout late 2006 and submitted to the full NPC for approval in early 
2007 after lengthy debate and delay.70 The Property Rights Law of the PRC came into 
effect October 1, 2007.

Described as a “basic civil law,” the Property Rights Law acknowledges the 
increased autonomy of property relations between private social and economic actors, 
while also underscoring the state’s continuing role to regulate these relations.71 The 
Property Rights Law aims to “uphold the basic socialist economic system” and to 
“regulate the order of the socialist market economy”72 by regulating more effectively 
rights that are already entrenched or implied in China’s existing property regimes. 
Nonetheless, through its emphasis on providing “equal protection to the property of 
the state, the collective, and the individual,” the law clearly signaled further support 
for property rights in the private economy.73 The Property Law clarifies the rights and 
obligations attendant to a wide range of property relationships involving real property, 
movable property, and intangibles. While the statute does not purport to create new 
property rights, it does clarify the powers of rights holders in matters such as usufruct 
and condominium relationships. Property security is dealt with at some length, such 
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that mortgages, liens, and charges are now more likely to be clearer and more enforce-
able, and hence more acceptable to lenders.

Of particular importance are the new law’s provisions limiting the authority of 
local officials to expropriate land without lawful process and requiring compensation 
of villages for land converted from agricultural uses. Such provisions are intended to 
protect local community interests in cultivated land. The Property Rights Law affirms 
state interests in natural resources such as water and imposes penalties on local officials 
for unlawful transfer of state assets, while also providing for procedural limits on transfer 
of collective property, which includes rural land. Parties with property interests in land 
will be required to attend more fully to issues of due diligence on property ownership 
and on the question of a party’s authority to transfer property rights in land.

As a result of its procedural requirements that officials specifically review and 
approve registrations and transfers of property interests in land, the law brings into 
play the Administrative Litigation Law’s provisions on judicial review of specific 
administrative actions.74 This may work to impede the patterns of arbitrary and often 
corrupt abuses of regulatory authority to facilitate conversion of agricultural land to 
private residential investment. However, the increased emphasis on private interests 
may also work to insulate private property relations from state intrusion to the extent 
that registrations and approvals become ritualized practices devoid of serious regula-
tory scrutiny. Hence, integrity in implementation will be key to achieving the policy 
goals underlying the new legislation.

By affirming public ownership of land while also allowing for expanded recogni-
tion of private interests in land use, the Property Rights Law will undoubtedly raise 
a host of issues over the boundaries of public and private property relationships. The 
debate that characterized the last year prior to enactment is certainly not over, as those 
who seek more public scrutiny over property relations continue to pressure for limits on 
private autonomy. Implementing regulations and Supreme Court interpretations will 
be key indicators of the policy direction of private property rights in China under the 
new regulatory regime. In both process and substance, the Property Law attempts to 
balance goals of efficiency and fairness in China’s attempts to expand property rights 
in the course of its tumultuous economic growth process. The Property Rights Law 
represents a major new development in China’s property rights regimes, although it 
remains to be seen whether it can achieve the policy goals for which it was enacted. As 
former Zhao Ziyang advisor Bao Tong seems to suggest, we cannot yet know whether 
this latest effort will auger well for a sustained prospect of limiting the intrusion of 
the state into the social economy of China.75

UndErstanding ProPErty rEgimE 
PErformanCE: norms and strUCtUrEs

The application of globalized liberal models on property law and regulation to China’s 
circumstances is affected by local contexts, particularly sociocultural norms and political 
and administrative structures. The performance of such arrangements may be anticipated 
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through use of the paradigms of Selective Adaptation and Institutional Capacity, which 
allow better understanding of the normative and organizational dimensions of regime 
performance.76

Normative Interchange and the Role of Selective  
Adaptation in China’s Property Rights Regime(s)
The reception in China of transplanted legal models entails an interaction between 
their underlying norms and local values. In contrast to expectations about convergence 
that suggest development toward a globally unified system of institutional practices and 
values,77 Selective Adaptation explains variations in local reception of nonlocal standards 
by reference to the extent of normative consensus.78 Selective Adaptation suggests that 
local implementation of nonlocal standards depends on the extent to which those stan-
dards’ underlying norms are received by local interpretive communities.79 Interpretive 
communities comprised of government officials, socioeconomic and professional elites, 
and other privileged groups exercise authority of political and/or professional position, 
specialized knowledge, and/or socioeconomic status to interpret nonlocal standards for 
application locally.80 In the course of this process, interpretive communities interpret 
nonlocal legal standards in light of their own normative outlooks. Such interpretation 
is not necessarily a conscious process of matching foreign models to local interests but 
also involves subliminal dynamics of perception, complementarity, and legitimacy.

Perception of the content and operation of international law standards determines 
the ways that interpretive communities will interpret and apply them.81 China’s recep-
tion of international legal standards on trade and human rights, for example, depends 
significantly on perceptions by local interpretive communities of academic and policy 
specialists about issues of legal development generally,82 historical contexts for China’s 
participation in international regimes,83 and challenges of globalization.84 Complemen-
tarity between international and local practices and values informs the dynamics of 
local accommodation and resistance to international standards.85 Factors of comple-
mentarity are evident in local analyses of China’s participation in the international 
system and tend to emphasize the need for compatibility with China’s systemic and 
substantive requirements.86 Legitimacy concerns the extent to which both interpretive 
communities and their local audiences accept the purposes and consequences of trans-
planted legal forms.87 Dynamics of legitimacy are evident in China’s academic and 
policy discourses explaining China’s increased participation in the international legal 
system.88 Working together, these elements inform the process of Selective Adapta-
tion that characterizes the interplay between acceptance on nonlocal rule regimes and 
assimilation of underlying norms.

China’s property rights regime reflects the influences of Selective Adaptation. 
The process for enactment of China’s Property Rights Law involved a conscious process 
of borrowing from international sources.89 In the course of the process, interpretive 
communities of specialists reviewed international property law models and considered 
how they might apply in part or in full to China. Such adaptation, however, involves 
not only conscious efforts at review and comparison of globalized legal standards on 
property but also less conscious engagement with underlying norms. This, in turn, 
involves dynamics of perception, complementarity, and legitimacy.
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Perception
Perceptions about the utility of globalized liberal doctrines on private property rights 
for economic development are evident in the writings of law specialists on the founda-
tions of property law in China.90 Lockean themes depicting property as an appropriate 
mechanism for establishing production and labor incentives and promoting economic 
accumulation91 are evident in the attention paid to notions of economic utility in the 
early drafting efforts on the Property Rights Law.92 The final version of the Property 
Rights Law was explained in part by reference to economic and social utility.

In order to meet the requirements of materializing in an all-round way the scientific 
concept of development and building of a socialist harmonious society, it is necessary 
to enact a property law . . . to stipulate the questions of a general character in the 
property system and questions in real life calling for urgent regulation, thus further 
defining the attribution of things to avoid disputes, bring into full play the usefulness 
of things, protect the property of obligees and improve the Chinese-style socialist 
property system. . . . As the reform and opening-up and the economy develop, people’s 
living standards have improved in general, and they urgently require effective protec-
tion of their own lawful property accumulated through hard work, of the right to 
land contractual management they enjoy in accordance with law, and of their other 
lawful rights and interests. Enactment of the property law will serve to define and 
protect private ownership, condominium right, right to land contractual management 
and house-site-use right, for the propose of protecting the immediate interests of 
the people, stimulating their vigor to create wealth and promoting social harmony.93

However, perceptions about liberal concepts of property seldom extend to the 
entire reach of liberal discourses on property relations. In contrast to liberal principles 
derived from Roman law supporting private land tenancy and the natural law founda-
tions for private property realms independent of the state,94 prominent specialists in 
China emphasize the priority of state policies and interests in public property.95 Limited 
perceptions about international liberal discourses of property law are evident in efforts 
to condition expanded property rights protections under the Property Rights Law to 
the needs of socialist development.96 Hegel’s call for attention to be paid to the material 
realities of social and economic life as a basis for restraining the unfettered application 
of abstract concepts of absolute rights to private property97 is evident in the application 
of Hegel’s philosophy of law to legal reform in China more broadly.98 In contrast to 
liberal discourses extolling the political utility of private property rights for protection 
of individual liberty,99 authoritative commentary from China emphasizes the role of 
collective property in strengthening “democratic management.”100 Thus, the percep-
tion of property specialists concerning international liberal discourses on property 
remains somewhat partial and selective, drawing on notions of economic utility but 
also avoiding embrace of the political implications for individual and private rights.

Complementarity
The factor of complementarity is evident in the relationship between the regulatory 
norms of the international property system and regulatory norms in China. Liberal 
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notions of law as a restraint on state power and social ideals of individualism that have 
informed many of the legal forms derived from Europe and North America are not 
endemic to China. The liberal regulatory ethos101 may be conceived in terms of responsible 
agency, a typology by which regulators and their political superiors are accountable to 
the subjects of regulation and, as a result, are expected to exercise regulatory authority 
broadly in accordance with norms of transparency and the rule of law. By contrast, 
local norms informing China’s official regulatory culture102 may be described in terms 
of patrimonial sovereignty. Drawing on traditional norms of Confucianism combined 
with ideals of revolutionary transformation drawn from Marxism-Leninism and Mao-
ism, regulatory culture in China tends to emphasize governance by a political authority 
that remains largely immune to challenge. To the extent that China’s property rights 
regime entails use of legal forms drawn from abroad, their normative foundations of 
responsible agency are often in conflict with local norms of patrimonial sovereignty. 
Issues of complementarity are also evident in tensions about the locus of rights. The 
orientation of liberal property rights regimes toward individual rights invites conflict 
with local norms of collectivism, while private rights discourses of liberalism conflict 
with the public law norms of Chinese tradition and PRC policy.103

Yet, the development of property rights in the PRC has long been a process 
of building complementarity in normative regimes governing private and public 
interests.104 Recognizing the centrality of public ownership orthodoxy, proponents of 
expanded private property rights focused on changing the terms governing standards 
of public ownership by distinguishing public ownership of natural resources from 
collective ownership of land by private economic entities.105 The market economy is 
seen by some commentators as requiring diversity in the means of distributing wealth 
and thus might permit expanded private property rights.106 Thus, broader civil law 
autonomy for individuals need not displace the collective imperative of state-centric 
economic law.107 The debate of relations of public and private rights continued in the 
context of the Property Rights Law, as critics and supporters debated the constitu-
tionality of provisions on equal protection of public and private property rights.108 By 
bringing this debate within the discourse of constitutional rights and purposes, the 
interpretive community of legal specialists commenting on the Property Rights Law 
seems to suggest that, rather than operating in conflict, the two paradigms of private 
and public rights could become mutually sustaining, thus supporting complementar-
ity in the Selective Adaptation of international property rights standards. Thus, the 
extent of complementarity between globalized norms of private property rights and 
local norms of socialist public ownership appears limited, as acceptance of globalized 
legal standards on property is not accompanied by assimilation of underlying norms.

Legitimacy
Legitimacy dimensions of Selective Adaptation may be appreciated in light of tensions 
around property rights and the right to development. As a signatory of and advocate for 
the 1993 Bangkok Declaration on Human Rights,109 China places strong emphasis on the 
right to development over requirements of civil and political rights. In its 1991 Human 
Rights white paper, the PRC explicitly adopted a position supporting the primacy of 
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economic growth by stressing the right to subsistence as the primary right from which all 
other rights derive.110 In explaining the 1991 white paper, the Director of the State Council 
Information Office stressed the primacy of the state’s management of economic conditions 
as the basis for development: “[W]e enable our people to have the economic foundation 
upon which they can enjoy political rights.”111 The 1995 and 1997 Human Rights white 
papers underscored the regime’s commitment to the primacy of the right to development.112 
Achievements in satisfying human rights to subsistence and development were given 
prominence yet again in the 2000 Human Rights white paper, subordinating civil and 
political rights.113 The 2004 Human Rights white paper formally integrated themes of 
subsistence and development, drawing on the international discourse of the right to 
development to complement China’s ongoing emphasis on the right to subsistence.114 
These perspectives are reiterated in the 2008 white paper on the rule of law that affirms 
the centrality of Party leadership and asserts China’s “basic stand” on human rights as 
“placing top priority on people’s rights to subsistence and development.”115

The continued emphasis on the people’s right to development has contributed to 
growing popular rights consciousness, particularly in areas of property rights. Public 
demonstrations over a range of concerns have continued to expand in recent years, such 
that the Public Security Bureau reported 87,000 public order disturbances in 2005, 
up from 74,000 in 2005, and 58,000 in 2003.116 Many of these concern disputes of 
rural land use policies.117 As well, urban and rural residents alike have gradually begun 
to use legal mechanisms to achieve redress. By the early 2000s, expanded public par-
ticipation in the legal process is widely evident.118 Villagers seeking compensation for 
expropriation of their land in favor of public and private development and neighbor-
hood residents in urban areas seeking redress for allegedly unlawful relocation and 
expropriation of housing and other areas suggest the growing awareness of property 
rights among the populace.119

The growing trend of public citizens using the law to enforce their rights against 
government abuse and against abuse by privileged citizens suggests a new and dramatic 
phase in China’s legal development. This poses a significant dilemma for the governing 
regime, which has, to a large extent, based its legitimacy on a commitment to the rule 
of law. If the legitimacy of the regime comes to be compromised to the extent that it 
fails to deliver on commitments regarding the rule of law,120 an entirely new calculus 
of political authority may emerge. Although the Party staffing and discipline systems 
are powerful mechanisms for ensuring compliance by judges and lawyers, the regime’s 
ability to control outcomes is weakened to the extent that the law becomes part of the 
public domain. The newly enacted revisions to the Lawyer’s Law reveal the extent of 
concern by the government—as new and more stringent requirements are imposed 
on lawyers upholding the interests of the state in the face of popular rights claims.121

To the extent that the state is implicated in denying people access to redress for 
infringements of property rights that the state has publicly affirmed, legitimacy for the 
property rights regime is diminished. The Chinese government’s support for the right to 
development invites popular criticism when the benefits of such rights are not delivered. 
To the extent that both property rights and the socioeconomic benefits attached to them 
are not forthcoming to wide segments of the populace, the resulting legitimacy deficit 
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not only affects government’s authority to rule but the capacity of the property rights 
regime to modify property relations behavior effectively is undermined. The challenge 
of legitimacy, combined with the challenges of perception and complementarity already 
discussed, raises important questions about the sustainability and effectiveness of China’s 
emerging property rights regimes.

Organizational Performance and Institutional  
Capacity in China’s Property Regime(s)
Distinct from but not unrelated to normative interchange, institutional capacity is an 
important factor in legal regime performance.122 The operation of the Chinese legal 
regime depends on the Party/state’s instrumentalist use of law to pursue policy goals 
and to maintain political dominance. Law is not intended as a limit on state power but 
rather is a mechanism by which state power is exercised. As a result the capacity of institu-
tions to implement legal rules is critical. Institutional Capacity describes the ability of 
institutions to perform assigned tasks in the context of local political and socioeconomic 
conditions.123

Elements of institutional purpose, location, orientation, and cohesion are particu-
larly important indicators of Institutional Capacity. Institutional purpose concerns the 
goals of institutional behavior, and the way these reflect consensus and conflict among 
communities in which institutions operate. Thus, the capacity of local governance 
institutions to implement new standards on property relations depends on the degree 
of clarity and consensus regarding policy objectives. Institutional capacity also depends 
on issues of institutional location, particularly the question of balancing central authority 
with local power.124 In China, practical divisions of power and authority between local 
and central government departments permit a degree of policy interplay between the 
central and sub-national governments that reveal marked differences of perspective 
and practice and affect institutional capacity.125 Institutional capacity also depends on 
institutional orientation, namely, the priorities and habitual practices of institutions. 
Tensions between formal and informal approaches to recognition and enforcement 
of property rights standards are important examples of institutional orientation.126 
Finally, institutional capacity depends on issues of institutional cohesion, involving the 
willingness of individuals within institutions to comply with edicts from leaders and 
to enforce institutional goals. In the context of implementing newly enacted property 
rights standards at the local level, institutional cohesion often reflects issues of human 
resource management and administrative discipline. Thus, the structural features of 
institutional capacity provide an organizational counterpoint to the normative features 
of Selective Adaptation.

Institutional Purpose
As with virtually all PRC legislation, implementation of the Property Rights Law will 
continue to depend on policy imperatives of the Party/state. Yet these are often far from 
clear or unified. While the Property Rights Law can hardly be said to create new private 
rights in property where none had existed previously, the statute’s provisions clarifying 
transactional procedures and limiting the authority of officials to intervene echo policy 
priorities favoring greater autonomy in property relations. Yet the extent of consensus 
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on these issues remains obscure. Challenges against the constitutionality of the law are 
not simply the abstract discourses of isolated academics, but rather reflect deep-seated 
disagreements over the purposes and practices of property law and the implications for 
Chinese socialism and socialist development.127 The depth of disagreement is evident 
as well in Wang Zhaoguo’s introductory speech on the law, whose effort to balance 
economic utility goals with priorities on socialism and fairness was mandated by the 
extent of political controversy around the basic policies and purposes of the Property 
Rights Law.128

The struggle for consensus has been heightened by disagreement over rural devel-
opment policies. The CPC’s Document No. 1 for 2008 affirmed the importance of 
rural reform,129 but policy debates continue as to how this should proceed. The effort 
by no less than Hu Jintao to press forward at the Third Plenum of the Seventeenth 
CPC Central Committee with a major rural reform initiative to grant peasants broader 
powers to transfer land use rights was partially stymied by conservative opponents.130 
While rural reforms were passed at the Plenum after some forty-one revisions,131 the 
intended scope of land use rights transfers appeared to be limited to “nonagricultural 
development land” ( feinong jianshe yongdi).132 While this small step challenges the 
monopoly held by government departments on transfers of land use rights, clearly a 
consensus has not yet emerged in support of unfettered powers of alienation of property 
rights for rural land users. For the Property Rights Law to fulfill its intended goals 
of supporting expanded autonomy in the ownership and use of property while still 
entrenching the supervisory role of the Party/state, a sustainable consensus will need 
to emerge in favor of expanding the rights of land use holders to register, protect, and 
transfer their rights. At present, this prospect seems remote.

Institutional Location
Debates over the Party’s decision on rural development reflect contending perspectives 
on local conditions. Opponents of expanding land use transfer rights have pointed to 
the iconic role of land as a foundation for social insurance, questioning whether the 
purported economic efficiencies to be gained from expanded transfer rights will still 
protect social needs in rural areas.133 The reforms are expected to increase migration of 
surplus agricultural labor to the cities (potentially reaching 700 million by 2020), raising 
concerns of urbanites over local capacity and social conditions.134 Still other opponents 
have expressed doubts that a liberalized land use transfer system will benefit peasants in 
areas where land quality is poor and access to markets and transportation is limited.135 
Proponents of expanding land use transfer rights have tended to adhere to conventional 
economic theories extolling the virtues of capital liquidity and mobilization.136 While 
such an approach resonates with the experience and training of development and 
planning officials in Beijing and various provincial capitals, it remains uncertain as to 
whether it suits the realities of local conditions. Indeed, critiques of the proposal have 
urged greater attention be paid to local conditions.137 Demographics also appear to play 
a role, as older villagers apparently tend to prize landholdings as social security, while 
younger people seem more eager to leave the land to move to the cities.138

Coordination with local conditions is an essential component of institutional 
capacity. While some attention is paid to the need to facilitate economic growth for the 
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decentralized communities of rural areas, development goals of private property rights 
are often constructed in terms that conflict with local social arrangements. Basic policy 
goals underlying rural land reform seem to privilege perspectives on economic organi-
zation and behavior more reminiscent of urban rather than rural realities. Indeed the 
current world food crisis suggests that conventional economic perspectives on efficiency 
and comparative advantage may lead to market distortions and unsustainable burdens 
for rural residents.139 Resulting dislocation and migration of the peasantry to urban 
areas may well be a “natural” consequence of economic imperatives about efficiency 
but may also contribute to breakdown of social relations in both the countryside and 
the cities. Neoliberal economic approaches centered on accumulation, institutionaliza-
tion, and urbanization, with little attention to preserving local cultures and traditions, 
pose challenges for implementation of the new Property Rights Law and, in the long 
term, challenge traditional patterns of rural life.

Institutional Orientation
The government’s continued reliance on formal systems of regulation at the central and 
local levels is evident in the new Property Rights Law, with its processes for registration 
and administration of property rights. State policy decisions and responses to issues of 
property relations remain subject to the limitations of formal institutionalism, which 
reflect the influences of liberal property models as well as the state’s imperative to ensure 
(or appear to ensure) regulatory control. Yet the predominance of informal relations 
in local socioeconomic and political life is well known.140 The formal regulatory ethos 
that pervades the Property Rights Law poses significant challenges for inhabitants of 
rural society, whose reality of socioeconomic and political relations is often far removed 
from the practices of legal formalism.

This tension has the potential not only to impede the effectiveness of the Prop-
erty Rights Law in controlling unauthorized creation and transfer of private property 
rights in land but also to put institutional pressure on traditional social relations in 
rural areas. To the extent that enjoying the benefits of property rights protection 
requires compliance with formal regulatory models, this privileges people already 
adept at communicating and acting in the formal regulatory world, while excluding 
and marginalizing those who are no so adept. In the short term, this state of affairs 
has the potential to aggravate rather than relieve socioeconomic tensions and, in the 
longer term, may undermine traditional patterns of socioeconomic and political rela-
tions. The orientation of China’s Property Rights Law remains focused on formal 
processes of project approvals, licenses, formalized regulation, and the “legalization” 
of economic relations. In China’s rural societies, however, much economic activity is 
conducted through informal family networks and market networks. Local merchants 
often consider formal requirements of licensing to be mechanisms for state control, 
as indeed they are. The new law reveals dynamics of regulatory formalism by the way 
it confers on local officials authority to approve registration and transfer of property 
rights in land. Yet, more often than not, basic decisions on property-related issues of 
allocation, development, and land use are made informally at the family or community 
level with little attention to regulatory formalities.141
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Institutional Cohesion
The Property Rights Law and its extension to land use relations in rural China will 
depend heavily on implementation by local officials who put the policy purposes of 
the law ahead of their own parochial interests.142 Enforcement of property transfer 
requirements by disinterested officials, the availability of impartial judicial review of 
administrative action in respect of land use rights, and the effective implementation of 
remedies (particularly compensation) for unlawful expropriation of land all will depend 
on a cohort of local officials committed to achieving the policy goals underlying the new 
regime. A key element of this involves the experience and training of local officials to 
support relative autonomy in property relations. However, as indicated by the broader 
lack of consensus on policy goals, the tradition of Party rule is one that has repeatedly 
denigrated the role of private property.143 Training materials and seminars at the Central 
Party School and regional Party training facilities (even in the cosmopolitan center of 
Shanghai) often extol the importance of the public ownership system’s socialist ideals.144 
At the local level, officials will require comprehensive retraining to shed predispositions 
against private property relations, and it remains uncertain as to whether there is the 
political will or the capacity to bring this about.145

Effective constraints on administrative action by local officials either restraining 
legitimate autonomy in land use transfers or engaging in arbitrary expropriation of 
land will require more effective judicial review under the Administrative Litigation 
Law. While courts in the urban areas are well disposed to grapple with the intricacies 
of property rights relationships, rural courts remain understaffed and often incapable 
of exercising effective supervision over local Party officials. Surveys of local courts 
reveal their embeddedness in local communitarian society and their dependency on 
local political authorities.146 Acting more like magistrates or justices of the peace, local 
judges often have neither the training nor the experience—let alone the political pro-
tection—to effectively confront administrative abuses by local officials. This further 
undermines the capacity for institutional cohesion in local property regime institutions.

As well, corruption is a well-known feature of regulatory life in China, particu-
larly at the local level, with significant costs for economic growth and social well-
being.147 As China’s property regime purports to empower government departments 
to oversee property relations, China’s property system also privileges local business 
interests. Local Party cadres are often invested either personally or for policy reasons 
with large business interests who are seen as a major component of China’s economic 
growth miracle and are also viewed as essential to maintaining satisfactory levels of 
employment. Assessments of local cadre performance in rural development are heavily 
influenced by the imperative to maintain levels of economic growth and employment. 
As a result, local officials have little incentive to respond to issues of preservation of 
social relations in land or popular calls for sustainable land use, instead often opting 
to maintain economic growth at all costs and to protect enterprise autonomy from 
intrusive regulation.148 The symbiotic relationship between local officials and large 
business interests invites problems of corruption and particularly the tendency to 
place the parochial interests of officials ahead of the policy goals of the new Property 
Rights Law and associated regulatory regimes. Thus, issues of institutional cohesion, 
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combined with those of institutional purpose, location, and orientation, suggest that 
implementation of the Property Rights Law faces ongoing organizational challenges 
that augment the normative dynamics of Selective Adaptation.

sUmmary

In contrast to the models of Western liberalism, where the norms of individual liberty 
and economic efficiency constrain the state to limit its regulation of private property, 
in China the state continues to occupy a central role in mediating property relations. 
The contours and consequences of debates over inclusion of a private property protec-
tion clause in the 1999 constitutional amendments suggest the extent of opposition to 
liberal private property rights regimes. The 2004 amendment to the Chinese constitution 
and the 2007 Property Rights Law reveal that, although liberal notions of expanded 
private property rights are taking hold among certain legal and policy elites, norms 
about protecting state and social interests remain strong. Selective Adaptation analysis 
suggests that assimilation of globalized liberal norms of property remain partial, while 
Institutional Capacity analysis reveals that operational obstacles continue to confront 
policy initiatives on property rights reform. The outcomes from these processes will 
determine the ability of the Party/state to manage increasingly private property rela-
tions effectively so as to prevent economic development from undermining the security, 
health, and well-being of society.
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Chapter 10

u

Primitive Accumulation and the 
Peasantry in the Present Era of 
Neoliberalism with Reference 

to the Indian Experience
Utsa Patnaik

The proposition that the advanced country constitutes for the developing one a mirror 
of its own future is not true as regards the fate of the peasantry. The Third World peas-
antry will not disappear but will resist successfully the current attacks on it. In today’s 
advanced countries, petty production virtually did disappear as agricultural relations 
were capitalistically transformed in the course of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
“agricultural revolution” preceding and accompanying industrialization. One can ques-
tion whether the term “revolution” can be applied at all given that capitalist agrarian 
transformation was accompanied by increasing import dependence for vital primary 
products. A striking fact of history is the endemic inability of large-scale capitalist 
agriculture to meet to an adequate extent the needs of expanding industry for wage-
goods, raw materials, and energy, hence an endemic inability to maintain Northern 
living standards without some form of forced or induced trade, both in the past and 
at present. Today’s advanced countries historically relied heavily for wage goods and 
raw materials on primary imports from colonially subjugated areas, where slave-based 
and indentured-labor-based plantation systems were developed to export to Europe the 
tropical crops that it could never produce. In the Indian case, there was heavy taxation 
of peasants and direct use of taxes to purchase export goods. These primary imports 
into Europe, vital for its industrial growth and for diversifying consumption, were the 
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commodity equivalent of taxes and rents wrung from subjugated Third World popula-
tions and so represented unilateral transfers, not normal trade. The export of capital 
from Europe to develop North America and other areas of recent European migrant 
settlement was also crucially dependent on the balance of payment flexibility imparted 
by the control over exchange earnings of the colonies. Further, capitalist industrialization 
inevitably implied rising domestic unemployment as technical change rapidly displaced 
labor, but because large-scale out-migration took place from industrializing Europe to 
regions of recent settlement, economic crisis and political tensions at the core of capi-
talism were defused. Today’s advanced countries exported their unemployment in the 
past not only through out-migration but also through the export of goods to colonially 
subjugated markets, inducing deindustrialization in them. I have argued elsewhere that 
Ricardo’s theory—that mutual benefit for both trading countries necessarily arises from 
specialization and trade—contains a fatal logical error and represents an intellectual 
rationalization of an international division of labor that was not voluntarily entered 
into by today’s Third World countries.1

The historical conditions under which today’s advanced countries industrial-
ized are so specific and indeed unique, that Third World countries cannot possibly 
replicate them. The unemployment situation these nations face is worse today owing 
to the ever-falling labor intensity of production, which implies not only jobless growth 
but also job loss growth in the most advanced manufacturing sectors. Unemployment 
is endemic to capitalist production driven by technical change in today’s developing 
countries, but millions of peasants today have nowhere to migrate to and little possibil-
ity of absorption into the secondary sector. Large labor-surplus developing economies 
like India and China, in particular, do not have the choice of seizing entire continents 
from indigenous inhabitants to export their population increment abroad or of financ-
ing their capital formation through transfers from other nations without impacting 
their own domestic mass consumption. They have to solve their unemployment and 
livelihood problems primarily through expansion of their own internal market in 
forms that represent a drastic modification of the classical capitalist paradigm. The 
unemployment problems of developing nations cannot be solved through standard 
forms of industrialization, which destroy small-scale production, because in a trade 
open world, competitiveness demands highly capital-intensive technology with very 
low or zero elasticity of employment with respect to output.2

The old primitive accumulation of capital concerned seizure of primary resources, 
including energy resources, from today’s Third World countries and the lone temperate 
colony, Ireland. A new phase of primitive accumulation of capital is visible today with 
a renewed thrust from advanced nation corporations to access tropical lands through 
contract systems formally subsuming the peasantry under capital, or through out-
right land acquisition. This thrust complements the struggle to control world energy 
resources. From exclusive reliance on fossil fuels, capital is turning once more to the 
land to fill energy supply deficits. All this necessarily entails an attack on both the 
food security and asset possession of petty producers, and it generates bitter resistance 
from them. This paper briefly documents the developments in India under neoliberal 
reforms and argues at the end that the peasantry is resisting the attacks on it, with 
responses that are beginning to turn from passive forms of resistance like suicides 
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to active forms like opposition to acquisition of their land by the government and 
corporations. These forms have the potential of undermining the political stability of 
Third World countries. Therefore, democratic governments will be obliged to modify 
their present uninformed and unwise pursuit of a growth strategy that seeks to imitate 
today’s advanced nations with no regard to the specificity of their own livelihood and 
unemployment problems. Alternative strategies that generate livelihoods and genuine 
development for the majority must necessarily incorporate the preservation of petty 
production but on the basis of cooperation permitting higher productivity.

The exporT of UnemploymenT Under CapiTalism

The nature of capitalist growth has always been, and continues to be, such that it 
engenders unemployment daily, hourly, and on a mass scale. The objective of capital-
ist production is to maximize profits for capitalists, not to provide employment to the 
existing unemployed or the underemployed, nor are capitalists or the state they control 
usually concerned with ensuring minimum livelihoods for the laboring poor. Two major 
features as regards employment marked classical industrialization in Britain, France, and 
other countries in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. First, wages were 
kept to the minimum possible level by capitalists to maximize profits, taking recourse 
to the extensive exploitation of labor through raising absolute surplus value, namely, 
the lengthening of the working day for the same daily wage and the widespread use of 
the underpaid labor of women and children. The resulting raising of the rate of surplus 
value (the ratio of surplus labor to necessary labor), however, led to a contradiction. 
The restriction on mass labor earnings, in the very process of maximizing profits, meant 
that the internal market for capitalism could never grow rapidly enough to stave off 
the problem of inadequately expanding demand and maintain the economic incentives 
for accumulation, as long as the economy was considered to be a closed one. Although 
much theoretical attention was devoted to the problem, it did not exist in practice 
for the early industrializing countries, for the very inception of the capitalist mode 
of production was preceded and accompanied by a high degree of exploitative trade 
integration arising from conquest and forcible subjugation of other societies that were 
made to serve both as providers of resources and as markets.

Second, from its inception, capitalist industrialization was marked by labor-
displacing mechanization, perhaps because the main industries involved were import-
substituting industries (imported cotton textiles and bar-iron for example). Textiles 
in Europe could not compete with the much cheaper imported handicraft textiles of 
Asian artisans as long as mechanization did not reduce unit labor costs of yarn and 
cloth, nor could iron ores be extracted and reduced profitably until innovations were 
applied. Once introduced, however, innovations spread and affected not only import-
substituting goods but also domestic employment in every traditional sphere. Extensive 
methods of labor exploitation gave way to intensive methods, in which there was a rise 
in relative surplus value through a dual route—reduction in necessary labor through 
decline in the cost of wage-goods, in which colonial exploitation played a major role, 
and rise in labor productivity through the substitution of dead labor (machinery) for 
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living labor.3 This latter route provided a means of partially overcoming the contra-
diction affecting accumulation, by absorbing more investment in the form of capital-
intensification. However, with mechanization inevitably came labor displacement at a 
faster rate than the increase in labor demand arising from expansion of the domestically 
absorbed part of total output, giving rise to social discontent and to Luddite move-
ments for breaking machinery.

Such unemployment has been often labeled “frictional” unemployment, as though 
it is always a short-run problem, which ignores the fact that had today’s advanced 
economies been closed economies, the unemployment owing to mechanization would 
have reached abnormally high proportions not commensurate with the concept of a 
reserve army of labor, and created social tensions not manageable within the capitalist 
system. In Britain, for example, despite the highest rate of manufacturing growth seen 
in its history, as well as rapidly growing exports in the early period of industrialization, 
by the 1840s, the discontent and social tensions owing to rising unemployment and 
bad conditions of work and life of the laboring poor combined with rapidly increasing 
income inequality had reached such a pitch that the fledgling working class movement 
under the banner of Chartism was ready for a general insurrection, and the ruling classes 
were in fear of revolution. The insurrections of the 1840s in Britain, France, and other 
countries in Europe were militarily suppressed, but the social instability of the capitalist 
system had been exposed within a mere six decades of the inception of industrialization. 
The early industrializers overcame the problem of growing unemployment inherent in 
their capitalist growth and technical change simply by exporting their unemployment 
abroad, an option which is not open in any serious way to today’s large labor-surplus 
economies like India and China. The export of unemployment (a phrase first used 
by J. M. Keynes) took place through colonization and imperialism and appeared in 
multifarious forms. The most direct form of export of unemployment was the physical 
migration of population. The precondition for this was the seizure of enormous tracts 
of land by western Europeans from indigenous peoples in the Americas, South Africa, 
and Australia and those lands’ permanent occupation by the in-migrants. “Land” in 
this context means not just land with the capacity for producing crops but includes all 
the natural fauna, rich water, timber, and mineral resources of these occupied regions. 
In Britain, nearly 2 percent of the domestic labor force every year was migrating for 
permanent settlement abroad by the mid-nineteenth century, while the nation got rid 
of large numbers of criminals and members of the potentially riotous underclass by 
transporting them to Australia.

Second, unemployment was exported by industrializing countries like Britain 
by flooding the subjugated colonies with its cotton textiles and other manufactured 
goods under discriminating commercial policy that kept these markets compulsorily 
completely open to imports, while the metropolitan market was protected from their 
handicraft manufactures for nearly 150 years. Export of unemployment by this route 
meant import of unemployment by the colonized artisans. While employment and 
wages rose in the industrializing country with output expanding at about double the 
rate of domestic absorptive capacity, the other side of the coin was that, in the colonies, 
manufactures employment went down sharply resulting in deindustrialization. The 
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process was a prolonged one in vast countries like India and China, since the limita-
tions of early transport protected the poorly connected hinterland that was penetrated 
by imports only after the railways became important.

Third, unemployment was exported by the leading imperialist country through a 
more complex route in which areas of recent white settlement, including North America, 
were developed through capital exports, the bulk of which the tropical colonies were 
made to finance. The then-leading imperialist power, Britain, did so through the 
systematic annual appropriation of the foreign exchange (forex) earnings from rising 
export surplus of its many colonies—the largest being India—to the rest of the world. 
These forex earnings, mainly from exports of primary goods and simple manufactures, 
became very substantial during the quarter century before World War I (WWI) and 
were used to meet the deficits on the balance of payments of the metropolis, allowing 
it not only to export capital and earn dividends but pari passu increase its capital goods 
exports. Britain, the world capitalist leader, not only shored up incomes in the European 
continent, the United States, and regions of white settlement (Argentina, Brazil, and 
South Africa) by running continuous current account deficits vis-à-vis them but also 
developed them rapidly by exporting capital, thus incurring ever increasing balance of 
payments deficits with these regions. Sustaining this system under the prevalent regime 
of fixed exchange rates (the gold standard) without itself suffering gold outflow, was 
only possible through its appropriation of the vast export surplus earnings of India and 
other colonies from these very same regions to offset its own deficits as Saul has shown 
in his Studies in British Overseas Trade.4 By 1910, India alone was obliged to provide 
60 million pounds sterling in its exchange earnings from these areas, all appropriated 
by Britain.5

In the colonies, the peasants and artisans producing rising exports were paid in 
local currency, out of tax revenues they themselves had paid in to the state. Therefore, 
no new purchasing power was injected; rather, their rising export surplus became the 
commodity equivalent of rising taxes extracted from them. The strong deflationary 
impact of the mechanism (which involved one-quarter to one-third budgetary sur-
pluses in India) led to higher net unemployment in the economy. Export-led growth of 
unemployment was the result. The Great Depression that started with the agricultural 
depression from the mid-1920s was the coup de grace and pauperized large segments 
of the peasantry in India—the percentage of rural labor force dependent on wage-paid 
work leapt from 26 to 38 percent comparing the 1921 and 1931 censuses. China fared 
even worse with not only deep agricultural depression but also foreign invasion, both 
civil war and anti-Japanese war, the latter entailing the loss of 6 million lives.6

It might be argued that today’s developing countries are getting their own back in 
the current era because their cheap labor leads to relocation of labor-intensive segments 
of metropolitan industry, whose products are exported back to advanced countries. 
Deindustrialization in the advanced countries is the result. However, this process is not 
symmetrical to the previous one. Certainly, some local employment is generated, but 
since production is in the hands of the advanced country corporations, they benefit by 
maintaining high rates of surplus value and mainly repatriate profits. They pressurize 
governments to set up special economic zones where domestic labor laws are relaxed to 
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enable them to raise the rate of surplus value via draconian terms of contract for local 
labor and reduced standards of work safety and pollution control. The other beneficia-
ries are advanced country consumers enjoying cheapening imported consumer goods 
from developing countries.

Further, ultimately the resulting import surplus and current account deficit of 
rich advanced countries especially of the world capitalist leader, the United States, 
paradoxically continue to be substantially financed through the rapid reserves build-
up and lending to them by poor developing countries—China and India, among 
others—and involve transfer in a new form, with the latter lending (in the form of 
purchase of U.S. government securities) at a much lower rate than the rate at which they 
borrow from the world. About 2.5 to 3 percent of India’s GDP is the estimated cost to 
the Indian economy of such borrowing short and lending long, which effectively is a 
transfer to advanced countries. Such transfer is increasing owing to the recent spurt in 
debt-creating capital inflows into India, far in excess of what is justified by the small 
deficit on India’s current account, leading to a sudden increase in the rate of buildup 
of reserves, which reached well over US$300 billion by mid-2008, second only to the 
mountainous Chinese reserves. As domestic rural hunger and poverty rise, poor coun-
tries help to finance the import-dependent consumption boom of the United States.

The failUre of CapiTalisT agriCUlTUral 
TransformaTion To meeT The Wage goods and raW 

maTerials reqUiremenTs of indUsTrializaTion

As B. H. Slicher van Bath7 has documented, in the late feudal period, the population 
of today’s advanced countries had a very limited and monotonous diet, and cotton 
clothing was not available for mass wear. Very low agricultural productivity in Europe 
compared to Asia arose from a multiplicity of factors—a single growing season in their 
cold temperate lands compared to year-round cropping in tropical Asia, high seed-yield 
ratio ranging from 0.25 to 0.33 compared to 0.10 in Asia, and the vicious cycle of an 
intense human food–livestock feed competition in Europe entailing the inability to carry 
livestock through the barren winter, reducing, in turn, the availability of manures and 
thus keeping yields low. The consumption basket of European populations improved 
and diversified dramatically only after colonial expansion and forcible acquisition of 
access to tropical lands with their relatively higher productivity and highly diverse output 
vector. Even to this day, the United States, which has three times India’s cultivated area 
and practices capital-intensive agriculture as a business, ends up producing a smaller 
volume of agricultural output than India. The near-complete elimination of seasonality, 
however, is a modern phenomenon: advanced country supermarkets carry the entire 
range of temperate and tropical products year-round as the giant food transnational 
companies have been integrating poor peasant farmers in more and more developing 
countries through contract systems into a global food chain serving advanced countries.

Trade in primary products is an absolute imperative for advanced country popula-
tions that rely heavily on imports from warmer lands to provide the physical elements of 
their high living standards entailing highly diversified consumption baskets far beyond 



 Primitive Accumulation and the Peasantry 175

the capacity of local agriculture to supply. It is surely of little use to be a millionaire 
in Canada if one can never drink coffee, wear cotton clothes, use a teak or mahogany 
escritoire, or buy flowers in winter. Such trade is far from essential, however, for the 
majority of developing countries, which can meet all their primary sector requirements 
from their own lands. Some of these countries that are food-import dependent have 
been brought to that position only owing to the incessant demands on their best lands 
to grow export crops.

Economic theory has ignored the heterogeneity of primary resources and pro-
ductive capacities available to different societies. It has ignored the fact that tropical 
countries produce a large range of primary products that can never be produced under 
field conditions in cold temperate advanced countries. Rather, it has said that benefit 
from free trade always follows from product specialization, according to the principle 
of comparative cost, and exchange through trade—which is assumed to be voluntarily 
entered into by both trading partners. To this day, the Ricardian theory of compara-
tive advantage is invoked in northern universities and the WTO to urge developing 
countries to open their economies to freer trade and investment, promising them large 
gains from doing so. However, there is a logical fallacy at the heart of Ricardo’s theory 
with its two-country, two-goods model. The conclusion of mutual benefit from trade 
depends crucially on his assumption that “both countries produce both goods” in the 
pretrade situation for only then can the cost of production of the goods, and hence 
relative cost in each country, at all be defined and compared.

But the assumption “both countries produce both goods” is materially untrue. Say 
Canada imports coffee from Brazil and exports machinery to it. Since Canada cannot 
grow coffee, the production cost of coffee in Canada is fictitious; it cannot be defined 
at all, and hence, relative cost cannot be defined. Let us remember that relative cost is 
the number of units of coffee that can be produced by withdrawing the labor required 
to produce one unit of machinery and putting it instead into coffee production. Relative 
cost has to be calculated for both countries in the pretrade situation and then compared 
to determine which country has the comparative cost advantage, that is, produces more 
coffee from the labor transferred from producing a unit less of machinery. Since cost 
information does not exist for the cold country unable to produce the tropical good, 
the trade cannot be explained in terms of comparative advantage.

Similarly, Indian economic historians have fallaciously argued that India ceased 
to export cotton cloth and exported raw cotton while importing its cloth from England, 
because the latter country’s “comparative cost advantage” lay in cloth production and 
India’s in raw cotton. Now, relative cost (the amount of cloth producible by transferring 
the labor going into producing one unit raw cotton to producing cloth instead) could 
certainly be defined for India that could produce both raw cotton and cotton cloth. 
But England, with its cold climate, could not produce raw cotton. The “production cost 
of a unit of raw cotton” is fictitious; it could not be defined for England, so nor could 
the relative cost (the amount of cloth producible by transferring the labor going into 
producing one unit raw cotton to producing cloth instead). The precise type of mate-
rial fallacy involved in Ricardo’s theory is the “converse fallacy of accident” in which a 
highly specific assumption is made (both countries produce both goods), and from this, 
a general conclusion of mutual benefit from trade is improperly drawn and applied to 
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all cases, including those where the assumption itself is not satisfied. Ricardo’s fallacy 
is a variant of Aristotle’s A dicto simpliciter ad dictum secundum quid,8 and the reader 
who may be interested is referred to my more detailed discussion available elsewhere.9

The entire argument of necessary mutual benefit from specialization and trade 
is logically incorrect and an exercise in apologetics, an intellectual rationalization of 
and justification for what actually happened in history. We know that the history of 
capitalist accumulation starting from its western European centers proceeded in a far 
less idyllic fashion than is portrayed by the theory of voluntary trade for mutual benefit: 
it saw the forcible colonial subjugation by a handful of western European nations of the 
peoples mainly of tropical and subtropical regions; it saw the promotion of slavery and 
indentured labor for running vast plantation systems producing tropical consumption 
goods and raw materials to satisfy the requirements of these European industrializing 
societies. Where slavery did not exist, as in India, the population was taxed heavily, a 
large part of the tax revenues being used to purchase from the peasant taxpayers primary 
products for export. The direct link established between the fiscal system and the trade 
system (taxes paid by peasants being converted to export goods produced by the same 
peasants) marks the specificity of the exploitative metropolis-colony relationship. The 
export goods became the commodity equivalent of taxes; their export represented transfer, 
not normal trade. When these export goods reached the metropolis for direct use as 
wage goods and raw materials or were reexported to earn foreign exchange, the original 
colonized producers were not required to be paid anything since they had already been 
“paid” in their own country out of their own tax contributions. Such costless access to 
these valuable tropical goods, or transfers, substantially aided the first industrialization 
in Britain and that country’s rise to dominance as an imperial power. An estimate of 
transfers from Asia and the West Indies relative to Britain’s GDP during the Industrial 
Revolution has been attempted by this author.10 The entire imperialist global system of 
trade and capital flows depended crucially on forced specialization in primary product 
exports by subjugated populations.

Why was such forcible subjugation and trade at all necessary for capitalist accumu-
lation? Why did today’s formerly colonized developing countries not enter voluntarily 
into specialization in primary products and their export in exchange for manufactured 
goods, if indeed it was of great mutual benefit as the standard Ricardian theory argued? 
The answer lies in the fact that specialization and trade cannot be of mutual benefit 
and were not of mutual benefit where primary production was concerned. The major 
adverse impact of specialization is on food production and availability in the tropical 
country, lowering the level of nutrition and in extreme cases resulting in famine.

inverse relaTion BeTWeen primary exporTs and 
domesTiC food oUTpUT and availaBiliTy

There is ample evidence, some of which I have discussed and summarized elsewhere, that 
both under colonial systems and in modern times, as primary exports from developing 
countries grow over time always, there is a fall in domestic food grains output and avail-
ability and hence declining nutritional standards for the population—no exceptions are 
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to be seen. In short, there is an inverse relation between agricultural exports and maintaining 
domestic food security.11 In British India during the half century before independence 
food grains output virtually stagnated while exported commercial crops grew ten times 
faster (the respective annual compound rates being 0.11 percent and 1.31 percent) while 
per capita food grains availability declined about 29 percent in the interwar period.12 In 
Java, under the Netherlands, the main export crops of sugarcane and rubber boomed, 
while per capita rice production declined by one-fifth over the same period. Colonized 
Korea was made to export 60 percent of its rice to Japan by the late 1930s, and the 
calorie intake of its own population fell substantially. Colonized Ireland experienced 
the inverse relation with a vengeance, resulting in a massive famine.

In Mexico during the two decades after the late 1960s, the share of total grain 
output going as animal feed to meet burgeoning export demand for meat went up from 
5 to 30, while the output per capita of the food staples of the ordinary people, maize 
and beans, declined. The six largest countries in sub-Saharan Africa, accounting for 
three-fifths of the region’s population, saw a one-third decline in per capita cereals 
output over the decade 1980 to 1990 when their primary exports were growing fast, 
and the decline has continued at a slower rate since then.13

An obvious proposition bears repetition, for it is never theoretically recognized 
by economists. Agricultural land is a resource that is not produced by human labor 
(though its productivity can be improved by investment), and once the technological 
limits to productivity within a given social production system are reached, it becomes 
conceptually on par with nonrenewable energy resources. There is a struggle by advanced 
capitalist countries for control over the productive capacity of limited tropical land resources 
all over the world, just as there is a struggle for control over fossil energy resources. Moreover, 
energy resources are, once more, sought to be produced from crops. After a century and a 
half of reliance on fossil fuels and with spiraling oil prices as the imperialist United 
States fails to “pacify” Iraq, the matter is again coming full circle, back to the land. 
Agriculture is under-renewed and there is strong pressure today to grow biofuels and 
devote a rising part of grain and sugarcane output to conversion to ethanol. A rising 
fraction of food grains is again being used as fuel. This development is a recent, very 
serious addition to the threat to food security in developing countries already posed by 
growing external demands by advanced countries for procuring traditional and new 
export crops from limited tropical lands. The more advanced societies demand the use 
of the productive and biodiverse tropical lands of developing countries to underpin 
their rising living standards and energy needs, the less land is available for meeting 
the essential requirements of local poor populations.

The entire matter becomes a zero-sum game. Increasing areas of food grains 
growing land are diverted to export crops, and over time, a rising share of the food 
grains is used as animal feed and biofuel, which are mainly consumed by the rich or 
exported. Even where absolute food grains output does not decline or continues to 
rise, since it rises slower than the population is rising and its end uses change from 
direct consumption to animal feed, industrial consumption, and biofuels, we find that 
there is decline in the domestic availability of food grains for direct consumption, per 
head of population (“availability” is defined as output minus both net exports and net 
addition to public stocks). In extreme cases, this can become a steep absolute decline 
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in domestic availability. All this leads to declining nutritional standards of the poor in 
the country engaging in this type of specialization and increases in mass hunger, since 
food grains alone account for seven-tenths or more of the energy intake of the poor. Any 
type of shock to the system (e.g., severe drought, rapid food price rise) can precipitate 
visible famine. Even without this extreme outcome, declining nutrition levels are bad 
enough. Such “hidden famishment” is the price that poor developing country popula-
tions are made to pay as the cost of free trade, but it is a cost that is neither recognized 
nor addressed by their own governments, which pretend that poverty is declining and 
continue to follow the same policies increasing mass hunger and malnutrition. Today, 
international organizations talk of the problems of child and maternal malnutrition, 
but the fact of increasing undernutrition within the general population as a whole in 
India, including at least 250 million men, is never recognized or mentioned. This strange 
reverse gender bias is to be seen in the writings of even progressive Indian academics 
taking their cue from the discourse of the international organizations.

To summarize, given the nature of tropical land as a limited resource that cannot 
be augmented by human labor as regards its extent, and whose supply is thus virtually 
fixed, external demands lead to a decline in domestic food production for local popula-
tions to accommodate rising exports. The economic mechanisms urged by developed 
countries, through which this is brought about, include trade openness, specialization 
in export crops, reduction of government’s intervention to maintain domestic food 
security systems, and, most important, macroeconomic deflation hitting the mass 
of the population even as incomes for a minority rise fast. These issues are discussed 
briefly in the following sections in the context of India’s experience under neoliberal 
economic reforms.

rise in UnemploymenT and poverTy 
Under neoliBeral reforms

India is widely projected abroad as a shining success story of economic reforms, an 
important “emerging market” for northern goods and services, and an attractive des-
tination for investment, all this in view of the high annual GDP growth rate, which 
has been averaging 6 to 7 percent, second only to China. This portrayal of a dynamic 
economy is indeed partially true, and it carries benefits for a small well-to-do minority, 
but it is entirely misleading as regards the welfare implications for the majority of the 
population. A high growth rate by itself conveys no information at all either about the 
composition of this growth or its income distribution effects.

Agriculture and industry, the material productive sectors supporting together 
over four-fifths of the population, have gone into stagnation or decline as regards 
contribution to GDP and to employment. There has been a severe depression in 
agriculture in particular for over a decade, marked by falling per-head real incomes. 
Unemployment rates in both rural and urban India have been rising, and average 
food grains absorption within the country has declined to a historic low comparable 
to the colonial period, with the brunt of the increased hunger being borne by rural 
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India. For a decade now, there has been unprecedented agrarian distress manifesting 
itself in rising farm indebtedness, loss of assets including land, and many thousands of 
farmer suicides in excess of normal numbers. Official figures and claims of decline in 
rural poverty, figures that are reproduced in World Bank publications, are misleading 
because they are based on a logically incorrect method of poverty estimation. Correct 
estimates show poverty to be high with an increase in the depth of poverty during the 
period of economic reforms.

An observer of Indian society and economy today would not be able to avoid 
a sense of deep unease as dualism becomes more blatant: on the one hand, there is 
a visible real estate and share market boom; on the other hand, many thousands of 
farmers in excess of “normal” numbers are committing suicide.14 On the one hand is 
fast burgeoning consumption by the urban middle classes, more varied high-protein 
diets, and modern consumer durables and electronic goods. On the other hand, food 
grains absorption in rural India is today lower than before WWII, and the depth of 
hunger is growing with declining energy intake for the majority of the population in 
villages and more recently in towns as well.

The one sector of the economy that has been expanding rapidly is the services 
sector, which now contributes over half of the gross national product (see Figure 10.1). 
A small segment is high-income information-technology-enabled and financial services, 
but the bulk remains low-income personal and catering services for the benefit of the 
small minority of rich Indians, a minority that has enjoyed rapid rise in real incomes 
under reforms. There is rising income inequality of a very specific and disturbing kind: 

Figure 10.1 Contribution of economic sectors to GDP, 1982–83 to 2006–07 (%)
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an absolute decline of real income for the vast majority of the population and very rapid 
rise in real incomes for a small minority. This has fed the real estate and tourism boom 
and fast-growing demand for high-end consumer durables and electronic goods by this 
minority seeking to emulate northern lifestyles. On the other hand, for the majority 
of the population, it has meant higher unemployment, indebtedness, land and other 
asset loss, and hunger—in short, growing immiserization.

The rapid changes in its economy and society are the direct outcome of adopting 
neoliberal economic policies and trade liberalization. India started implementing reforms 
and seriously opening up to free trade from 1991, after taking an Extended Financing 
Facility from the IMF of US$5 billion following the temporary difficulties created by 
the first Gulf War. The sum borrowed was small and soon repaid, but it was the entry 
point for the international financial institutions’ agenda pushing for a complete reversal 
of the strategy followed up to that date of Nehruvian dirigiste strategy of development, 
in which the state had been a major investor, banking had been nationalized, and public 
sector enterprises had been set up in a range of industries.

The basic questions are, why should rapid growth under neoliberal reforms and 
trade liberalization, advised by the Bretton Woods Institutions (BWI) and under the 
WTO discipline, be accompanied by agricultural depression and acute distress in 
particular regions, and why should there be an adverse impact on food security and 
poverty? The answer can be summarized as follows: The core of neoliberal reforms 
advised by the international financial institutions is expenditure-deflating policies that 
are applied in the main to the population in the unorganized sector, the peasantry. These 
macroeconomic deflationary policies lead to rising unemployment and falling incomes. 
Second, the peasantry is exposed to global demand patterns with trade openness, and 
the structure of land use starts to change away from crops mainly entering into con-
sumption of the local poor and toward greater exports for supplying the consumption 
needs of foreign populations. At the same time, trade openness also means that the 
peasantry is exposed to the volatility of global prices, which, in their downward phase, 
ruin small producers exporting cash crops.15

deClining food grain oUTpUT and 
availaBiliTy Under reforms

A severely adverse impact on food security, following adoption of greater trade openness 
in India, was to be expected on the basis of the past and current experience of present-day 
developing countries discussed earlier, and I have been warning of this outcome since 
1992. That is, indeed, what has happened: 8 million hectares of land have been diverted 
away from food grains production mainly to export crops within a total gross sown 
area that is stagnant or somewhat declining, and the end use of grain is also changing 
with a higher share going to animal feed, industrial use, and biofuels. Yield rise having 
slowed down has not compensated for area decline, and the growth rate of food grains 
output halved in the 1990s compared to the 1980s and has declined further since 2000, 
falling well below the population growth rate (see Figure 10.2). Per capita grain output 
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has been declining more steeply than before and has touched a historic low of 155 kg 
per head annual average in the triennium ending 2004–2005 (see Figure 10.3). This 
output is the same level as fifty years ago during the First Plan and actually lower than 
the prewar average during 1937–1941, which was 157 kg.16

Availability fell even faster than did output between 1998 and 2002. The large 
gap between the two trends reflects the fact that, by July 2002, public food grains 
stocks of 64 million tonne had built up, 40 million tonne in excess of the normal buf-
fer stock for that time of year. The reason was the severe contraction in purchasing 
power of the mass of the mainly rural population, discussed a little later. At the same 
time, private grain exports also rose. Unlike every previous short episode of per head 
domestic output decline, which had been always compensated by net imports and 
drawing down of public stocks to maintain domestic availability, this long period was 
highly abnormal in seeing the opposite—as per head output declined, more stocks 
built up and more was exported, reducing availability to a historic low. The majority 
of Indian economists as well as the Indian government ignored the real reason for the 
lower absorption that was loss of purchasing power and demand deflation and wrongly 
argued that the problem was “overproduction.” It put the blame on allegedly “too high” 
minimum support price to farmers that allegedly gave “the wrong signals” leading to 
a higher output than the market demanded. Instead of putting purchasing power and 
food back into the hands of the poor, which the situation required, the government 
proceeded, instead, to export 22 million tonnes of grain out of stocks during 2002 
and 2003 and to freeze procurement price and reduce public procurement, allowing 

Figure 10.2 Annual food grains output growth and population growth, 1980–81 
to 2007–08
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transnational companies like Cargill to come in to purchase from the distressed farmers. 
After only two years of recovery, the same story of abnormal stock buildup combined 
with large private grain exports has been repeated during 2007 to 2010, as global food 
price inflation combined with recession has impacted mass demand adversely. By 2007, 
the per head grain demand in India had already declined below the average level of 
the least developed countries (see Table 10.1).

Farmers have been repeatedly urged to “diversify” output away from food grains 
to the horticultural and other products required by the global food corporations for 
supplying supermarkets in advanced countries. The entry of these corporate entities, 
both foreign for contract farming and domestic for supply retail outlets in cities, has 
been facilitated by state governments. The trend of falling grain output and availability 
per head, which I anticipated in 1992 and have been writing about since then, reached 
crisis proportions by 2001 with availability per head dropping to 151 kg, compared to 
178 kg in the early nineties. This is what led me to title a public lecture delivered in 
early 2004 “The Republic of Hunger.” I pointed out that the average Indian family was 
absorbing 115 kg less of food grains per annum by the three years ending 2002–2003 
compared to a mere six years earlier, the triennium ending 1997–1998. I also pointed 
out that official poverty estimates were gross underestimates, because they took a food 
basket that was over thirty years old and that poverty measured by applying the official 
nutrition norm directly to the consumption data showed that 75 percent of the rural 
population did not reach the norm by 1993–1994 (see Table 10.2). By 2004–2005, 
this had risen to 87 percent, an all-time high.

Figure 10.3 Food grains output and availability per capita in kilograms per annum, 
triennial average centered on specified years, 1990–91 to 2004–05, India
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However, both academics and the government seemed oblivious to the hard 
reality of a food and nutrition crisis that every data source revealed. In retrospect this 
“conceptual blindness” probably arose mainly because the inflation rate had reached 
a historic low and they inferred that, therefore, the poor were becoming better off. 
While the consumer price index for agricultural laborers, heavily weighted by food, 
rose by 60 percent between 1993–1994 and 1999–2000, it rose by only 11 percent 
in the next five years to 2004–2005. However, economists seemed to forget that the 
inflation rate can go down not only when supply increases faster than demand but 
also when demand falls faster than supply does, and it was this latter scenario that was 
operative. In Keynesian terms, it was a severe squeeze on aggregate effective demand 
and a fall in mass purchasing power, which was showing up as lower inflation despite 
the fall in output per head. The adjustment to lower per head supply was taking place 
through increasing hunger, which the government refused to recognize. Its wrong 
policies led to an even faster decline in output per head, and strong inflationary trends 
emerged in 2007.

Reality does not go away when policymakers bury their heads in the sand. The 
National Simple Survey (NSS) consumer expenditure data show that 58.5 percent of 
rural persons could not access even 2,200 calories (lower than the official rural energy 
norm) in 1993–1994, while the figure reached nearly 70 percent by 2004–2005. The 
percentage below the lowest level of 1,800 calories, the poorest of the poor, rose from 
20 to 25 percent over the period. Official estimates are much lower because they do not 

Table 10.2 Poverty estimate 1993–1994 and 2004–2005, all India rural

Direct Estimate
Levels of calorie intake per day 2,400 2,200 2,100 1,800
Required monthly per capita  
  expenditure in 2004–2005 to  
  access nutrition levels, Rs 800 575 515 342
Percent of persons below  87.0 69.5 60.5 25.0 
  specified nutrition level,  
  2004–2005
Percent of persons below  74.5 58.5 49.5 20.0 
  specified nutrition level in  
  1993–1994

Official Estimate 1993–1994 2004–2005
Official Poverty Line OPL  206 356 
  (Monthly per capita  
  expenditure, Rs.)
Percent of persons below OPL 37.3 28.5
Daily calorie intake at OPL 1,980 1,820

Sources: Official estimates from Planning Commission. Direct estimates calculated by 
author from NSS, Report No. 513, Nutritional Intake in India, A-18, A-90. (U. Patnaik 
2007)
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apply the nutrition norm directly to the current data but update the cost of a thirty-
one-year-old fixed consumption basket using a price index. This strange procedure is 
“convenient,” for it cumulatively underestimates the poverty line—these poverty lines 
allow the consumer to access nutrition levels that are lower and lower over time—a 
fact not mentioned to the public. By 2005, the official poverty line (OPL) was less 
than Rs.12 per day (US 27 cents per day), so low that only one bottle of water could 
be purchased with it. Some academics estimated from the data that “extreme poverty” 
defined as those spending less than half the OPL, had become zero—positive sounding 
indeed, until an examination of the same data showed that there were no observations 
at such levels of spending. People ceased to exist before reaching these levels! For the 
reader who is interested in poverty measurement questions, my critique and alternative 
estimates are published in Patnaik 2007. China’s rural poverty lines appear to be as 
unrealistically low as India’s—800 yuan per annum, or 2.2 yuan per day, is equal to 
about Rs.12 at the current exchange rate.

Macroeconomic deflationary policies advised by the international financial institu-
tions include reduction in state expenditures, monetary austerity and high real interest 
rates for producers (but easy consumer credit), reduction in the ratio of budget deficit to 
GDP, caps on wages aided by labor retrenchment policies, and currency devaluation. All 
these together add up to a strongly deflationary package that has been implemented by 
successive Indian central governments since 1991, regardless of their political composi-
tion. The pattern has been that three years or more of severe contraction immediately 
after a general election are followed by two years or less of more expansionary poli-
cies as governments try to regain electoral support eroded by the hardships they have 
inflicted on the people. The main target of the expenditure-deflating policies has been 
the unorganized sector, in particular agriculture. Public investment in agriculture was 
already declining in the 1980s, but the decline has become steeper since 1991. Plan 
development expenditures including on irrigation, vital for the primary sector, were 
nearly 4 percent of net national product in the pre-Reform period but halved to 1.9 
percent by 2001 and continue to be far below the pre-Reform level in 2007–2008. This 
decline in autonomous expenditures was the main reason for the drop in growth rates of 
both output and employment, leading to income deflation suffered by the peasantry, in 
turn leading to a fall in induced investment. By 2003, only a paltry Rs.124 per month 
($3) was being invested per farming family at the all-India level, and in many states, 
the figure was negative according to the National Sample Survey (Report No. 497).

When public investment rates and public development expenditures in the primary 
sector are actually declining, there is not the slightest possibility of reconciling an export 
thrust from farming with maintaining domestic food grains availability. The consump-
tion of the mass of the poor is then sacrificed to meet the demands of the external sector 
and the local rich. A remarkably similar outcome is seen in China under its internally 
driven market reforms, where export thrust has entailed declining per capita food grains 
output for the rural masses since 1990, with particularly sharp decline after 1996. Average 
calorie intake has been falling in rural China as well, though the absolute level continues 
to be higher than in rural India. Even though it was the agrarian crisis that propelled 
the UPA government to power in the 2004 general elections in India, the government, 
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by immediately enacting the Fiscal Responsibility and Budgetary Management Act, 
reiterated its commitment to a strongly deflationary fiscal stance as advised by the 
international financial institutions. Under the Act it is mandatory for the government 
to reduce the fiscal deficit, and this means further expenditure deflation. From around 
6 percent in 2001 the gross fiscal deficit as percent of GDP has been reduced to 3.7 
percent by 2007 and further to 2.5 percent by 2008.The irrational policy of expenditure 
deflation remains the Vedas and the Upanishads for the government whose thinking 
is dominated by the global moneylenders’ economic dogmas advocating deflationary 
policies, dogmas that are privileged over the question of livelihoods and food security 
of the poor. Yet the worsening situation to be addressed effectively requires exactly the 
opposite policy, namely, a strongly expansionary fiscal stance. While India’s National 
Rural Employment Guarantee (NREG) Act of 2006 might seem to go against this, 
it is to be noted that budgetary allocation to this has been paltry, a mere 10 percent 
more than was being spent earlier under various employment generation schemes 
(which were consolidated and merged with the NREG program), and this allocation 
was cut in the 2007 budget, even though it was announced that the scheme was to 
be extended to more districts. It was only in 2008 with deepening agrarian crisis that 
the allocation was raised.

The reason for such relentless attacks on employment and mass incomes is that 
cropping pattern shifts and supply shifts alone will not do the job for the advanced 
countries wishing to see such specialization on the part of developing countries, for 
desired supply shifts in modern market economies need corresponding demand shifts 
to succeed. An essential element of the mechanism is to reduce the purchasing power 
of the masses, usually the unorganized rural population, so that mass demand for basic 
necessities including food grains reduces to release land resources for growing more 
export crops and for the greater diversion of food grains itself toward more commercial 
and industrial use demanded by the local and foreign well-to-do classes. Under colo-
nial systems where there was direct control, such reduction in mass purchasing power 
was directly made through imposing heavy taxes and using a part of taxes to buy up 
export goods.

Under modern conditions where there is no direct control, the same mechanism 
works through public expenditure deflation. Thus the attack is both on the supply side 
reducing output growth via reduced investment, and simultaneously on the demand 
side through expenditure deflation, that sets in motion reverse multiplier effects on 
incomes. Every Rs.100 less of such public spending reduces incomes by a multiple of 
4 to 5, that is, by between Rs.400 and Rs.500 (assuming as it is reasonable to do that 
only one-fifth to one-quarter of every incremental rupee earned is saved and hence 
three-quarters to four-tenths is spent). Public expenditure deflation has been severe 
in the primary sector, and it is this that is the main cause of not only lowered levels of 
activity but associated rise in unemployment and decline in incomes and purchasing 
power. Rise in unemployment under every status (daily, weekly, and usual status) has 
been much greater in rural compared to urban areas. The NSS consumption expendi-
ture data clearly indicate a fall in real spending on both food and cloth in rural India 
between 1993–1994 and 2004–2005, as well as falling energy intake (calorie intake 
per head per day).17
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appropriaTion of land and WaTer 
resoUrCes of The peasanTry

Since 1998, a few years after global prices of primary products started falling and ren-
dered export crop farmers insolvent, particular states (Andhra Pradesh, Vidarbha region 
of Maharashtra, Punjab, Kerala) have seen a very high incidence of indebted farmer 
suicides and these suicides are continuing at present except in Kerala.18 Suicides have 
been regarded historically as a passive form of peasant resistance. Such passive forms, 
turning despair into self-destruction, have been changing into active forms of resistance 
over the last two years, precipitated by a new phase of aggressive land acquisition by 
the corporate sector with the help and mediation of state governments. The present 
new phase of primitive accumulation, of land-grab from the peasantry, is on account of 
diverse causes. First, the largest areas are involved in the setting up of Special Economic 
Zones (SEZs), of which several hundred have been approved in India. Bitter resistance 
by the peasantry notified that their crop-bearing land will be acquired for SEZ has been 
spreading throughout the country from Goa and Maharashtra to Bengal and Orissa.19 
Second, foreign and domestic corporate entities acquire land for their industrial and 
other projects that also put pressure on water resources for cultivation and drinking 
for the rural population. Third, foreign and domestic companies want land at many 
locations for setting up collecting points of agricultural products to supply their retail 
marketing chains.

It is often argued that, since peasant farming is not remunerative, there should 
not be such resistance to giving up land where state governments are negotiating com-
pensation packages that are much better than peasants received in the 1960s. However, 
these compensation rates are too low, for they capitalize only the present unusually 
depressed incomes from farming, and they exclude the displaced owners completely 
from future capital gains. It is forgotten, first, that agriculture is not inherently badly 
paying but has been made so by misguided deflationary public policy: the current 
agrarian depression can and must be countered by reversing those policies. Second, it 
is forgotten that the prospects for finding employment other than in agriculture are 
far worse for displaced peasants than three decades ago, owing to the capital intensity 
of production techniques rising further in the interim. Then, too, for the peasant his 
land provides a minimum assured, even if inadequate, income today, and no cash 
package can actually compensate for the loss of such a valuable productive asset. Third, 
it is forgotten that displaced farmers have nowhere to go: analogies with primitive 
accumulation in today’s advanced countries are entirely misplaced. There is no New 
World to which our peasants can migrate in vast numbers, nor is there the prospect 
of gainful absorption into nonagriculture on the required scale.

The solutions to the unemployment and livelihood problems of the peasantry 
and rural labor lie in innovating and following an alternative trajectory of development 
that will address the specific problems discussed so far. The revival of agricultural and 
particularly food grains output growth to at least the pre-Reform rate of 3 percent 
annually is a priority, for only then will the employment rate also revive, entailing a 
simultaneous revival in both the supply of food and the demand for it from the poor 
as mass purchasing power rises.
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The urgency of a revival of food production is underscored by the currently 
unfolding global food crisis. The thinking behind the pattern of specialization delib-
erately promoted by the Bretton Woods Institutions and the WTO in Third World 
countries from the 1970s was to reinstate free trade and the old international division 
of labor, in which developing countries would supply advanced country supermarkets 
with a variety of crops only they can produce, while importing food grains and dairy 
products from the latter. This model has already produced increasing food insecurity 
and deepening hunger in developing countries, for macroeconomic contraction com-
bined with growing exports led to land diversion, declining domestic food output, as 
well as declining demand as mass incomes fell, in virtually every developing country 
implementing neoliberal reforms and trade liberalization.

The average annual world cereal output in the triennium 1979–1981 was 1,573 
million tonnes for a 1980 population of 4,435 million according to FAO data. By the 
triennium 1999–2001, cereal output had increased only to 2,084 million tonnes for a 
population of 6,071 million in 2000. Thus world per capita cereal output declined from 
355 kg in 1980 to 343 kg in 2000. Given the facts that, during this period, per capita 
income increased significantly and that the income elasticity of demand for cereals 
(consumed both directly and indirectly via processed food and animal feed) is positive, 
such a stagnant or declining per capita cereal output should have spelled significant 
shortages leading to a rapid inflation in cereal prices.

However, the long-term increasing imbalance of decelerating food output growth 
in the world economy during the 1980s and through the 1990s was suppressed, and no 
unusual inflation was seen; on the contrary, price deflation occurred in many countries, 
precisely owing to the Fund-guided income-deflating mechanisms depressing rural mass 
incomes and hence effective demand discussed in this paper. Owing to this suppression, 
most observers did not understand the gravity of the situation. A shock or trigger was 
required to make the long-term decline in nutrition explicit, and this shock has come 
from the sudden global oil price rise, which has little chance of being reversed, and 
consequent diversion of grain to biofuel production in advanced countries.

The model of free trade and export specialization has been discredited explicitly 
with the large-scale diversion of food grains to fuel production in the north, the dis-
appearance of global food stocks, and spiraling food price inflation. In thirty-seven 
countries out of the many that have been made food import dependent by Fund-guided, 
or rather misguided, policies over the last thirty years, food riots have taken place over 
the last year mainly in their urban areas. With food inflation rates of 15 to 25 percent, 
the poor are hard hit. In India, food price inflation since mid-2006 has been averaging 
7 to 8 percent with spikes in particular commodities, and urban discontent is growing. 
While India, in the last fifteen years of neoliberal reforms and trade liberalization, has 
gone quite a long way along the same slippery path of reforms and export thrust other 
smaller countries have followed for three decades, it is still in a position to retrieve a 
worsening situation provided the goal of “grow more food” is addressed on an urgent 
basis and mass purchasing power is restored. This requires appropriately higher pro-
curement prices for crops including the commercial crops and the active setting up of 
cooperative groups to reclaim waste land and to cultivate jointly for food production, 
as is being done with positive results at present in Kerala, a traditionally food-deficient 
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state. Farmers seem to be responding to the substantial rise in the central procurement 
price for wheat and rice, belatedly announced last year, and there was some, though so 
far inadequate, revival of food grains output during 2007–2008.

The alternative trajectory requires, second, the proper funding and effective 
extension nationwide of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme, under 
which a hundred days of employment on various types of rural infrastructure projects 
are provided to every family asking for work. The resulting rise in purchasing power 
and mass demand would raise the food grains demand to more normal levels from the 
present nadir and so reduce hunger. Some evidence is available to show that distress 
out-migration from villages has reduced considerably wherever the NREGS is being 
properly implemented. The alternative trajectory requires the revival and expansion of 
the Public Distribution System, which had been unwisely allowed to run down, and 
an end to targeting given that there is deepening undernutrition with over seven-tenths 
of the population unable to access minimum energy needs. The data show that urban 
poverty, too, has been rising during the period of neoliberal economic reforms.

Finally, higher levels of autonomous investment in irrigation, rural infrastructure, 
crop research, and extension work would lead to more induced investment on the part 
of the peasantry and put the overall revival of the rural economy, including nonfarm 
activities, on a firm basis. Industrial growth is necessary, but no matter how high the 
growth rate, demonstrably it has not and cannot solve the unemployment and income 
problems in developing countries that need to find their solutions within the labor-
intensive activities of agriculture and small-scale manufacturing.

sUmmary and ConClUding remarks

In the present era of the dominance of finance capital, we see a new process of primitive 
accumulation, in which the resources of the Third World peasantry, and in particular 
its land assets, are sought to be appropriated by large-scale corporate capital for diverse 
purposes including speculation. A segment of this capital that is interested in access-
ing primary goods to supply domestic and foreign retail chains is seeking to formally 
subordinate the Third World peasantry under capital using contract systems, without 
the real subsumption of labor under capital, namely, without necessarily instituting 
direct wage-labor-based large-scale capitalist production.

This paper has argued that it would be an incorrect reading to see these processes 
as signifying the “end of the peasantry” or “the disappearance of the peasantry” and the 
development of purely capitalist relations of production based on wage-paid labor. It 
bases the argument on a radically different reading of the historical role of the primary 
sector in the rise of industrial capitalism in Europe and in the European population’s 
extended territories in North America, from the conventional reading of history. The 
conventional or mainstream reading says that the end of the peasant as peasant and the 
transition to capitalist agriculture (“agricultural revolution”) successfully provided from 
domestic sources the increased wage good and raw materials requirements of industri-
alization. Rejecting this conventional view, this paper says that successful “agricultural 
revolution” in today’s advanced capitalist countries is a myth, and the transition to 
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large-scale capitalist agriculture in these countries did not, in practice, ever provide in 
adequate volumes the required wage goods and raw materials for industrial develop-
ment and so entailed increasing import dependence. From their very inception and 
throughout their rise to dominance through imperialism, capitalist economies consti-
tuting today’s advanced countries have relied on sharply rising volumes of imports of 
basic wage goods and raw materials from the Third World countries with most of these 
imports not being paid for, since they were tax financed or rent financed. The advanced 
countries continue, in the present era, to make heavy, increasing demands on the varied 
productive capacity of tropical lands to maintain and improve the import-dependent 
lifestyle of its population. It is taken for granted that importing primary goods from 
Third World countries is good for them, too, which is a false proposition based on the 
logically incorrect Ricardian theory of comparative advantage.

Because land is not a product of human labor, diversion of tropical lands from food 
grains to export crops to keep supermarket shelves in distant lands stocked throughout 
the year has always entailed a decline in both food production and access to food for 
the poorer mass of Third World populations. Such a trend of decline in food security 
is clearly visible in the last quarter century as well, since neoliberal reforms, including 
trade liberalization, were introduced in virtually all developing countries to smash 
protective barriers to trade, to pry open agriculture to a renewed round of exports, 
and to formally subsume peasants under international capital. This has again brought 
about a crisis of food production and of increasing undernutrition for the majority of 
the rural population. These propositions have been illustrated in this paper using the 
specific case of India.

Although neither economic theory nor the extant histories of industrialization 
cognize this basic reality, the very rise and stability of the capitalist system in advanced 
countries has historically entailed its exploitative coupling with peasant agriculture 
in distant lands and has entailed, under certain conditions, the famishment of the 
peasantry. This coupling is not about to end today, first because if the Third World 
peasantry is completely torn asunder from its means of production, it has nowhere 
to go, unlike the displaced peasantries of Europe who were absorbed into alternative 
employment or migrated to lands seized from indigenous populations elsewhere. Sec-
ond, nonagricultural employment opportunities are not expanding adequately given 
the high levels of labor-displacing technical change that are mandatory under modern 
competitive globalized manufacturing. For these reasons, the peasantry is fiercely 
defending its right to retain its land and to continue its cycle of petty production.

Large-scale capitalist agriculture in advanced countries is unable to produce even 
temperate primary goods cheaply and cannot produce a vast range of tropical primary 
goods at all. Advanced countries whose populations depend on imported primary prod-
ucts to provide a large part of the physical basis of their high living standards, therefore, 
need to continue the coupling of their economies with distant peasant agriculture, a 
coupling marked by a dialectic of deteriorating the living conditions of the peasantry 
without absorbing them into alternative productive employment at the global level. 
The immediate prognosis is a continuation under conditions of increasing distress for 
the peasantry, of the exploitative coupling between advanced country consumption 
patterns and Third World peasant production. The long-term prognosis is a strong 
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revival, as a reaction to increasing distress, of alternative radical paradigms of devel-
opment in the Third World based on stabilizing and improving peasant production 
through cooperative effort, rather than continued passive subservience to the ongoing 
processes of the formal subsumption of the peasantry under international capital.
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Chapter 11

u

Peasants in Indonesia and the 
Politics of (Peri)Urbanization1

Abidin Kusno

The nature of Asian urbanization has been the object of theoretical attention for almost 
two decades. A central theme in the discussion revolves around the dissolution of the 
city and countryside divide, and it seems the focus is largely on questioning whether 
the city is winning (through urbanization) or if the countryside is losing in the develop-
ment game.2 Such issues, however, are much more complex in Asia. For Terry McGee, 
(who is among the first to consider the specificity of the region), urbanization and the 
process of urban spread means “the emergence of regions of highly mixed rural and 
non-rural activity surrounding the large urban cores of many Asian countries” that are 
“significant foci of industrialization and rapid economic growth.”3 McGee calls this 
region desakota from the Indonesian words desa for “village” and kota for “town.” The 
term signifies an attempt to revise the conventional or Eurocentric view of urbanization 
as a process, which assumes a distinction between rural and urban. It broadly signifies 
an extended-urban region, which includes the “periurban” (pinggiran kota) zones and 
an extensive area of mixed rural-urban land use along two large urban cores linked by 
transportation routes.4 The periurban areas thus, in Phillip Kelly’s words, are not only 
“new and enduring urban form . . . which is neither rural nor urban but incorporates 
distinctive elements of both,”5 but they are also the spaces undergoing rapid urbaniza-
tion. In these “transitional landscapes or a dramatic new species of urbanism,”6 Jonathan 
Rigg proceeds to argue that “people cannot easily be squeezed into single categories like 
‘rural/agricultural’ when their work not only crosses the agriculture/industry divide but 
they have also led ‘split’ lives in terms of where they live.”7 Similarly, Gregory Guldin 
argues that the migration of people from rural to the urban in China came in tandem 
with urbanization of and by the rural in situ via, among others, rural industrialization.8 
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This in situ urbanization of the rural raises the questions of not only “what’s a peasant 
to do?” but also who the peasant is today, and where the peasant has been staying and 
moving around.

These studies have importantly identified and captured some central features 
of urbanization with “Asian characteristics” that perpetuates, rather than challenges, 
the capitalist world system. Yet, with studies mostly centered on the processes of urban-
ization, very little attention has been given to the political formation of desakota, or 
“periurban.”9 Also very little attempt has been made to place these extended spaces 
in their historical context to understand the political processes that have made their 
formation possible.10 This essay, with a particular focus on Jakarta, is intended to fulfill, 
however imperfectly, these purposes. I argue that periurbanization stemmed from the 
postcolonial state’s attempt to eliminate the political identity of the peasant (along 
with its memories of mass political mobilization) and to form a new subjectivity via 
multiple occupations and labor mobility (instead of isolation) even as these practices 
have been well established during the colonial and even precolonial periods.11 Central 
to this governing strategy is the formation of the extended urban region beyond the 
administrative boundaries defined by the capital city, such as the “periurban” (pinggiran 
kota) of Jakarta. The rapid urbanization in this area could be seen as stemming from 
the nonagricultural job opportunities opened up by the state policy of industrializa-
tion and economic growth of capitalist countries in the region, but, as I will argue, 
the periurban is also a political space for the transformation of the peasants’ identity. 
This paper thus aims to open inquiries on the largely unnoticed relations between the 
politics of urban planning and the transformation of the peasant world in the Southeast 
Asian region. I organize the essay into three parts, each consisting of different sections 
representing the rural, the urban, and the periurban.

There are a few caveats to note at the outset. First, it is not the intention of this 
paper to problematize existing studies that have finely shown that the rationale for 
rural-to-urban migration is rural poverty and the perceived economic opportunities in 
cities. The aim of this paper is to offer a different way of seeing centered on the interplay 
between politics and space that would help to unravel the formation of the periurban 
as a space of governmentality specific to Indonesian history. Second, I shall confine my 
attention to Indonesia and its capital city, Jakarta, and hope readers with knowledge 
of a wider geographical stage of Southeast Asia would offer inputs for the interest of 
comparative studies and a more global approach to the issue. Third, on terminology 
and classification: I use the words desakota and “periurban” interchangeably, assuming 
that they both refer to a similar characteristic even though each designates different 
geographical propinquity to the city. Both terms, in any case, designate what Guldin 
called “a partially urbanized countryside.” I use the term “peasants” and the “floating 
mass” to designate an “imagined community” constructed either by the state or by 
the peasants themselves in their engagement with politics of identity and identifica-
tion.12 In reality, the notion of “peasants,” like “the village,” is problematic since the 
social group is neither monolithic nor unchanging. Instead, it has been characterized 
by internal class, gender, ethnic differentiation, tension, and conflict. The category 
of floating mass is harder to explain and identify. It is constructed in the shadow of 
popular radicalism of the 1960s. The term refers to people, largely underclass rural-to-
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urban migrants, who could be turned into productive subjects as long as they refrained 
themselves from any engagement with politics or political parties. As will become clear, 
floating mass is both a “real” and “imagined” category created by the state to govern 
bodies and imaginations. As such, members of the floating mass could not be shown 
statistically, but their presence could be felt through the voice of the state. Finally, the 
use of “space” here is not metaphorical, instead it is practical for only then can it func-
tion as a spatial technology of governance. As will become clear, it is through space 
that the movement of the floating mass to the periurban area—designated as economic 
space—is managed and controlled (almost) without the use of force.

Prologue

Earlier Vision after Decolonization
In 1962, Kenneth Watts, formerly a Town Planning Advisor under the United Nations 
Assistance Program, published his proposal for the greater Jakarta region to the Ministry 
of Public Works and Power for which he worked from 1956 to 1959. Watts started 
by saying,

The problems attending rapid growth in tropical cities cannot be resolved within the 
boundaries of the cities themselves. . . . For, by enhancing the attractiveness of the 
city to the would-be migrant, they will only accelerate the rate of inward migration. 
. . . An alternative policy has often been urged—that of preparing complementary 
programmes for the surrounding region. They would have as their objective the 
improvement of conditions both in the rural area as a whole, which might encourage 
the prospective migrants to remain where they are, and in the smaller towns of the 
region, which might have the effect of deflecting migrational flow from its main 
objective. How valid are these arguments?13

Watts was then facing an unprecedented rapid population growth in the city where 
he worked. The flow of migrants to the city was due to many factors, but among the 
most pivotal reasons was the political insecurity of the countryside in the aftermath of 
the Indonesian revolution. The social and political unrest that plagued the surrounding 
regions of Jakarta, the economic difficulties in the villages, and, not least, the “moder-
nity” of Jakarta, led many “migrants” to abandon the memories of ruin in order to 
occupy the city of the future.14 J. M. van der Kroef wrote in 1954 that “Life in a kota 
Parijs like Djakarta has cast a magic spell even on those who live far from the city’s 
crowded, bustling roar. A modern city, with modern ways and urban conveniences is 
a concretization of revolutionary aspirations, affording education, material comforts 
and an escape from ennui, or so it is hoped.”15

Confronted by “the magnitude of the rural-urban movement [which] is now so 
great . . . that attempts to halt it—far less reverse it—are quite futile,” Watts suggested 
the development of “small towns” at the outskirts of Jakarta to “create counter-magnets 
to the pull of the big city,”16 and he said, “if effort were made to stimulate industrial 
growth in the smaller towns, the chances of attracting more migrants to them might 
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be much better than is usually supposed.”17 Watts believed that his 1959 outline plan 
for a small “tropical” town in the greater Jakarta region was a “short-term” solution 
for the city. This temporary solution ended up haunting Jakarta’s future twenty years 
later as the New Order of Suharto (1966–1998) consolidated its power by producing 
(with assistance from the World Bank in the 1970s and 1980s) a new, yet similar, 
urban development plan.18

These plans were politically designed and used as a mechanism to create order 
and peace after the 1965 massacre of individuals (mostly peasants) who were accused 
of having communist ties.19 The terror aimed (though not exclusively) at the annihi-
lation of the left and the political (as well as the physical and mental) body of what 
the communist leader called “the majority in the villages in our country . . . the poor 
peasants together with the agricultural laborers [who made up] the largest force pushing 
the revolution forward.”20 In this aftermath of killing and detention, the New Order 
of Suharto found resolution in the periurban areas of the greater Jakarta region as a 
way to manage the “mass subject” in both the city and the village. The idea of creat-
ing countermagnets of small towns around Jakarta thus goes back to the era of early 
decolonization,21 but the aftermath of 1965 and its pervasive concern over security 
could be seen as the turning point for the implementation of such spatial politics of 
urbanization.

The rural

The Political Economy of Governing the Peasants
The coup of October 1, 1965 and the charges against the Communist Party as the 
generator of the event served to change the social life and institutional direction of rural 
Java, and by extension, Indonesia. The Communist Party, with remarkable success in 
mobilizing peasant interests in land reform, was decimated; many of its members were 
killed and imprisoned in a series of frightful terrors. The slaughter of over 500,000 
people, many of whom were peasants, workers, and activists supportive of the Indone-
sian left mostly in rural areas of Java and Sumatra, had radically changed the village and 
prompted waves of migration to the city. Ali Sadikin, the governor of Jakarta who served 
in the first decade of the Suharto regime noted in his memoir that the influx of migrants 
(permanent or temporary) to the capital city was overwhelming especially when many 
of them had become “vagrants” (gelandangan) and “sex workers” (wanita P).22 This may 
not be true, for many of them were gradually absorbed into the informal sector, but the 
violence of category suited Sadikin’s need to demonize the poor migrants from villages 
for the “cleaning up” of the capital city. As I will argue in the next sections, during the 
mid-1970s, the formation of the periurban became a space for the containment of migrant 
labor from the countryside, and this move was due, in large measure, to the aftermath 
of the 1965 terrors, in which the governing rural bodies became heavily monitored by 
rapid spatial and political disciplinary actions. I will return to this issue, but for now, it 
is sufficient to say that Sadikin was appointed by Sukarno (1950–1966), but he worked 
in the force field of Suharto who assumed power in 1966. The urbanization that the 
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governor witnessed was different from that of Kenneth Watts, for the influx of migrants 
of his time stemmed from the “cleaning up” of the village from “communist infiltration” 
and the “restoration of order” under military control.23

“Directly after the coup,” Gary Hansen points out, “nearly every ‘district head’ 
(bupati) on Java was replaced by an officer from the army, usually of colonel rank. 
Likewise, many ‘village heads’ (lurah) were replaced by veterans or recently deactivated 
members of the army. To further buttress government hegemony in the countryside, 
the army created its own hierarchical structure parallel to the territorial units of local 
and regional government. Thus, all levels of civilian government from the province 
down to the village area are now complemented by a counterpart army command with 
functioning authority over the respective territorial jurisdiction.”24 This systematic 
alteration of political and institutional life within the village fundamentally reorganized 
the political economy of rural life to a degree that there were “no ‘peasants’ lobbies at 
either local, regional, or national level.”25 The restructuring, as Gary Hansen reported, 
“had served to cast a heavy pall over rural Java, and most peasants and rural leaders 
were much less inclined to risk involvement in any form of organized political activity, 
let alone opposition to government programs.”26

The agrarian land reform program initiated under the Sukarno regime was soon 
regarded as “communist inspired.”27 In place of agrarian reform, the Green Revolu-
tion was introduced, under which peasants were transformed into farmers’ groups and 
cooperatives in order to carry out state-controlled “intensification” of food production, 
a strategy that had resulted in national self-sufficiency in the 1980s. While this was 
acknowledged as successful (receiving international acclaim), it was also an expression 
of the top-down approach, in which farmers of the government group could obtain 
“fertilizer, insecticides, and pesticides at the ‘official’ prices, credits to pay their input, 
loans . . . and better prices for their produce.”28 Those who remained independent 
producers of their own land were never quite left alone, for they, too, held no power 
in the system that sought to undermine their agencies. In Agrarian Transformations, 
Hart, Turton, and White indicate just how the mechanism of creating agrocommod-
ity relationship is linked to the control of the peasantry.29 The Green Revolution has 
taken away the peasants’ control of their means of production (both land and tool) 
even though they have gained productivity and larger income.30 In this sense, the Green 
Revolution, while increasing productivity, has its goal of dismantling the political base 
of the peasants and hence protecting the regime from the possibility of rural unrest.

The Green Revolution thus was part of the attempt to depoliticize the village 
by ways of intensification and commercialization of the rural economy under the 
disciplinary control of rural elites and, behind them, the military. The program was 
part of the national “stabilization and rehabilitation” program in the aftermath of 
1965. In 1968, two years after the regime change, President Suharto laid out his new 
development plan on agriculture:

For the next five years, industrial development will be concentrated on those 
industries supporting agricultural development, such as manufacture of fertilizer, 
insecticide and farm implements. . . . Increased use of fertilizer and insecticides will 
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require outlays by farmers. Since their resources are very limited, finance may be 
a major obstacle. To meet this problem, plans have been made to establish village 
banks and village warehouses. . . . Government rural credit facilities will also be 
strengthened and extended. Additional finance may be provided by private domestic 
and foreign capital. Such companies could assist farmers by supplying fertilizers, 
insecticides, and farm implements on credits, and by providing training in the use 
of these implements, repayment to be made by delivery part of the additional pro-
duction made possible by this assistance. A start has been made in this co-operation 
between farmers and private entrepreneurs.31

What underlies this state patronage mechanism of agrocommodity relations is not only 
the attempt to alleviate rural poverty and to promote rural employment but also to 
control the peasants by integrating them into a network of agricultural labor depen-
dent on the “patron-client.” With technology of production and lands in the hands 
of corporations, managers, and entrepreneurs, middle-lower-end poor peasants have 
lost the capacity to control their own agricultural base.32 In this mechanism, the rural 
elites ran the show while serving the state by becoming not only the beneficiaries but 
also the “police” of the countryside. And with social hierarchy in place, the countryside 
“police” were able to monitor and control the type of labor that many were engaged in 
within the local space. Often, many peasants on the lower end of the rural hierarchy 
were thereby displaced if the police suspected them to have communist loyalties. The 
political capacity of the state and its rural elite was based on the mobilization of the 
militaristic and ideological discourses of stability and security. Through the discourse 
of “cleaning up” the rural from the communist threat, political activities of villagers 
thus were eliminated.

This technique of governance that seeks to clean the social environment of the 
rural from the “communist threat” by working under the network of the Green Revolu-
tion has fragmented the peasantry as a relatively autonomous unit of sociopolitical force 
and ended what Ben White called the “self-organization and resistance” of peasants 
and rural poor.33 With local civilian government and its military counterpart stand-
ing out as the sole representative of organized power and with many peasants losing 
control of institutions and land and unable to afford inputs on the Green Revolution, 
the peasants became what Foucault would call “docile bodies” available for elimina-
tion and transformation. Thus, programs to eliminate peasantry and to reduce the 
number of peasants could spontaneously initiate with ease by the state. For instance, 
as recorded by Ben White,

In August 1984 Minister of Agriculture Affandi announced, seemingly out of the 
blue, that small farms of less than half a hectare (and in a later phase, those of less 
than one hectare) would be abolished: there were too many farmers in Indonesia, 
and the numbers were ideally to be brought down from 60–70 percent to 8 percent 
of the population. They would be encouraged to sell their farms or amalgamate with 
other farmers, to join one of the government’s Transmigration or Nucleus-Estate 
programs outside Java, or to shift to non-agricultural occupations.34
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The Ministry of Agriculture basically expressed the general strategy of the nation’s secu-
rity measure. He recalled the concern of Major-General Ali Moertopo (1924–1984), a 
key member of the President’s advisory board, who had long been preoccupied by the 
political arrangement of Indonesian population as a prerequisite for accelerated economic 
growth. In 1972, Moertopo (then head of OPSUS, a special operations unit linked to 
the army under the Suharto regime), helped formulate a state ideology, which was to 
be applied “to every aspect of life, to every government institution and state organiza-
tion, as well as to all levels of urban and rural society.”35 One of his most important 
concepts was the “floating mass” (massa mengambang)—“a demobilized and depoliti-
cized population”—which became the central pillar of Suharto’s political system.36 The 
floating mass is essentially a policy of population control pursued in the aftermath of 
the terror, murder, and massive arrests of people accused to have had association with 
communism or leftist ideas and their affiliated mass organizations. In Lane’s word, it 
is “a policy of political restructuring aimed at making permanent the end of any form 
of open mobilization politics.”37 To ensure the death of “popular radicalism,” the 
military established bureaus, which screened citizens to make sure that they were clean 
of communism. A citizen who passed the screening of the “clean environment” (bersih 
lingkungan) program could obtain a certificate of good behavior needed for a job and 
membership application. However, regardless of whether citizens passed or failed the 
screening, they remained members of floating masses. In Slamet’s words,

The deprived rural masses are floating politically because the government wants them 
to stay unorganized. They are floating because they are more and more cut off from 
the land and even from work opportunities as labourers, as a result of changes in 
technology favourable to the richer peasants, to landed members of the bureaucracy 
and to agro-business. . . . 38

The Floating Mass and Its Spatial Governance
The floating mass essentially referred to people in the villages who, after the events 
of 1965, were seen as a potential threat to the stability of the New Order. Under the 
category of floating mass, the people in and from the villages were condemned to have 
no affiliation with any political party. Eliminated of political adversaries and identities, 
the floating mass could be moved around as “productive labor” to support national 
development.

Ali Moertopo’s 1972 doctrine reads as follows:

It is worth remembering that in the past the people in general, particularly those in 
the villages with their own, often national, ways of thinking, were played upon and 
involved in the political and ideological conflicts of the parties. . . . The mass of 
people, especially those in the villages, always fell prey to the political and ideologi-
cal interests of those parties. Their involvement in the conflicts of political interests 
had as its result the fact that they ignored the necessities of daily life, the need for 
development and improvement of their own lives, materially as well as spiritually. 
Such a situation should not repeat itself. . . . Therefore it is only right to attract the 
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attention of the mainly village people away from political problems and ideological 
exclusiveness to efforts of national development through the development of their 
own rural societies. . . . Here lies the meaning and the goal of the depolitisasi (the 
process of freeing the people from political manipulation) and the deparpolisasi (the 
process of freeing the people from political party allegiances) in the villages. . . . In 
this way people in the villages will not spend their valuable time and energy in the 
political struggles of parties and groups, but will be occupied wholly with develop-
ment efforts. Through this process there emerges the so-called “floating mass” i.e.: 
people who are not permanently tied to membership of any political parties. This 
concept of “floating mass” should lead to increased development efforts. . . . 39

In the mind of the state, the idea of dislodging villagers of the right to participate in any 
party politics—except voting only at national election time—was to force individuals 
to be preoccupied “wholly with development efforts.” Nothing could translate better 
the idea that everyone should be “wholly occupied” in their life for developmental 
efforts than flexibly diversifying occupations for survival. Uprooted from their base, 
members of the floating mass were made to earn their livings from various occupations 
ideally moving around different places, in Moertopo’s words, “to improve their own 
lives, materially as well as spiritually.” In a crucial way, Moertopo’s vision was in line 
with the diversification and multiplication of job opportunities and the dream for a 
better life away from the village. The extended era of “stabilization and rehabilitation” 
(1966–1975) could be seen as the period that set the foundation for the transforma-
tion of the political subjectivity of peasants in the village into politically passive but 
productive floating masses drifting in and out of the city and the countryside in search 
of jobs. While villagers were moving in and out of the rural areas, military command 
posts were stationed permanently at all villages to ensure the nonexistence of political 
activity in the rural areas. Intended for villagers, the concept of the floating mass was 
to create a condition that would “let them live in calm, to work and construct” even if 
they had to move around as opportunity arose.40

The floating mass concept in some ways sets villagers free from their rural base, 
but it also brings the peasants back into the fold of the state. It creates a condition for 
diversification of job opportunities in the village and encourages both circular and 
permanent migration to the city, which needs their labor power. The de-politicization 
of the village and the engineering of the “floating mass” came in tandem with the 
opening up of the village for the labor market. The “floating mass” concept thus not 
only encouraged peasants to leave the countryside and seek nonfarm-related occupa-
tions, but it has also changed the social relations of the peasant world and has led to 
the rapid decline of the peasantry as a political force.

By the 1970s, identifying the peasants in terms of their place, occupation, and 
status was no longer easy, because they were marked not only by diversity but also by 
mobility. Attached to the peasants are often other categories such as workers, traders, 
and “migrants” in the city. Indonesian anthropologist, Koentjaraningrat, indicated, 
for instance, the difficulty of categorizing the peasants and migrants as two separate 
categories given the high frequency of migration in the rural ring around Jakarta.
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It was apparent that not all of [villagers] were landless peasants. Some were land-
owners who sharecropped their land or who only harvested the kinds of fruit which 
required the least care, thus freeing them for work in construction or road-building 
projects in the city or elsewhere, allowing them to earn a substantial amount of cash 
in a short period of time. Some even left their land uncultivated and speculated on 
rising land prices while working in the city. Naturally, many landless peasants would 
not leave the village if they could earn money by setting up foodstands, cigarette 
stands or the like, right in the village.41

Koentjaraningrat did not discuss the political displacement of the peasants and the 
formation of the floating mass in the Suharto era, but he pointed to a new subjectivity 
emerging out of the changing condition of the village life in Java. This new floating 
subjectivity (which peasants only recognized through words such as pindah [“moving”] 
or rantau [“commute”] but never “migrate”) could be seen as the peasants’ own modal-
ity of survival, but such strategy is connected to the state’s technique of population 
control via occupational mobility. “Peasants on the move,” to use Li Tana’s phrase,42 
keep flexibility and variety in people’s livelihood and as a result, as Hill points out, 
“rural people are in many areas less than committed to agriculture having added sig-
nificant off-farm and non-farm employment to their domestic economies.”43 In the 
city, as I will discuss in the following section, they are often demonized as “vagrants” 
(gelandangan) for the practices of their “circulatory migration” (and to keep costs low) 
demand no commitment to establishing a “home” in the city. This peasants’ tactic of 
survival has therefore constituted a floating world, but one that is inseparable from the 
state’s modality of governance.

The diversity and mobility of the peasant world is certainly not new; one could 
trace patterns of such movement within the history of Southeast Asia.44 The “new 
wave” of such diverse mobility in present times, however, lies in its “new non-farm 
activities, sustained or created by the contemporary process of development, which are 
underpinning diversification.”45 This new type of diversification has taken place largely 
since the 1970s46 and, in the case of Indonesia, is inseparable from the state’s politics of 
modernization and discourses of stability and security. Ali Moertopo understood that 
dislocation of peasants from their places to become a floating mass via rural diversifi-
cation and mobility would allow them to be part of the experience of modernity and 
modernization. Participation in this process was central to aid in the de-politicization 
of the peasants in the rural areas and the organization of their production and wage 
levels. He claimed that, “this process of modernization will naturally involve conflicts, 
as new norms come into conflict with traditional norms. Consequently, modernization 
requires planned social and cultural change. . . . As ‘planned change,’ modernization 
must clearly determine the direction which will be taken.”47

Central to this “planned social and cultural change” was the creation of periurban 
areas as the industrial zones for the containment of the otherwise scattered floating 
mass. The creation of the periurban areas as exceptional spaces designated for national 
development in which peasants could find accommodation as off-farm “productive 
laborers” was not only a plan for sociocultural change in the village. Instead, it was 
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connected to the politics of the city. The state and the city authorities were just too 
willing to let rural-urban migrants locate themselves in periurban regions. They wanted 
to alter the sociopolitical ground of the peasantry by detaching the peasants from their 
village, but they did not want them to end up in the city.

To understand the political significance of the periurban, we need to first turn 
to the city, for the urban, like its rural counterpart, also plays a role in the governing of 
the “peasants.” In the city, too, the floating mass of the urban population has been left 
either unorganized, or they have become members of the tightly control state-sponsored 
social (but never political) organizations. They, too, are ideally to be absorbed into the 
periurban areas away from the center, which fears the return of populist politics and, 
in any case, as a foreign consultant hired by the government points out, “the leadership 
simply doesn’t want rustic looking people pushing bikes around in their capital city.”48

The urban

Peasants in the City
The floating mass strategy of cutting the rural population adrift from organized politi-
cal activity and the politics of “clean environment” (bersih lingkungan) has immediate 
consequences for the city.49 In her study of the labor market in the urban construction 
sector, Kartini Sjahrir points out that the “stabilization and rehabilitation” program has 
pushed many villagers to leave the countryside for the city, where they are able to find 
new jobs and hope to disappear into the general urban population without being inter-
rogated and harassed.50 For villagers, escape to the city was thus considered favorable.

The cleaning up of the village in the era of “stabilization and rehabilitation” 
had a spatial implication as it generated significant flow of migration to the urban 
center, especially the capital city, which, by then, had become the focus of national 
development. Ali Sadikin, the new governor of Jakarta at the time, recalled in his 
memoir that the waves of migration from the village had already entered the city even 
though urban development had not yet “taken off.”51 During the era of “stabilization 
and rehabilitation,” Sadikin also witnessed many “vagrants” (gelandangan) in the 
city.52 In the governor’s words, “so visible were vagrants in many parts of the city. The 
numbers increased almost on the daily basis. And this posed a problem for me. . . . In 
short, vagrants in the capital city have become a serious problem. Their numbers are 
high.”53 Most of the vagrants, the governor believed, were not home grown, but were 
from different parts of rural Java. Vagrancy in Indonesian political tradition, for both 
the left and the right, connotes instability and indecisiveness, qualities that could lead 
to destruction.54 For the governor, with the mandate from the state to help prevent 
social unrest and political disturbance, vagrants were not only a nuisance for the view 
of the city but were also potentially threatening to the public order.

Ali Sadikin witnessed the impact of labor migration from the countryside in 
the aftermath of 1965. Many villagers escaped to the city with the hope of getting 
new jobs without harassment from the state’s mission of “clean environment.” How-
ever, as a floating mass in the city, they became subjected to the play of power and 
knowledge from the municipality. Instead of recognizing the gelandangan as “circular 
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migrants,” Ali Sadikin considered them “illiterate and unskilled cheap laborers from 
the countryside, trishaw drivers, construction workers, vendors, the homeless, beggars, 
and prostitutes.”55 Thus, he viewed them as deviant “others” in need of a space, which 
would take them away from the visibility of “clean” Jakarta (the heart of the nation’s 
modernity). The circular migrants, as pointed out earlier, just could not afford settling a 
family permanently in the city.56 They would prefer moving alone and along by sleeping 
under bridges or in their “trishaw” (becak) or putting up temporary accommodation 
in squats or staying in a pondok (a hut-like lodging place, especially one made of cheap 
and impermanent materials) all of which the governor considered as unacceptable for 
a city that was trying hard to become a modern metropolis.57

At the beginning of his tenure, Sadikin called on the central government for 
help, and two measures were carried out in the early 1970s. The first was the effort of 
making Jakarta a closed city, and second, through the enforcement of the state, the 
deportation of migrants to outer islands under a national program known as trans-
migrasi. Several scholars and activists have written about the deportation and reloca-
tion of less desirable people from the city and the politics of transmigrasi to the outer 
islands.58 It is sufficient to emphasize here that these programs of sending villagers away 
are related to the violent discourses of “clean environment” and the “floating mass.” 
Furthermore, these measures point to the problematic relations between the city and 
the countryside and perhaps more importantly, the importance of finding a spatial 
solution for a productive governing of the floating mass, especially in the context of the 
realization on the part of the policymakers that “Urbanisasi [meaning rural migration 
to the city] never stops as it cannot be stopped.”59 And, perhaps, following the logic 
of the floating mass it should never be stopped for the (circular) migrants are seen as 
valuable resources to be exploited for national development.

It eventually became clear to Sadikin that the method of closed city and trans-
migrasi were insufficient, impractical, and counterproductive. The question is more on 
how to control and in some ways make use of the labor power embedded in the floating 
mass for the advantage of the city and the nation. For instance, many migrants from 
villages were young men, and it was soon discovered that they would be a great labor 
pool for the construction industry necessary for capital city building.60 Consistent with 
the concept of floating mass, the government left these migrant laborers unregulated 
to prevent unionization and put them in the hands of “patron-client” informal net-
works of construction workers in the city, which continued to fuel and supply labor 
to and from rural areas.61 They were allowed to occupy unused land close to where 
they worked and many continued to stay there more permanently but there was no 
base for them to organize.

The millions of “village” (kampung) folks in the city thus found themselves 
living in shantytowns with no organized political life. They remained without any 
protection from the state and had to enact practices of self-help and mutual helping 
out, which constituted the informal sector. Their presence was and is tolerated because 
the city needs their labor, but their settlements are considered illegal and subject to 
eviction at any time, especially when investments have become available for “national 
development.” In some ways, one could understand the formation of “informality,” 
the term used for and by the urban poor, as actually a form of governance in which 
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survival intersects with the deorganization of the urban floating mass. As peasants have 
become important nonfarm labor forces in the city, a new kind of space was called on 
to resolve the problem of urbanisasi.

The Periurban

Guarding the City on the Fringe: The Rise of the Periurban
In 1967, a year after Suharto came to power, the government issued a master plan of 
Jakarta (1965–1985). The plan indicates that the city will expand outward concentri-
cally 15 kilometers from the National Monument, the “center” of the city. The gov-
ernor of Jakarta, Ali Sadikin, was given the authority to interpret the plan, and he was 
quick to realize that the plan was part of the stabilization and rehabilitation program. 
The governor was also delighted that the concentric development plan of Jakarta was 
essentially a means to manage population growth, for it included, for the first time, the 
areas of BOTABEK (an acronym for Bogor, Tangerang, and Bekasi, each representing 
the extended area of Jakarta to the south, west, and east respectively). The governor 
recalled that “in its development, the area of JABOTABEK [an acronym for Jakarta, 
Bogor, Tangerang, and Bekasi] consists of ‘urban area,’ ‘rural area’ and the ‘transitional 
area’ each with its specificity.”62

For Sadikin, the notion of transisi is more than just referring to a transitory space 
in the process of becoming a city. Instead, the transitional area is designated to be 
more of an exceptional space, which would serve as a “countermagnet” for migrants 
to Jakarta. The governor was interested in the concept of the extended space insofar 
as it could resolve the population problems he had been facing in Jakarta. In his 
mind, the creation of periurban zones would protect Jakarta from the influx of less 
desirable migrants and “push population from Jakarta outwards to the development 
zone (wilayah pengembangan).”63 Furthermore, the extended space would give clarity 
to the issue of territory, boundary, and authority. His memoir recorded his obsession 
with boundaries and the difficulty of arriving at an agreement with the governor of 
West Java. He emphasized the importance of dealing with the private sector without 
diminishing the authority of the city hall. The concept of JABOTABEK thus offered 
the opportunity for the governor to fulfill his wish to retain the authority of Jakarta 
to the city hall while allowing the private sectors to advance their own entrepreneurial 
spirit away from the controlled center.64 Once developed by private developers, the 
periurban would alleviate population and security problems in the city. The city authori-
ties did not have to suffer from the headache of planning. They did not have to deal 
with issues of service provision and not even transport, because it should be arranged 
privately by the capital to move the labor to work. We thus heard about the “success” 
story often told in the 1990s of the Mitsubishi Colt pickup, which was associated with 
the efficiency of transportation provided by the multinational (including Japanese) 
corporations at the periurban for their workers and staffs.65

The experiment with the concept of “extended space for development” (wilayah 
pengembangan) first took place in the coastal areas of North Jakarta (better known as 
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the backyard of the city) rather than the BOTABEK areas. In 1973, the first export 
processing zones (EPZs) in Indonesia were formed in North Jakarta in an area of 10.5 
hectares adjacent to the Tanjung Priok harbor facilities. Defined as an area of land 
“lying outside the normal customs of jurisdiction,” the area offered “substantial incen-
tives (in order) to attract foreign firms into the zones.”66 In detail, the zone included 
the following special treatment:

combination of duty-free import of manufactured intermediate goods and raw 
materials, company income tax holidays, subsidized provision of factory space and/or 
utilities, streamlined bureaucratic and administrative procedures to avoid costly “red 
tape,” exemptions from industrial regulations applying outside the zones, guarantees 
on the absence of strikes and guaranteed repatriation of profits.67

Under the control of (but not necessarily owned by) a state company, PT Bonded 
Warehouses Indonesia (BWI), the EPZ in North Jakarta was a pilot project for many 
more new zones to come. This export processing zone, an invention of the postwar 
geopolitical economic space for the operation of multinational corporations, opens 
the subsequent periurban areas of Jakarta as an economic space of exception.68 These 
World Bank–prompted free trade export processing zones have since become the prime 
locations for the operation of international industrial capitalism; not surprisingly, the 
exploitation of the low-wage floating mass population becomes an added bonus for these 
capitalists, thereby showing the many forms of indirect stress and everyday exploitation 
of the “freedom” to work and stay in and around Jakarta.

This strategy of containing the floating mass by ways of zoning was officially 
carried out in 1976 under the Presidential Instruction No. 13.69 Clusters of industrial 
zones in the surrounding inland areas of Jakarta were created to absorb both the 
capital and the floating labor mass. Consistent with the idea of protecting the capital 
city by deflecting migration to the periurban areas, over a thousand industries in the 
city were relocated in 1975 to the outskirts of Jakarta. They were expected to become 
part of the newly established Jakarta Industrial Estate of Pulo Gadung, which, by 
1977, had already absorbed some 13,000 workers and expected to be soon absorbing 
150,000 workers.70 By the mid-1980s (pushed by the liberalized economy of Repelita 
V), investment by the private sector in industries increased sharply, which drove up 
the growth rate of the surrounding areas of Jakarta such as Tangerang and Bekasi.71 
The deregulation immediately resulted in the absorption of about 18 percent of the 
country’s labor force while contributing some 25 percent to the overall GDP.72 The 
workers were part of the mobilization that Diane Wolf described as “ten large-scale 
modern factories, driven by Western machinery and technology [commanding] in the 
middle of the agricultural land of two villages [in Java] that still have neither running 
water nor electricity.”73 In these factories, the floating mass was turned into a produc-
tive force and, as Diane Wolf has shown in her Factory Daughters, this included young, 
unmarried village women who left the rural areas, some against the wishes of their 
parents, to find nonfarm-related occupations. “Because of these industries,” Hasan 
Poerbo, then a researcher at the Institute of Technology Bandung, indicates, “you 
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have tens, hundreds of thousands of people actually moving around. And many of the 
people employed by these industries are young, unmarried women.”74 Women thus are 
absorbed into the “formal” sector because “their labor is cheaper and women are more 
industrious when it comes to working with small parts needed for the manufacturing 
of electronics, garments and shoes,” while “men are employed in the informal sector.”75 
Yet, as Soetjipto Wirosardjono points out, “only because of the informal sector, workers 
can be paid such a low salary.”76

By the 1980s, the metropolitan press reported that the extended space has 
become the destination of migrants from rural areas and outer regions.77 A series of 
Presidential Instructions has made possible the development of the periurban areas 
and further the desakota region of Java, all of which have immediate impact on the 
flow of population.78 Ida Ayu Indira Dharmapatni and Tommy Firman indicate 
that, “besides receiving migrants from Jakarta city, BOTABEK has been increas-
ingly targeted as the destination of migrants from all over Indonesia, mainly from 
Java. Migrants have chosen BOTABEK instead of Jakarta because of its lower living 
costs, employment opportunities resulting from the spillover of industrial growth 
from Jakarta, and its high accessibility to Jakarta via a well-developed transportation 
system.”79 A series of decrees and permits was issued to domestic and foreign private 
enterprises to develop the periurban areas as the space for the floating mass to “live in 
calm, to work and construct.”80 Hundreds of licenses were issued in the early 1990s 
to both domestic and foreign trade company representatives, especially those from 
the industrialized countries of Asia such as Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, 
and South Korea; these countries have turned the periurban areas of Jakarta into 
“the largest concentration of both foreign and domestic investment in Indonesia.”81 
This contour of investment represents just the instance of regional restructuring of 
economic space in which Indonesia provides cheap labor power for the low-end sub-
contracting network of industrial production in Asia. With the periurban designated 
as a zone for the restructuring of economic and social life, domestic developers, often 
with ties to the ruling elites, mobilized their capital to build a series of new towns for 
the growing members of the middle class.

The consequence is clear, as Dharmapatni and Firman indicate, that “in Bekasi 
alone, for example, if we assume a person-land ratio of four persons per hectare, the 
3,000 hectares of industrial estate development will have to displace 12,000 farmers. If 
this assumption is valid for the whole of BOTABEK, then the 6,500 hectares planned 
for industrial development will have to displace about 26,000 farmers.”82 We may never 
know exactly the responses of the peasants to this draconian displacement, but under 
the doctrine of the floating mass, they would have most likely disappeared into the 
general work force of the factories in support of the national “development effort.” Such 
displacement also indicates to us that although the periurban areas of BOTABEK have 
their own histories, under Suharto’s politics of space, they were in “no-man’s land” 
in which the juridical and the political intersected for the governance of the floating 
mass. As far as the city of Jakarta is concerned, the result was unambiguous, for as 
Dharmapatni and Firman point out, “permanent movement from West Java (including 
Botabek) and other parts of Indonesia into Jakarta city declined during 1975–1990 
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and was accompanied by a reverse movement of permanent migrants from Jakarta city 
to Botabek area.”83 We do not know how the establishment of the periurban might 
have contributed to the decrease in the number of gepeng (gelandangan and pengemis—
“vagrants and beggars”) in the city of Jakarta, but Soetjipto Wirosardjono reported 
that “in the census of October 1990 only 24,000 people were counted as gelandangan 
while they used to number more than 100,000.”84

The political economy of space and the control of population are, therefore, inter-
connected, and they are central to the “stabilization and rehabilitation” of Indonesia 
under the New Order of Suharto. The exodus of villagers from the rural areas has finally 
prompted the government to create a space for containing them. The periurban areas 
of JABOTABEK offer just such a space “to exploit incarceral modes of labor control.”85 
Not surprisingly, this extended space was never left alone. Instead, the administration 
of the periurban areas around Jakarta was initially staffed by personnel working for 
the Department of Internal Affairs, a major apparatus of political control responsible 
for the “development of village society.”86

The Periurban as the Space of Exception
Anne-Marie Willis, after surveying a number of uses of the term periurban by various 
scholars, summarizes the association underpinning the notion of periurban:

Over-reading, then, the periurban seems to be characterized by flux: rapid changes in 
land-use, built forms, economic activities; mismatches between administrative struc-
tures and territory; influxes of new populations; conflicts between new and existing 
landholders; and visually, somewhere that seems disjunctive, that jars with longstanding 
preconceptions of the distinctiveness of places, as either fundamentally rural or urban. 
Linked to this is that the periurban is also nearly always associated with the naming 
of problems, whether these be issues of urban governance, exploitation of labor, lack 
of planning and infrastructure, degradation of natural resources and biodiversity or 
threats to urban food security through loss of agricultural land. This would suggest 
that change in these territories is undirected, random, opportunistic. The periurban 
could be considered as a naming of ever-changing spaces of opportunism.87

What we learn from this characterization of the periurban is that it is a space filled with 
both potentials and problems where lack of planning and governance could mean exces-
sive control and vice versa. In this sense, the lack of governance is a form of governance. 
Periurban may be better understood as a “space of exception” which, to appropriate 
Giorgio Agamben, is set “in an ambiguous, uncertain, borderline fringe, at the intersec-
tion of the legal and the political.”88 As with the case of the periurban of Jakarta, the 
region was made possible and thus governable and productive by the construction of 
the category of floating mass. The periurban, with all its problems, informality, and 
opportunities outlined by Willis, is, in fact, a space with political calculation and a mode 
of governing population through violence of category. In this sense, the periurban can 
be defined as the establishment, by means of the space of exception, to appropriate 
Agamben again, “of a legal civil war that allows for the physical elimination not only 
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of political adversaries but of entire categories of citizens who for some reason cannot 
be integrated into the political system.”89

As a space of exception, the periurban has its own form of governance, one that 
is often considered exceptional. It is exceptional because the borderline fringe keeps 
alive the possibilities for new enterprises and for the state to exploit its resources in 
the project of constructing new subjects. For instance, in cooperation with the Min-
istry of Home Affairs, the extended space of Jakarta (especially in the extended areas 
to the south and the west) was made available for private investors to invest in and 
develop into a series of organized, and thus secured, new towns for residences.90 Based 
on the principle of “large public-private partnership in urban land development and 
management,”91 this new space at the fringe is expected to absorb some of the burden 
of population growth in Jakarta. For instance, the first major consortium, Bumi Ser-
pong Damai (BSD), which consists of ten real estate companies, represented just this 
attempt “to establish a self-contained New Town” for a new life.92 The new town is 
managed by private developers and not by the city hall of Jakarta. However, it would 
be misleading to say that the residential and industrial zones have developed outside 
the state policies. Instead, while government has refrained from getting involved in 
the management of new town, it exerts benefit from the politics of space, which is to 
turn the fringe into a territory supportive of “national development.”93

On the edge of Jakarta, occupying an exceptional space, the periurban allows the 
private sector and the local government to benefit from overriding land use planning, 
permits, and regulation. For instance, in the course of the 1990s, when large-scale 
constructions of profitable new towns were booming, the government regulation on 
land in the areas had changed several times for the convenience of developers and to 
attract further investments. The effect was a series of land conversions, as Dharmapatni 
and Firman point out, such that “pressures on prime agricultural land in other places 
such as Teluk Naga, Tangerang, have continued, as a consortium of seven private 
developers is presently applying for 4,500 ha to be developed as a ‘modern tourism 
city.’”94 Situated at the uncertain intersection between the legal and the political, there 
are ample opportunities for different informal enterprises to grow. One among others 
is the proliferation of informal fees and “brokers” (calo), including “thugs” (preman), 
in the system of land acquisition and building construction for development.95 The 
extended space is characterized by lack of ambiguity and looseness, a condition that 
allows possibilities for informal enterprises to grow. It seems advantageous for the space 
of the periurban to maintain such a degree of ambiguity, and thus endless possibility 
for the informal exploitation of the resources of the area. In the end, the ultimate agent 
is not the state but the assemblage of loosely affiliated social political forces and actors 
capable of preparing “development programs” for themselves.

Finally, as a space of exception for the exercise of displacement, one might also 
raise the question of resistance and what the space has meant for the displaced, as did 
Maruli Tobing and Emmanuel Subangun in 1980. These two well-known journalists 
asked precisely this question in a metropolitan press:

When all the efforts of the poor, year after year, decade after decade, have brought 
no prospect of real change into their experience, we may ask: why do these hungry, 
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debt-ridden people not protest? Isn’t protest against injustice a continual, central 
element in the wayang (traditional shadow-puppet) stories and in all other kinds of 
popular myths? . . . Then why, in the concrete reality that has surrounded millions 
of poor peasants for decades, as the village has been incorporated into the open 
economy and extreme poverty is now juxtaposed with excessive life-styles—why 
do the peasants not protest?96

Depending on how we interpret differentiation within the seemingly monolithic notion 
of “the peasant,” it seems that Tobing and Subangun were nonetheless disturbed by 
the absence of resistance. One could look for “resistances of everyday life” and the 
subtle expression of the “weapons of the weak,”97 but the periurban has been sustained 
(for over three decades) not merely by force and isolation but also by opportunity and 
mobility in which the exploited, too, are contributing to the operation of power. The 
decline of the peasantry in the periurban and indeed beyond is due in large measure to 
the regime intolerance of any political organization in the village, the military coercion 
and self-policing of the victims,98 but it is also due to the mobile opportunities opened 
up by the spatial ambiguity of the periurban.

For instance, on the side of the “soft power,” the new town (with its conception 
of an American suburban house) could never be as exclusive and self-contained as it 
has been promoted. For the operation of their daily lives, the residents of the new town 
continue to rely on housemaids, vendors, security guards, drivers, and workers from 
outside the “gated community.” The new towns provide opportunities for rural fam-
ily members to work as off-farm workers. They promote the integration of rural and 
periurban labor markets and help to alleviate poverty in the village, but at the same 
time, they contribute to the decline of labor in the agricultural sector. Meanwhile, the 
imposition of the new town raises land prices, and even with the draconian method 
of land acquisition, agricultural landowners are inclined to benefit from selling their 
property to developers. Dharmapatni and Firman point out that “uncontrolled conver-
sion of prime agricultural land has been exacerbated by the reluctance of farmers to 
retain their land as land prices increase,”99 for they, too, are eager participants of the 
wheel of fortune opened up by the space of exception. The massive conversion from 
agricultural land to development sites was marked by power relations, in which agri-
cultural households basically gave up their lands with unfair compensation. However, 
such “submission” was encouraged in part by the decline of agriculture where, for 
farmers in the areas, selling their land became much more profitable than cultivating 
the fields for paddy.

Many farmers’ lands are continuously being sold, often in an unjust marketplace, 
but many of these displaced individuals have found options of relatively higher wages 
in the low-wage regime of the industrial and housing construction sectors developed 
in their region. In some ways, the systematic decline of the wages in the farming sec-
tors is due to the state policy of integrating rural and urban labor markets. Studying 
the relation between economic development and poverty reduction in Indonesia, Rick 
Barichello indicates that over the past two decades (starting from the mid-1980s), “there 
have not been large budget allocations to the agricultural sector” and “little has been 
done to enhance productivity of the agricultural crops and commodities.”100 And yet, 
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why do the peasants not protest in the midst of declining rural livelihoods? The reason 
may well be that, as Barichello and others have pointed out, the income growth and 
poverty reduction in rural areas are being taken care of by nonfarm income and the 
integration of rural-urban labor markets. In accomplishing this task, the periurban 
has played a historical role.

The world of the peasantry has been transformed via the formation of the peri-
urban areas. Such spatial formation, I argue, needs to be understood as a paradigm of 
governance with a mission to temporarily and permanently solve problems that are at 
once demographic, economic, and political.

ePilogue

The Last Circularity? Back to the City and Return to the Village
Max Lane, in his Unfinished Nation: Indonesia Before and After Suharto, indicates that 
mass action politics (banned since 1965), such as street protest mobilizations, factory 
strikes, and land occupations, have been revived since the late 1980s.101 However, it 
is still fair to say that since the establishment of the JABOTABEK in the mid-1970s 
(after the Malari protest event) and up to the collapse of the Suharto regime, no serious 
political unrest took place in the capital city and its periurban areas even though social, 
economical, and environmental crises have become clearly visible in the city. It may 
sound “spatially deterministic” to claim that the relative peace and order in both the 
city and the countryside under the authoritarian state were due to the production of the 
periurban. Nevertheless, we could say that the rural-urban linkages and the exceptional 
space of the periurban have served to turn the floating mass into a self-policing and 
self-benefiting “productive” population throughout much of the Suharto era.

The power of space remains an issue to be speculated on and research is still 
needed to examine the ways in which the periurban was, in fact, received and used 
daily by the multitude. What we do know is that the “Asian crisis,” which has sub-
stantially scaled down factories and housing construction in the BOTABEK area, has 
unleashed a mass amount of unemployed workers back to the streets of the capital 
city. Many of the floating mass, having lost their jobs in the periurban factories and 
construction sectors, decided to take up occupations associated with the informal sector 
in the city.102 In such time of crisis, many ignored the government offer of 70 percent 
discounts on economic fare train tickets for traveling across Java back to their villages 
(perhaps back into agricultural work).103 The reality bites thus are vividly expressed in 
the post-Suharto reformasi era as portrayed in a metropolitan press in the year 2000:

The presence of vendors (kaki lima) in the capital city is not surprising. However, 
today their presences have been extremely ignited (marak). They do not just display 
their merchandises on pushcarts or under plastic or canvas tents. Instead they set up 
their places with permanent stalls, which they also use as their dwellings.104

The vendors have registered their presence in the city as part of the post-Suharto urban 
“social movements” claiming for the rights to survive in the city. Unlike the past, today 
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they do not seem to be afraid of the authority, as a vendor points out, “for today’s 
condition is different from that before the reformasi. Today’s traders are more daring 
compared with the past. If they (the security personnel) dismiss us, we will react against 
them.”105 These forces from below contributed to what Sutiyoso, the post-Suharto 
governor of Jakarta, described as “the multidimensional crisis,” which has contributed 
to what the governor thought to be “the change in people’s behavior,” and with fewer 
job opportunities have caused “difficulties in upholding security and order.”106 The 
governor, (appointed during Suharto’s regime of order), found it unbelievable that 
“during my first term as governor between 1997 and 2002, 4,538 demonstrations were 
staged by Jakartans against me . . . from small-scale rallies to ones that led to anarchy.107 
The responses that eventually came, however, were equally harsh. An activist indicates 
that massive evictions took place in the course of five years in post-Suharto Jakarta, 
leaving 78,000 urban poor homeless, and at least 65,000 street vendors lost their jobs.108

By way of conclusion, it may be useful to acknowledge that these “social move-
ments” claiming “rights to the city” after the fall of Suharto are largely taking place 
in the center of the city and not so much in the outskirts of the periurban areas. One 
could only reflect or speculate on the historical roles of the city as the arena of conflicts, 
but for sure, the periurban is equipped with neither memory nor institutional capacity 
to organize in part because of the effect of the floating mass.109 This is a phenomenon 
that indicates to us the profound connection between space and politics. It also points 
to the connection between the floating mass, the capital city, and the periurban “space 
of exception” that the political regime has created.

Finally, are the politics of space and the creation of the periurban as the space 
of exception described above correct not only for Jakarta or other megacities in Indo-
nesia but also for other megaurban regions of Southeast Asia, which have often been 
understood as undergoing processes of periurbanization? This is a question that I don’t 
yet have the capacity to answer but I think some basic geopolitical conditions shared 
by different cities in this post-WWII region may provide some reflections for future 
research. One might, for instance, suggest the following ideas.

The first was Washington’s Cold War largesse in the region, which initiated 
massive intervention from the Americans and their allies to prevent communist insur-
rection.110 In this effort, the largely agricultural societies of Southeast Asia would need 
to be managed through capitalistically authoritarian anti-communist regimes by ways 
of controlling the political life of the countryside and the governing of its peasants 
through the concept of floating mass. Perhaps one needs to look at the security-based 
development “aid” and its urban-rural planning apparatus made available by Wash-
ington in the postwar era to see how it was connected to the spatial organization of 
the periurban region.

The second condition, related to the first, was the peculiar “subcontracting” 
discourse led by Japan in its attempt to create an economic zone, which, by the 1970s, 
had dominated Southeast Asia. The huge inflows of Japanese capital (which generated 
the first massive demonstration, called the Malari event, in Jakarta in 1974) and later 
capital from South Korea and Taiwan have made possible the growth of industrial zones 
at the periurban areas of major capitalist countries in Southeast Asia. The cooperation 
between Japan and the United States has created not only a particular economic regime 
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for Southeast Asia but also a particular space in which the organization of labor and 
population was at stake.

These geopolitical forces have produced the periurbanization of capitalist coun-
tries in Southeast Asia. But the concretization of this possibility, even after the Cold 
War has disappeared, owed much to, in Terry McGee’s words, “the particular role of 
the state as a central institutional element in the process of social change.”111 This essay 
has shown just how important the particular role of the state has been in leading the 
process of (peri)urbanization to “the end of the peasantry.”

Where are the peasants to be located in the post–Cold War era and, more specially, 
after the collapse of the authoritarian regime of Suharto?112 The new era that followed 
has its own markers: in another power, in the legacies of imperialism and postcolonial-
ism, in the institutions of neoliberalism. Here, too, there are witnesses and voices that 
continue to weigh heavily and importantly to ask what obligations the present bears 
for the past, which seems to carry over to the future. For instance, Achmad Ya’kub, a 
member of the post-Suharto Indonesian Federation of Peasant Unions (Federasi Serikat 
Petani Indonesia, FSPI) reports that (although the peasants he described did not come 
from just periurban areas),

On May 17, 2006, the streets of Jakarta filled with thousands of peasants. More than 
ten thousand men, women and children from the remote villages of Java flocked to 
the city centre with their banners, songs and the sound of the drums to one of the 
largest protests for agrarian reform since the end of the New Order in 1998. They 
were joined by workers, students, youth groups, urban poor, and other civil society 
representatives.

The Indonesian Federation of Peasant Unions (FSPI) and La Campesina initi-
ated this mass mobilisation to protest against two major events in Jakarta critical 
to the direction of agrarian policy nationally and regionally. Firstly, the Food and 
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) which in its 28th Regional Conference for Asia and 
the Pacific in Jakarta declared faith in trade liberalisation to alleviate poverty “in line 
with the spirit of the WTO Doha Development Agenda.” . . . Secondly, farmers in 
Indonesia are alarmed by the current move by the National Land Body (an institu-
tion directly under the presidency of the republic) to implement the World Bank’s 
concept of “market led land reform” which focuses on the liberalisation of the land 
market (through land titling) and not on land distribution. . . . 

Protestors left from the Istiqlal mosque early morning and walked to the 
Presidential Palace. There, the president sent an official delegation (the minister 
of Agriculture, the chief of the National Land Body, the cabinet secretary and its 
spokesperson) to meet the farmers’ leaders. The official delegation told the protestors 
that they had “the same heart and mind” as the farmers, but that “even if power was 
in their hands, they could not use it alone.” The peasants replied that if no concrete 
step was taken towards genuine agrarian reform, they would organize more mass 
actions and land occupations in the future.

The protesters then marched to a central circle (Bundaran Hotel Indonesia) to 
spread out information about agrarian reform among the public passing by. . . . 
The march then went to the Parliament building where representatives from vari-
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ous parties addressed the farmers. From the top of a truck, they promised them to 
implement land reform, but farmers had heard it before. They shouted at the par-
liamentarians: “Don’t promise it, do it!” They also shouted: “Come to our village, 
and see for yourself how we live!”

After an exhausting day of protest under the sun, some 7500 peasants which had 
come to Jakarta in 120 buses spent the night in the city and left at dawn to return 
to their villages. That same day, some protestors from Ciamis (West Java) occupied 
300 hectares of land belonging to a teak plantation. A sign that agrarian reform in 
Indonesia cannot wait anymore.113
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Chapter 12

u

Land Occupations and Land 
Reform in Zimbabwe

Toward the National  
Democratic Revolution1

Sam Moyo and Paris Yeros

IntroductIon

The land occupation movement in Zimbabwe has obtained the first major land reform 
since the end of the Cold War. It has also been the most important challenge to the 
neocolonial state in Africa under structural adjustment, and if judged by its effective-
ness in acquiring land, it has also been the most notable of rural movements in the 
world today.2

Yet it has proved an intellectual challenge and a matter of political ambivalence. 
On the one hand, the land reform process has presented genuine intellectual chal-
lenges, raising fundamental analytical questions regarding peripheral capitalism, the 
state, and nationalism. On the other hand, neither academia nor “progressive” political 
forces have risen to the task. Most have readily denounced the land reform process as 
“destructive” of the state, its nationalism as “authoritarian” or “exhausted” (i.e., belong-
ing to a previous era); others have gone the other way, celebrating the land reform as 
the culmination of “black empowerment” or “economic indigenisation.”

The polarization of the debate has less to do with the peculiarities of Zimbabwe 
and more to do with the state of academia in the 1990s. This has been marked by a 
diversion into rarefied debates over “identity politics,” nationally and internationally, 
and a generalized embourgeoisement of nationalist intellectuals. Certainly, twenty 
years ago, radical land reform in Zimbabwe would have received a different response. 
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While the event would have presented considerable analytical difficulties even then, 
progressive intellectuals would have proceeded to debate the relevant issues rigorously, 
and these would have concerned the nature of the neocolonial state, intercapitalist 
conflict, peasant-worker relations, the class struggles within the land occupation 
movement, and the direction of the national democratic revolution.

Why such a change in just twenty years? Is it that neocolonialism is no longer 
relevant? Did structural adjustment deliver national democracy? Or is it that the 
national form of sovereignty itself has been superseded by neoliberal globalization? 
Nothing, of course, could be further from the truth. The answer lies precisely in the 
cooptation of both academia and “oppositional” politics, to the point where imperialism 
has become mystified, national self-determination demoted, the state obscured, and 
the agrarian question abandoned.3 Such intellectual reversals have had real political 
effects, perhaps most clearly in relation to Zimbabwe, whose radical nationalism and 
land reform have proved unpalatable to the “civic” and “post” nationalisms of domestic 
and international social forces.

the PolItIcal economy of neocolonIalIsm

The political economy of Zimbabwe is comparable to that of other African, Latin 
American, and Asian states that have remained in a disarticulated pattern of accumula-
tion with unresolved agrarian questions. This persisting underdevelopment is part and 
parcel of the neocolonial situation, that is, the failure of juridically independent states 
to complete the national democratic revolution. This remains the case despite complete 
transitions to capitalism in the twentieth century.

The case of Zimbabwe, and Southern Africa more generally, consists in a subtype 
of neocolonialism, deriving from the white-settler colonial experience. One crucial 
aspect of white-settler colonial capitalism was that, periodically, it manifested strong 
contradictions between introverted and extroverted capitalist accumulation strate-
gies. This was especially the case in Zimbabwe upon the emergence of an industrial 
bourgeoisie in the course of the two World Wars. In this sense, the historical experi-
ence of Zimbabwe (together with South Africa) can be understood as comparable to 
semiperipheral Latin American countries. A second aspect of white-settler capitalism, 
however, was that, in the organization of the labor process, white capital exercised both 
“direct” and “indirect” power over the indigenous black population. This contrasts with 
recent interpretations regarding the primacy of “indirect” rule in Africa,4 and it also 
contrasts with Latin American experiences, where the postslavery latifundio-minifundio 
system did not institutionalize racial segregation. These two aspects of white-settler 
capitalism have given a particular shape to neocolonialism in Zimbabwe, notably in 
its dynamics of class, race, and nation.

The White-Settler Colonial State
The political economy of colonial Zimbabwe began to exhibit its peculiar tendencies 
early in the twentieth century, as the initial speculative incursion by mining capital 
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gave way to the establishment of a white agrarian bourgeoisie with a partial interest 
in the home market. The ensuing years were marked by an intensifying intercapital-
ist conflict between white agrarian capital, on the one hand, and mining capital and 
London-based finance on the other.5 This culminated in 1923 in the establishment 
of white “self-government” in the colony of Southern Rhodesia, by which the white 
agrarian bourgeoisie both established its political leadership and struck a compromise 
with extroverted capitals.

Also established under the leadership of white agrarian capital, however, was the 
institutionalization of racial segregation. In itself, this was a profound contradiction 
to whatever designs white agrarian capital may have had for the development of the 
home market—for the vision of the “home market” held by white agrarian capital 
would thereafter be confined to the white settler element and would only partly be 
challenged in due course by the emergence of a white industrial bourgeoisie. This 
white supremacist framework was to leave an indelible mark on the development of 
capitalism in the white-settler colonial state. From an early stage, white agrarian capital 
demonstrated that, while it was “more than comprador,” it was “less than national”;6 
and over time, while intercapitalist conflict would challenge the foundations of racial 
segregation, it would never do so to the point of becoming properly “national,” that 
is, of producing an alliance between white industrial capital and popular nationalist 
forces for the concerted development of the home market.

The seeds of black capitalism were also sown from the early days of the white-
settler colonial state. In the interwar years, the state allowed for the creation of a small 
black agrarian capitalist class outside the communal areas—in the Native Purchase 
Areas—as a means of cultivating a bourgeois alliance across the racial divide. But this 
project remained insignificant, as the white-settler colonial state refused to support 
black capital for its expansion and, indeed, competition with white agrarian capital. 
Beyond Purchase Area farmers, a small black bourgeoisie also developed within the 
communal areas, together with the development of commodity production, but this, 
too, was to be prohibited from dynamic development.

The labor process in colonial Zimbabwe came to be characterized by an endur-
ing contradiction between proletarianization and a politically engineered functional 
dualism, by which petty-commodity production in the communal areas, and especially 
unwaged female labor, would subsidize the social reproduction of male labor power 
on mines and farms. This contradiction would produce neither a settled industrial 
proletariat nor a viable peasantry, but a workforce in motion, straddling communal 
lands, white farms, mines, and industrial workplaces. This was the semiproletariat, the 
aggregate of peasant-worker households, differentiated by gender, and torn between 
ethno-linguistic particularities and a developing sense of nationhood.7 Under such 
conditions, trade union organization was an onerous struggle. The obstacles inherent 
in semiproletarianization—migration, rural-urban duality, poverty, ethnic and gender 
cleavages—were compounded by state repression and, in the postwar period, by the 
onset of divisive tactics by international trade unionism.8 Nonetheless, early after World 
War II, trade unionism in the white-settler colonial state did make advances, even to 
the point of mobilizing successful countrywide strikes in 1945 and 1947.
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The mode of rule in colonial Zimbabwe combined direct and indirect forms, for 
indirect rule in itself was far from self-contained or sufficient to organize the labor pro-
cess. The segregationist project of white agrarian capital proceeded actively after 1923, 
in the combined form of territorial segregation, notably by the Land Apportionment 
Act (1930), and even more crucially, legal segregation. As the institutional lynchpin 
of African-style functional dualism, this consisted in the transfer of judicial authority 
within communal areas to chiefs, under the Native Affairs Act (1927) and the Native 
Law and Courts Act (1937), while its social lynchpin was the binding of women to 
the land by kinship relations, adjudicated by chiefs.9 Beyond this “indirect rule,” white 
agrarian capital continued to exercise direct power over the vast tracts of “European” 
land that it appropriated; and there it reproduced relations of personal dependence 
vis-à-vis black tenants and labor.10 For its own part, mining capital would perfect the 
“compound system,” by which labor would be bound to the mining compounds by 
means of a variety of economic and extra-economic instruments.11 The power of the 
central state would also be used to undermine African agriculture systematically, taxing 
it and manipulating it, most notably by the Maize Control Acts (1931, 1934), for the 
purpose of subsidizing white agrarian capital and reinforcing its economic-structural 
supremacy, while agrarian, mining, and later industrial capitals as a whole would resort 
systematically to the deployment of the security forces of the state to suppress trade 
union organization—notably by the Industrial Conciliation Act (1937, 1937) and the 
Sedition Act (1936)—as well as, in due course, nationalist mobilization.

World War II and its aftermath brought about a restructuring of the economy, 
in two important ways. First, industrial capital embarked on a spectacular growth 
path, expanding output fivefold between 1939 and 1948—in such industries as food-
processing, construction, textiles, and clothing12—and maturing politically to pose 
a new challenge to functional dualism. Second, agrarian capital redirected its accu-
mulation strategy resolutely to the external market, by the conversion of its farmland 
from maize to tobacco.13 Thereafter, intercapitalist competition would produce a closer 
alliance between mining and agrarian capital against the industrial bourgeoisie.

Between the late 1940s and the late 1950s, a new compromise was struck among 
white capitals to further broaden the home market, by two means: first, by the Native 
Land Husbandry Act (1951), whose intention was to reorganize the communal areas 
along capitalist lines and to create a settled urban proletariat, and second, by the 
enlarging of the sphere of influence of white-settler capital beyond Southern Rhodesia 
to colonial Malawi and Zambia (Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia) by means of the 
establishment of the Central African Federation. This process was accompanied by 
limited reforms in labor relations, as well as in the electoral system, the latter intend-
ing to co-opt a black petty-bourgeoisie within the framework and ideology of racial 
“partnership.”

The reforms and the partnership did not succeed or survive. By the late 1950s, 
the perennial constraints of disarticulated accumulation were imposing themselves on 
the Federation, and thrusting its balance of payments into crisis; by 1958, class balances 
and capitalist alliances were entering a new period of reconfiguration. On the one hand, 
black trade union organization was continuing to advance, now resonating with the 
popular anticolonial nationalism spreading across the continent. On the other hand, a 
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black bourgeoisie had not emerged in time under the wing of white capital to defend a 
neocolonial solution. Instead, the white-settler colonial state became polarized between 
a cross-class African nationalism, led by the black petty-bourgeoisie, and a cross-class 
white supremacism, led by white agrarian capital.14 In the following years, nationalist 
organization was suppressed and driven underground, de-colonization was aborted, 
unilateral independence declared (UDI) in 1965, and, ultimately, the transition to 
neocolonialism postponed. With the collapse of the Federation in 1963, Zambia and 
Malawi would make their neocolonial transitions on their own.

Under UDI, the white-settler colonial state went from boom to bust. It experi-
enced rapid industrial development, as all capitals, including industrial capital, closed 
ranks under a highly interventionist capitalist state, to be steered into an introverted 
white-supremacist survival project. This would be facilitated by United Nations–spon-
sored international sanctions that were permeable by design, de facto allowing for the 
financing of Rhodesia by Western banks, the importation of oil, military aid, and 
direct investment by transnational capital—the latter expanding its capital stock by 
37 percent in 1966–1976.15 Until 1974, “sanctions” and state dirigisme would drive 
an annual average industrial growth rate of 9 percent. However, by the mid-1970s, 
the white-settler economy was once again overheating, as its unresolved internal and 
external constraints were reimposing themselves. The state never broadened the home 
market beyond the settler element, even as it turned inward; instead, it reinforced 
functional dualism in its segregationist form and relied on the super-exploitation of 
black labor for rapid capital accumulation. The crisis would be compounded politically 
and economically by the reorganization of the nationalist movement in two parties, 
Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU) and Zimbabwe African People’s Union 
(ZAPU), and the launch of armed struggle in the countryside, with the support of 
China and the Soviet Union, respectively.

The remaining years of colonial occupation were riveted by guerilla warfare in 
a Cold War context. By the late 1970s, British and American foreign policies were 
becoming intensely preoccupied with the possibility of radical outcomes in Southern 
Africa, henceforth focusing their energies on a negotiated transition to neocolonialism. 
In 1979, after years of guerilla warfare, and under a Patriotic Front (PF) coalition, the 
liberation movement would sign up to the neocolonial transition at Lancaster House 
in London.

From Liberation to Liberalization
The independence of Zimbabwe was celebrated on April 18, 1980, and at long last, 
Zimbabwe would embark on a nation-building project of its own. But in the new state, 
the national democratic revolution would remain a matter of social struggle. The “post-
white-settler colonial state” was a particular variety of the neocolonial state, for formal 
power had not been ceded to a black petty-bourgeoisie alone; instead, the aspiring black 
bourgeoisie would share power with the established white-settler capital.16 Ideologically, 
this political dispensation was cast in the form of “reconciliation,” an echo of postwar 
“partnership,” consisting effectively in a reconciliation not “between the races” but “with 
capital.”17 Economically, industrial and mining interests remained wholly owned by 
local white and foreign capital, under monopoly conditions.
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For its own part, the white agrarian bourgeoisie, approximately 6,000 white 
farmers, differentiated in terms of land sizes and quality18 holding 15.5 million hect-
ares (45 percent of the agricultural land), most of which land was located in better 
agroecological areas, where the colonial state had concentrated national public invest-
ments in agriculture, dams, and other rural infrastructures. A small-scale commercial 
farming sector comprised 8,500 black farmers on 1.4 million hectares. These farmers 
held long leaseholds and had the option of buying more land located in drier regions. 
About 700,000 black families held 16.4 million hectares (formerly called Tribal Trust 
Lands) located mainly in agroecologically marginal areas and held land under a custom-
ary tenure system. From 1978, the state expanded the black townships for the black 
poor (although this did not adequately meet the needs of thousands of families for 
homesteads) and opened up the LSCF land markets and urban real estate to blacks. 
A few middle class and black elites joined the white minority in these land markets.

In all, the white minority, at below 3 percent of the population, commanded 
nearly two-thirds of national income, while the black majority, at 97 percent, took the 
remaining one-third. Constitutionally, the Lancaster House agreement established the 
“willing-buyer, willing-seller” principle as the basis of land transfers, with an expiration 
date of 1990, and it reserved 20 percent of parliamentary seats for the white community 
of 3 percent, with an expiration date of 1987.

The Zimbabwean economy at this time was the second most industrialized in sub-
Saharan Africa, following South Africa. Zimbabwe inherited the UDI agroindustrial 
complex, characterized by significant articulation between the sectors (almost half of 
agricultural output was feeding domestic industry), and diversified production of 7,000 
commodities, ranging from food and clothing, to fertilizers and chemicals, to metal 
products, electrical machinery, and equipment, even to locally assembled automobiles; 
manufacturing accounted for 25 percent of GDP and earned 40 percent of foreign 
exchange.19 Yet, the economy remained fundamentally in a disarticulated pattern of 
accumulation, and the home market a luxury market, effectively restricted to less than 
15 percent of Zimbabwe’s seven million people. Moreover, agriculture remained the 
most important sector, accounting for 40 percent of GDP and employing 70 percent 
of the population.20

Nation-building was rightly cast as a matter of endogenizing the economy, that 
is, deepening sectoral and social articulation. Yet, under the new political dispensation, 
facilitated not least by the ongoing organizational weakness of the semiproletariat (to 
which we will soon turn), the national plan invoked the reformist United Nations 
language of the 1970s, labeled “Growth with Equity” in the case of Zimbabwe, by 
which redistribution would be subordinated to the growth/stagnation of industry. In 
turn, the latter would be seen as the leading developmental sector, not as auxiliary to 
the technical development of agriculture.

Intercapitalist conflict in the neocolonial state began to manifest new tenden-
cies and alliances. The conventional conflict between introverted and extroverted 
capitals was compounded by new sources of conflict, namely, between the aspiring 
black bourgeoisie and white capital, but also within the black petty-bourgeoisie itself. 
Racial conflict was to produce a particular scenario, marked by deep resentment and 
instrumentalization of race by both whites and blacks—the latter to extract concessions, 
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the former to “window dress” monopoly capitalism with black managers. Meanwhile, 
the intrablack petty-bourgeois conflicts intensified rapidly and tragically. The black 
petty-bourgeoisie—effectively shut out of the white private sector—was to redirect its 
accumulation strategies through the state, and moreover resort to the instrumental-
ization of ethnicity. This would culminate in a violent crackdown by the state in the 
southern provinces of Matabeleland, from 1983 to 1987, pitting the ruling ZANU-PF 
party against dissident former PF-ZAPU guerillas. As was astutely observed at the 
time, under neocolonialism “ethnic diversity becomes employed not to enrich the 
cultural heritage of the nation but to advance the class interests of groups or segments. 
The racial divisions are utilized not to entrench national unity but to consolidate class 
domination and exploitation.”21

Yet, of most immediate concern to imperial power was the more conventional 
conflict between introverted and extroverted accumulation strategies. This concern 
synergized with the distrust of black majority rule generally, and of the ruling party 
specifically, which continued to profess Marxism-Leninism, despite its Growth and 
Equity program. In this sense, the Lancaster House constitutional provisions would 
not be sufficient to quell Anglo-American fears of African nationalism. The imperial 
task hereafter would be to ensure that extroverted capital would prevail in national 
politics, and this meant focusing political energy and finance on the cooptation of 
industrial capital, as represented by the Congress of Zimbabwe Industries (CZI); the 
other sectors, mining, commerce, and agriculture, were already inclining back to an 
extroverted alliance with transnational capital, given that the white supremacist state 
had been defeated.

The imperialist campaign was led by the World Bank and the IMF: the former 
focusing on industry specifically, by establishing an “export-revolving fund” for the 
sector in 1985, the latter focusing on gaining leverage over the government by means 
of debt. At independence, Zimbabwe was seen as “underborrowed,” with a debt-service 
ratio of only 10 percent, which would soon change. Zimbabwe reentered a balance 
of payment crisis as early as 1982, and this was quickly seized upon.22 “Within a year 
of joining [the IMF] from an ‘underborrowed’ position, Zimbabwe was drawing on 
a stand-by agreement and was, therefore, in the position of being dictated to in its 
economic policies.”23 The debt-service ratio soon ballooned to 32 percent. But this was 
not yet the launch of structural adjustment, only its postponement, as government 
opted instead for “self-imposed” austerity, in the form of cutbacks in rural develop-
ment, including land acquisition and resettlement.

A limited amount of land reform took place in the 1980s under the market 
mechanism. In all, government resettled 58,000 on 3 million hectares of land, 
reducing the white commercial farming sector to 11 million hectares, 29 percent of 
agricultural land. As we will see, this was far short of the targeted 162,000 families 
for resettlement, while the land acquired was largely of low agroecological value.24 
Under the Lancaster House constitutional constraints, more emphasis was placed on 
rural development in the peasant sector—on research, extension services, roads, and 
marketing depots—with a budget increase of 37 percent annually in 1980–1985, plus 
heavy spending on education and health.25 These would be complemented by rising 
producer prices in the same period for the main commodities (maize, wheat, beef), 
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such that by 1985, peasants were producing 45 percent of marketed output (up from 8 
percent in 1980), although differentiated in terms of agroecological region and class.26 
But in the second half of the 1980s, under economic austerity and industrial stagna-
tion, rural spending would enter a process of reversal. At the same time, the division of 
labor in agriculture would also shift, with peasants specializing in maize and cotton, 
and large-scale farmers on the high foreign-exchange earners, tobacco and coffee, as 
well as maize and cotton. One important political result was that large-scale farmers 
once again became more clearly extroverted and with an interest to dismantle—that 
is, liberalize—the price support systems that were being used by the state to transfer 
income, through infrastructural development, back to the peasant sector.27

Industry remained in a state of overcapacity, and by the late 1980s was being 
co-opted into export markets. Indeed, by 1988, all capitals across sectors had realigned 
behind a common policy stance of extroversion, specifically the liberalization program 
promoted by the World Bank. Importantly, this realignment was matched by the 
ongoing embourgeoisement of the black elite, whose accumulation strategies were 
still operating on the fringes of monopoly capitalism—in petty commerce, real estate, 
and the hospitality industry—and with the assistance of the state—a process known 
as “corruption.” It was also in an advanced stage of “compradorization,” as a small 
but powerful group established itself within the white-dominated financial circuit.28 
After 1987, with the end of the Matabeleland violence via the Unity Agreement, and 
consequently the absorption of PF-ZAPU into the ranks of ZANU-PF, nationalist elites 
would finally set aside their ethnicized divisions and clear the way for a joint strategy of 
accumulation.29 In the following year, discussion would begin for the foundation of the 
Indigenous Business Development Centre (IBDC), a black business lobby aiming at a 
better deal against white capital (CZI), and it would soon turn its lobbying energy on 
“affirmative action” in the course of liberalization. Importantly, the whole process of 
embourgeoisement, compradorization, and national unification was accompanied by 
a new political project to establish, by constitutional amendment, a “one-party state,” 
that is, a dictatorship of the bourgeoisie stripped of democratic formalities. As we will 
see, this would ultimately be defeated, by popular mobilization led by the Zimbabwe 
Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU).

If in the rest of the periphery structural adjustment was being imposed by means 
of the balance of payments crisis,30 in Zimbabwe, it occurred by cooptation of its 
domestic capitals. Although Zimbabwe was pursuing austerity policies, it was not yet in 
a payments crisis.31 The change of economic direction was further enabled by political 
transformation in the global arena, specifically the collapse of the Soviet Union, which 
translated locally into a collapse of legitimacy for statist economic policy. Thus, events 
moved rapidly: in 1989, a liberal Investment Code was implemented; in 1990, the 
foreign exchange allocation system was replaced by an Open General Import License; 
and, finally, in 1990, the Economic Structural Adjustment Programme was launched; 
this involved the standardized recipe of cuts in public spending, currency devaluation, 
and the liberalization of prices, interest rates, and trade, followed by deregulation of 
the capital account and labor relations.

The liberalization program was implemented fully over the next few years, and 
led to the standard stagflationary effects. By 1992, the trade deficit had ballooned, 
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inflation had tripled to 42 percent, and monetary authorities were implementing “sado-
monetarism.”32 The economic results were as follows. Between 1991 and 1995, deindus-
trialization would set in, with a new round of downsizing and bankruptcies, involving 
the closure of one-fourth of the clothing sector. Utilization of industrial capacity was 
further reduced to 65 percent, while by 1998, the contribution of manufacturing to 
GDP had fallen to 17 percent, down by one-fourth.33 By 1993, real wages had fallen by 
two-thirds; by 1995, job losses in both public and private sectors amounted to 45,000, 
while the share of wages in the national income had dropped from 64 percent to 40 
percent, as against the increase in the profit share from 37 percent to 60 percent.34

Agricultural policy underwent similar reversals. Marketing boards were com-
mercialized or privatized, extension services, subsidies, and credits reduced, all of 
which synergized adversely with currency devaluation, to the effect of raising the cost 
of production for petty-commodity producers and hence eroding farm incomes.35 The 
focus of ESAP agricultural policy was the promotion of traditional exports (tobacco, 
cotton, beef, etc.), plus “nontraditional” export activities (specifically ostrich husbandry, 
horticulture, and wildlife management), the latter peddled as Zimbabwe’s “comparative 
advantage” and tailored exclusively to large-scale farmers, who rapidly expanded opera-
tions to the new activities. By mid-decade, about one-third of commercial farmers had 
taken up horticulture and ecotourism, and to lesser extent ostrich husbandry, while only 
10 percent of smallholders had become involved in these nontraditional land uses.36

Finally, land policy entered a period of ambiguity and new contradiction. On 
the one hand, the Lancaster House constitutional safeguards for market-based land 
transfers expired in 1990; on the other hand, the liberation movement had, by this time, 
been co-opted into structural adjustment, a macroeconomic policy framework that 
would submerge the land reform agenda. The contradictory result would be a series of 
constitutional amendments (1990, 1993) and a new Land Acquisition Act (1992) that 
thereafter would enable the state to designate and acquire land compulsorily; but such 
legislation retained the principles of legal recourse for landowners and compensation, 
and importantly, it would not renounce the “willing-buyer, willing-seller” method. For 
the next several years, the two methods (state and market) would coexist constitution-
ally, and the constitutional framework for compulsory acquisition would effectively 
remain dormant. In 1992–1997, about 800,000 hectares were acquired, the bulk of 
which in less fertile regions.37

Structural adjustment had a devastating effect on Zimbabwe, economically and 
politically. The second-most-industrialized country in Africa entered rapid deindustri-
alization, while the postindependence social gains in the fields of health and education 
began to be reversed.38 The burden of adjustment was carried by the peasant-worker 
household, and particularly women, whose productive and reproductive labor was, by 
necessity, intensified. To make matters worse, ESAP would synergize with the onset 
of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. Thus, deteriorating physical capacity, loss of employ-
ment, erosion of real wages, declining farm incomes—all would put pressure on the 
semiproletarianized peasantry and force it deeper into marginal economic activities, 
illegality, and social conflict. Politically, the meaning of national liberation, and the land 
question specifically, would be transformed by aspiring black capital into a project of 
“indigenisation,” in effect “a racial substitution formula for the development of capitalist 
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farming.”39 In the 1990s, the IBDC and other lobbies would demand that government 
“set aside” land for “indigenisation,” but generally to little effect, as the economy was 
in a downward spiral. By this time, black agrarian capital amounted to only about 350 
farmers who had purchased land, plus 400 farmers leasing 400,000 hectares of land.40 
Henceforth, intercapitalist conflict would be not one of introversion/extroversion but 
more clearly racial. And nationalism would be animated by more pronounced class 
contradictions, but also, as it would soon emerge, by the possibility of a cross-class 
nationalist alliance on land.

Civilizing Society
Intercapitalist conflict is one natural driving force of capitalist society; another is class 
struggle. Interpreting class struggle is a challenge of a different magnitude, given its 
diverse manifestations, from its “hidden” forms to the more overt and organized, and 
across its fractures of gender, generation, and ethnicity. The challenge is greater in 
semiproletarianized societies, where the labor process aggregates capitalist and ostensibly 
noncapitalist forms and where politics are split between town and country. An even 
greater challenge is to understand class within the wider context of imperialism and 
its nationalist antithesis—that is, to link class struggle to the principle of national self-
determination. In Africa, analysis of class and nation historically has been among the 
most insightful,41 although over the years such analysis has been overtaken by observers 
who have either tended to see nationalism uncritically, or not to see it at all. Upon 
Zimbabwe’s independence, the study of nationalism set off on a new course of critical 
engagement, especially among Zimbabwean intellectuals. This produced robust debate, 
focusing on elite politics,42 urban and organized working class politics,43 and rural and 
low-profile working class politics.44

In the 1990s, the study of nationalism dovetailed with liberalization and the new 
preoccupation with “civil society.” A landmark in the African debate was the publica-
tion of Mahmood Mamdani’s Citizen and Subject (1996), which successfully brought 
back the agrarian question to the civil society debate. Pathbreaking as this would be, 
it nonetheless fell short of robust political economic analysis: it reduced the agrarian 
question (classically understood as a transition to modern statehood) to a mere question 
of local government, and it confined the national question (the fulfillment of national 
self-determination against imperialism) to the realm of peasant-state relations. By con-
sequence, a whole series of crucial issues were left aside, including the organization of 
the labor process as a whole (the labor question) and intercapitalist conflict (whether 
introverted/extroverted or racial); or they were obscured, most notably by the removal 
of the state and civil society from their specific neocolonial context. Our analysis of the 
case of Zimbabwe serves as a counterpoint.

It is well acknowledged that the liberation struggle in Zimbabwe was a mass 
popular uprising with far-reaching international implications. It is also well acknowl-
edged, however, that the movement never attained a clear class understanding of itself 
or an articulate socialist project.45 Its petty-bourgeois leadership, acting as the fulcrum 
between imperialism and the semiproletariat, was never tilted decisively in favor of 
the latter, which in turn remained organizationally and ideologically dependent: trade 
unionism in the urban areas was chronically fragmented and subsumed during the 
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war under the competing nationalist parties, while rural mobilization was undertaken 
directly by the parties themselves. In turn, the primary social base of the liberation 
struggle was located in the countryside, where the war was fought, and included mainly 
peasant-workers but also the rural petty-bourgeoisie, while its ideological structure 
was anticolonial, with a strong emphasis on land and its repossession. This ideological 
structure of Zimbabwean nationalism and its rural base were to continue to exercise 
power of judgment over the fate of national liberation, especially in the course of its 
embourgeoisement.

Upon independence, Zimbabwe was riveted by an outburst of wildcat strikes in 
the urban areas (200 strikes in 1980 alone) and widespread land occupations in the 
countryside, in what was described as a “crisis of expectations.”46 These were com-
pounded, as we have seen, by an elite split in Matabeleland. In the event, the civilization 
of society to the requirements of neocolonialism was swift, as the ruling party moved 
to “put a reign on its mass base.”47 The tactics pursued consisted, first, in the splitting 
of the semiproletariat organizationally between town and country; second, in the cor-
poratization of political expression through ruling party channels; and third, in the use 
of the Rhodesian state apparatus to suppress dissent, most violently in Matabeleland. 
Yet, neocolonialism also exhibited its schizophrenia by proceeding to deliver a number 
of social goods, especially in rural development, and including land reform. In fact, 
neocolonialism would never rest at ease against the semiproletarianized masses, whose 
land occupation tactics, outside civil society, would compel the government from early 
on to implement an “accelerated resettlement programme” involving lands abandoned 
by white farmers during the war.

It is often posited that civil society in Zimbabwe was subordinated to the “state.” 
But this is to fall into the liberal trap of dichotomizing state and civil society. First, 
the state is the institutional expression of the capital-labour relation48: not only is the 
state inseparable from society, it is also active in its “civilisation” to the requirements 
of capital. Second, the state is the local institutional expression of capitalist society, 
within a larger capitalist society that transcends the state and that operates through a 
states-system. Three implications follow: (a) while the resulting world order is formally 
“anarchical,” “multilateral,” and founded on the principle of national sovereignty, it 
remains imperialist in substance, in violation of national sovereignty; (b) the sources 
of “civilisation” to capital are “state,” “supra-state,” and “trans-state,” to include inter 
alia international finance, covert and overt military operations, donor agencies, and 
international trade unionism; and (c) most crucially, breaking with the state is not 
a sufficient condition for autonomous self-expression; breaking with the civility of 
capital is the requirement, and this task is a much more demanding one. In the case of 
Zimbabwe, such “incivility” has been present throughout the postindependence period, 
but has generally been fragmentary, low profile, loosely organized, and inarticulate. 
How this “uncivil society” obtained radical land reform through the state and against 
imperialism is a question that challenges the prevailing wisdom.

The civilization of society in Zimbabwe was led by the neocolonial state and 
assisted by international agencies, always through tensions and contradictions. In labor 
relations, the state proceeded to corporatize trade unionism, by separating public- and 
private-sector workers institutionally, under the Public Service Association (PSA) and 
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the ZCTU, respectively, imposing a client leadership, and intervening in wage deter-
minations. In the case of the ZCTU, its inauguration in 1981 was sponsored by the 
ICFTU and the United States–led AALC (the AFL-CIO’s regional body), in a message 
clearly targeted at international capital. Real wages remained virtually unchanged for 
the next five years, while in the agricultural and domestic sectors, they remained below 
the poverty datum line.49 Over these years, the ZCTU remained under the wing of the 
state, while also receiving funding from both the ICFTU and the Soviet-led WFTU.

But by the mid-1980s, the national labor center would begin to assert its indepen-
dence from the state and embark on a collision course with capital. Between 1984 and 
1988, the center purged corruption within its ranks, elected an independent leadership, 
implemented an internal recruitment and democratization campaign, and entered a 
new era of adversarial labor relations. The latter included not only concerted demands 
for collective bargaining but also national mobilization against the “one-party” state 
and, ultimately, against structural adjustment. But the shortcomings of the labor center 
were also clear: it still lacked strong links to the shop floor, remained financially weak 
and dependent, and was confined to the formally employed workers, largely in urban 
areas; the labor center had no organizational links to rural areas, except on commercial 
farms where workers remained weakly organized and in semiservile conditions.

These shortcomings were the Achilles’ heel of the labor center, which were to 
bring about its “re-civilisation.” While in the first half of the 1990s it led a defiant 
campaign against liberalization, by mid-decade, it was seen moderating its stance, 
technicalizing its development language, and calling for “social dialogue.” This trans-
formation was due to the combination of state repression to which it was subjected and 
the wholesale adoption of the labor center by the ICFTU and other donor agencies in 
the wake of the Soviet collapse. By the late 1990s, the ZCTU was dependent for two-
thirds of its income on foreign sources. By this time also, it had abandoned the task 
of establishing organizational links with the unemployed and the communal areas, 
and instead was challenging the ruling party on the grounds of “good governance,” 
the language of late-twentieth-century ultra-imperialism. This was also to become 
the ideological structure of the new party to which the ZCTU would give birth, the 
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), to challenge ZANU(PF) in the millen-
nium elections.50

In the rural areas, the process of civilization was no less tense and contradictory. 
On the one hand, the ruling party proceeded to implement “accelerated” land reform 
under pressure from mass land occupations; as has been observed, “land redistribu-
tion was a key demand of the government’s most populous constituency and, at least 
initially, people had access to powerful patrons and the space to act outside state 
structures.”51 Moreover, government established modern political structures to replace 
chiefdom, in the form of village, ward, district, and provincial development commit-
tees; and it amalgamated the previously segregated European and African areas into 
Rural District Councils (RDCs). On the other hand, government would soon proceed 
to resubordinate local government to central government and to the requirements of 
neocolonialism. “In theory, government had established democratic, secular, and non-
racist channels of popular participation in planning and policy-making from village 
to provincial level”; in practice, these structures were marginalized and regarded by 
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central government “primarily as policy implementing, not formulating, agencies”; in 
due course, even chiefdom was resurrected, even to regain control of courts and thus 
to reinforce patriarchal order.52 Besides local government, the ruling party succeeded in 
corporatizing farming interests, with the exception of the white Commercial Farmers’ 
Union (CFU). The strategy here would be to merge all farmers into one union, and 
thereby to dilute class and racial cleavages; the result in 1991 was the merger only of 
black small-scale commercial farmers and communal area farmers into the Zimbabwe 
Farmers’ Union (ZFU), under the control of bourgeois farming interests, while the 
CFU would remain independent.53

By the 1990s, both urban and rural organizations, whether or not under the 
wing of the state, had been well-civilized to the requirements of neocolonialism; this 
would also give rise to a gaping political vacuum; and this would be compounded by 
the ESAP-induced economic decline. By the late 1990s, no civic organization could 
claim to have a class project to unify the semiproletariat; none had organizational 
links to the countryside outside commercial farming, and none could claim financial 
independence—even the formally democratic ZCTU. Whatever advocacy for the 
land question existed among civic organizations, it was ambiguous, rhetorical, and 
submerged in “good governance” and liberal “human rights” language. By 1999, the 
collectivity of Zimbabwe’s civil society—the largely urban-based and/or bourgeois/
petty-bourgeois civic organizations, including labor, churches, and NGOs—would 
proceed to unify itself into a National Working Peoples’ Convention to discuss and 
ultimately found a new political party, the MDC.

Yet, the land cause had never been abandoned by the semiproletariat itself. 
Throughout the independence period, the landless and landshort continued to pursue 
land occupations.54 These were generally low profile and diffuse but, in aggregate, pre-
sented a grave threat to the legitimacy of the ruling party. As an internal memorandum 
in the Ministry of Local Government noted as early as 1988,

it is needless to emphasise that, bearing in mind the century-long Land Question, the 
severity and centrality of the squatting problem has its own inertia. That is, squatting 
generates itself as a pressing priority on the agenda before our national leadership. 
At the moment, there are about 100 squatter concentrations of proportions enough 
to merit urgent attention and these concentrations comprise thousands of persons 
who have already tasted battle with the authorities.

Land occupations were to intensify over the decade of structural adjustment. 
And whatever action would thereafter be taken on land, this would happen outside 
the civic network.

land occuPatIons and land reform

Land occupations were the driving force of land reform throughout the independence 
period, despite the official land acquisition model. The latter remained committed to 
the market principle, at first in accordance with the Lancaster House constitutional 
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provisions, and then with the terms of the structural adjustment program. Nonetheless, 
with the expiry of the Lancaster House provisions, the government began to redefine 
the official model by enacting legislation in 1992 that would enable compulsory acqui-
sition, but without, in effect, implementing such acquisition or replacing the market 
method. The three models—popular, market, and state—would interact dynamically 
over the decade of structural adjustment.55

The land reform process may be usefully divided into three periods: 1980–1992, 
characterized by the relatively secure predominance of the market method; 1992–1999, 
characterized by the beginning of an official challenge to the market method and 
leading to a real threat of compulsory acquisition in 1997, in the context of deepening 
social and political crisis; and 2000–2002, the period in which the market method 
was resolutely abandoned and replaced by radical, compulsory acquisition.

The Interaction of Land Reform Models, 1980–1997
The first period can be further subdivided into two, 1980–1985 and 1985–1992: 
in the first, political emphasis was placed on engaging actively with the market and 
delivering land to the peasantry, while in the second, land redistribution tapered off, 
alongside the deteriorating fiscal status of the state and the embourgeoisement of the 
liberation movement. As such, the first subperiod was also the one in which the ruling 
party sought to appease its main constituency, and the second was the one in which 
the social base of the ruling party would shift to the aspiring black bourgeoisie and in 
which a rift would emerge between the ruling party and the countryside.

Yet, the land occupation tactic was not relinquished from one period to the next, 
it was only modified in form. The early independence years were characterized by “low 
profile, high intensity occupations,”56 which received sympathetic support and even 
encouragement from political leaders at the local level of the ruling party, mainly in 
Manicaland province. And in these years, the pace of land acquisition and redistribution 
through the market was relatively rapid, totaling approximately 2,200,000 hectares, 
at 430,000 hectares per year. This included land that had been abandoned by white 
landowners in the liberated zones of the war and, hence, was more easily acquirable. 
In Matabeleland, the land occupations and the land reform process itself would fall 
victim to the ZANU-ZAPU power struggle and the security crackdown by the state; 
only after the Unity Accords in 1987 did the political climate in Matabeleland begin 
to tolerate land reclamations, but even then to little effect, as the land posture of the 
state was already under transformation.

From 1985 to 1992, the countrywide pace of acquisition diminished dramatically 
to 75,000 hectares per year and to a total of about 450,000 hectares. This deceleration 
was accompanied by a reversal of the political response to land occupations at the 
local level, including the Mashonaland provinces, as well as by a transformation of 
land occupations to what we may term “normal low intensity.”57 Significantly, from 
1985 onward, the state resorted to the establishment of a “squatter control” apparatus 
at the local level, through Squatter Control Committees accountable to the Ministry 
of Local Government, for the purpose of monitoring illegal self-provisioning of land 
and carrying out mass evictions.58 This meant, in effect, that, on the one hand, the 
semiproletariat lost whatever informal influence it may have once had over national 
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land policy, but on the other hand, the state itself would not succeed, even through 
squatter control, to stem the process of land self-provisioning. Thus, a political stalemate 
in the battle over land would set in and form the background of structural adjustment.

Over the period of 1980–1992, market-driven land reform proved its inability to 
deliver on Zimbabwe’s land question. The process not only was slow and incremental 
but also delivered land of low agroecological value and imposed onerous fiscal demands 
on an already financially constrained state. As has been noted elsewhere,59 only a small 
proportion of the land acquired (19 percent) was of prime agroecological value, the rest 
in the less fertile regions. By the mid-1980s, the state realized that it was facing dimin-
ishing returns on its resources devoted to land acquisition. This was the case despite 
the fact that the United Kingdom, as the former colonial power, provided financing 
for land reform on a matching-grant basis. On the whole, Britain contributed US$44 
million to land reform, an amount grossly inadequate to the resolution of Zimbabwe’s 
land question. The slow and mistargeted nature of the land reform process would 
become, from the mid-1980s onward, a source of bitter diplomatic conflict between 
the governments of Zimbabwe and the United Kingdom.60 This was compounded by 
the gradual emergence of black large-scale commercial farmers, who had also benefited 
from the market method.

This conflict intensified on the expiry of the Lancaster House provisions for 
“willing-buyer, willing-seller” land transfers and the enactment of constitutional 
provisions for compulsory acquisition. In 1990, despite the launch of structural adjust-
ment, the government signaled a change of direction on land policy, and in 1992, it 
proceeded with a new Land Acquisition Act, legalizing compulsory acquisition with 
provisions for compensation and legal recourse, and without displacing the market 
principle. Thereafter, the market method would continue to prevail in the political 
process, as structural adjustment submerged the land question resolutely, but the two 
methods (state and market) would enter a period of open competition. Importantly, 
compulsory acquisition was the favored principle not only of the semiproletariat, but 
more immediately, of the aspiring black capitalist class. In fact, black capital in the 
1990s would enhance its presence in the large-scale commercial farming sector, such 
that by the end of the market-based reform period, about 800 black commercial farmers 
had emerged, either through land purchases or leases on approximately 10 percent of 
large-scale commercial farmland. But in all, the pace of land reform remained slow. 
In 1992–1997, about 790,000 hectares of land were acquired, at a pace of 158,000 
hectares per year; this involved the resettlement of 600 peasant families displaced by 
the construction of the Osborne Dam.

The combination of structural adjustment and “indigenisation” of the land ques-
tion had as its corollary the intensification of low-profile land occupations. As private 
and public sector jobs were shed, real wages reduced, and farm incomes undermined, 
the demand for land and its natural resources increased among the semiproletarian 
households, in both rural and urban areas.61 Thus, several new squatting trends emerged 
in the 1990s. In one trend, squatting spread from large-scale commercial farming areas 
to other land tenure regimes, to such an extent that the bulk of officially recognized 
squatters were now in communal areas (33 percent), plus resettlement areas (12 percent), 
urban areas (10 percent), and state lands (31 percent), and only a minority (14 percent) 
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on commercial farms.62 In another trend, land sales and rental markets deepened within 
communal and resettlement areas. Title to such land is legally vested in the state and 
administered “customarily” by traditional authorities in the first instance. But in the 
1990s, communal land was increasingly commoditized by payment of fees or political 
obligation to local MPs, ruling party members, chiefs, headmen, and spirit mediums. 
In turn, land conflicts among “villagers” and “squatters” also intensified.

These new squatting trends rendered “squatter control” ever less effective, though 
the apparatus continued to be applied with vigilance. In 1992, the squatter control 
policy was reconstituted within the Ministry of Local Government to establish a 
hierarchy of national, provincial, and district squatter control committees and to grant 
“the land authority or owner” the legal power to evict. In effect, this meant that the 
national land problem would be “parochialised” on communal land and “privatised” 
on commercial farms. And on this basis, mass evictions were repeatedly implemented 
under structural adjustment, in some cases involving hundreds of squatter families at 
a time, in a manner reminiscent of the methods of the white-settler colonial state.63

Nationalism and Land Reform Reradicalized, 1997–2002
By the end of the first structural adjustment program in 1996, national politics had 
come to a boil, and the legitimacy of the ruling party as the “guardian” of the nation 
was under severe challenge. Strike action would spread from private to public sector 
workers, whose union (the Public Servants Association) would even become affiliated 
with the ZCTU, in open defiance of the government’s divide-and-rule tactics. In 1997, 
strikes would grip several industries, including construction, commercial, hotel and 
catering, clothing, cement and lime, railways, urban councils, and postal and telecom-
munications. In all, the year saw more than 230 strikes in 16 sectors. Most notably, 
farm workers downed tools for the first time, in what appeared to be a wildcat strike, 
in protest over poor working conditions and wages, which stood at less than one-sixth 
of the poverty datum line.

But the ruling party was not only being challenged from the outside. It was also 
entering a new period of internal polarization, marked by the open return of war vet-
erans to national politics, through the National War Veterans Liberation Association. 
Precipitated by a financial scandal and collapse of the state-sponsored War Veterans 
Compensation Fund, the war veterans demanded that the state compensate them 
from the national budget. While this appeared to be a “self-serving” demand—in 
both media and academic analysis—it was indicative of a class split within the rul-
ing party, between the elites at the forefront of “indigenisation,” on the one hand, 
and the lower echelons, on the other, which had never been accommodated by the 
postindependence state and many of whom were indeed living in poverty. Moreover, 
the demands resonated with a reradicalized nationalism and discontent with the fate 
of national liberation. The government succumbed to their demands and disbursed 
a large compensation package, which had not been foreseen in the national budget. 
Moreover, the government would turn its sights back to the land question and designate 
1,470 white commercial farms for compulsory acquisition, promising 20 percent to the 
war veterans. These moves, in turn, sent the economy into a downward spiral, led by a 
crash in the Zimbabwe dollar by 74 percent, in one day (November 14). These moves, 
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too, appeared as “self-serving”—in this case on the part of President Mugabe—but 
in fact, the war veteran challenge was of a different magnitude, for the war vets were 
also firmly embedded in the state apparatus and, indeed, were in charge of security, 
including the President’s office.

Thereafter, events in Zimbabwe began to move in a markedly different direction. 
The second structural adjustment program (ZIMPREST) was abandoned, balance-
of-payments support from the IMF was suspended, and the economy continued on 
a rapid decline. But this was not yet the time of radical land reform and structural 
change, for the white farms listed by the government were not acquired. Instead, the 
threat of compulsory acquisition would galvanize the land question nationally, and 
even internationally, giving rise to a new round of negotiations with foreign donors, 
including the World Bank and the British government. In 1998, a Donors’ Conference 
was held in Harare, where a tense agreement was reached to proceed with both compul-
sory and market acquisition, as well as other complementary approaches. Importantly, 
on the eve of the conference, a wave of high-profile land occupations swept through 
the country for the first time since the early years of independence. This was loosely 
organized at the local level, by dissident ruling party politicians, traditional leaders, 
displaced workers, and the war veterans association, further demonstrating the class 
cleavages within the ruling party.64 This wave of land occupations was intermittently 
condoned and used by the government as an instrument against the donors, but it was 
clear that government was not firmly in control. Before long, the government would 
resort to the use of force to control the occupiers, together with promises to accelerate 
land reform. The peasants, in turn, agreed to “wait.”

Between 1998 and 2000, no progress was made on the land question, despite the 
conference agreements. Instead, national politics continued to boil ever more fervently, 
especially with the launch of the MDC and the euphoria over the prospect of defeating 
the ruling party at the millennium elections. Indeed, by 2000, the ruling party was 
in its most severe crisis of legitimacy since independence. And at this time, the bal-
ance of class forces within the ruling party was tipped in favor of radical nationalist 
solutions. In February 2000, mass land occupations, led by war veterans, began in the 
southern province of Masvingo and spread to every province, such that at the height 
of the land occupations in June about 800 farms had been occupied, and government 
was implementing compulsory land acquisition and mass redistribution. By the end 
of 2002, “fast-track” land reform had compulsorily acquired some 10 million hectares 
of land—approximately 90 percent of white commercial farmland—and redistributed 
most of it to 127,000 peasant households and 8,000 middle capitalist farmers (to be 
discussed). In the course of this rebellion, national elections were manipulated and 
civil society subjected to violence, resulting in over 100 politically related deaths in 
2000–2002. Violence would also lead to deaths on the farms (including six white 
farmers and eleven farm workers) and would also involve cases of rape and torture.

As national politics boiled over, international politics also entered a period of 
renewed conflict, including an international propaganda war, a financial boycott, 
and regional instability. The private national press and international media networks, 
led by the British, denounced the land reforms as “land grabs” and the ruling party 
as a “corrupt and brutal dictatorship,” even likening President Mugabe to Milosevic. 
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The MDC and the ZCTU joined the imperial repertoire, demanding “free and 
fair multiparty elections” and joining in an alliance with white commercial farmers 
against the land reform. Foreign donors and their funds fled the country to begin a 
long international boycott, except for “humanitarian” purposes. And regional states 
and civil societies themselves were forced to choose sides, with the former cautiously 
backing the land reform, and the latter generally condemning it. For its own part, the 
new Landless Peoples’ Movement of South Africa entered the realm of civil society 
and was immediately confronted with the contradiction of forming civil alliances and 
supporting a radical nationalist strategy on land; in the event, members of the LPM 
defended the occupations, but the LPM did not issue an official position.

There is certainly much to criticize in Zimbabwe’s land reform process. But this 
would be impossible without identifying its class structure and dynamics, its weak-
nesses, and its failures, but also its successes and, indeed, its fundamentally progressive 
nature.

The Structure of the Land Occupation Movement
The land occupations unfolded in a complex way, driven by local and regional peculiari-
ties, but they shared a common social base, that of the rural-based semiproletariat, across 
gender and ethno-regional cleavages. The strengths of the land occupation movement 
are to be found precisely in this social base, and, moreover, in its militant commitment 
to land repossession—a commitment that no other civic organization had ever been 
willing to make. Over time, this social base expanded to include urban poor and petty-
bourgeois elements, who were also co-opted into the fast-track redistribution program. 
This would strengthen the movement, especially by bridging the organizational divide 
among the rural and urban poor, while the petty-bourgeois overture would not threaten, 
as yet, the overall class content of the movement. The movement was also strengthened 
in its momentum by the endorsement of the process by the black capitalist lobby and, 
ultimately, by the stitching together, through the war veterans association, of a tense 
but resolute cross-class nationalist alliance on land. In this case, too, the black capitalist 
lobby would not yet threaten the working-class content of the movement. In all, this 
cross-class nationalist alliance would stand opposed to the cross-class “post-national” 
(or “civic national”) alliance of civil society, including the MDC, trade unions, NGOs, 
and white farmers.

The land occupation movement was organized and led by the war veterans 
association. This was also a profound source of strength, combining militancy on the 
land question with an organizational structure permeating state and society. The war 
veterans activated their organizational roots as much in rural districts, through the 
local branches of the association, as in all levels of the state apparatus, including local 
and central government, the police, the military, the Central Intelligence Organisation, 
the state media (print, TV, and radio), and the ruling party. This pervasive weblike 
structure would contain the unique potential to mobilize both the rural areas and the 
state apparatus behind the land cause.

The state bureaucrats would, however, seek to develop hegemony over the land 
occupations and even own the land revolution. And this would occur through the 
control of the ideological content of media representations of the “Third Chimurenga” 
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(“Uprising”); insistence on the use of a state right, legislatively defined (i.e., through 
amendments to the constitution and the Land Acquisition Act), to expropriate the 
occupied lands and the larger areas required by an expanding movement; and by its 
custody of land reform policy as defined in the fast-track program documents and of 
oversight of implementation at both central and provincial levels. This way, the land 
occupation movement gradually became “programmatised.”

In this context, the war veterans association would also become a source of 
weakness for the movement, for several discernable reasons. First, the war veterans 
association emerged as a single-issue movement, focusing exclusively on the immediate 
question of land repossession and not on longer-term political economic questions, 
particularly the post-fast-track phase. Relatedly, the war veterans association would not 
seek to establish self-sustaining, democratic peasant-worker organizational structures, 
with a view to prepare for longer-term class-based political education and ideological 
struggle. Third, while its nationalism was itself organic and indispensable, its class 
content was not clearly articulated. The movement sustained a militant anticolonial 
nationalism, focused organizationally and ideologically on land repossession, and as 
effective as this would prove for land repossession, the class direction of the movement 
would remain threatened by the direction of class conflict within the war veterans 
association itself and the ruling party.

The principle tactic of the movement was the land occupation. This tactic built on 
the previous sporadic and scattered land occupations, specifically those that unfolded 
during the 1998 Donors’ Conference. The new and much larger wave of land occupa-
tions began in February 2000, following a preelections referendum on constitutional 
reform in which the proposal of the ruling party was defeated, thereby signaling the end 
game for the liberation movement. Land occupations began in Masvingo but spread 
to the Matabeleland and Mashonaland provinces, at a slower pace in the former and a 
faster pace in the latter, which would, in turn, become the epicenter.65 Land occupations 
focused on white farms but also sporadically on farms owned by black capitalists and 
the political elite. In the beginning, land occupations focused on underutilized land, 
but this, too, would change to include productive land, especially land that fit other 
criteria, such as multiple ownership, foreign ownership, and contiguity to communal 
areas. Land occupations also expanded to periurban areas, upon the entry of urban 
poor and petty-bourgeois elements. In a few cases, leadership to the land occupations 
was not provided by war veterans but individual MPs and traditional leaders, who, in 
turn, sought to “formalise” their occupations by appealing to war veterans. There were 
also instances of antagonism between the local initiatives and the higher echelons of 
the war veterans’ command structure, which would cause friction within the move-
ment. And violence occurred on an estimated 300 farms, depending on the response 
of the farmers as well as relations with farm workers.

Farm workers, in some cases, supported and joined the land occupations, while 
in many other cases, they resisted the land occupations, and violence and evictions 
were used against them. This would prove another weakness of the land occupation 
movement: its rapid emergence, without a preexisting process of political education and 
mobilization on the farms, would pit the landless workers against the farm workers, in 
a climate of distrust, in which the latter would be perceived as having been mobilized 
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by landowners to vote against the government’s constitutional proposals. On the one 
hand, the farm workers had never been mobilized by their trade union representatives 
toward land repossession; instead, representatives had always focused on reformist 
workers’ issues (wages and conditions of employment). On the other hand, war veter-
ans had an ambiguous, even arrogant, posture toward farm workers, viewing them as 
incapable of nationalist political consciousness. In a tense conjuncture, farm workers 
were faced with the choice of either defending their jobs and employers or joining the 
land occupations and staking their hopes on accessing land either through the war 
veterans directly or through family links in the communal areas. A minority of farm 
workers of non-Zimbabwean origin were in a particularly precarious situation, and 
so were women farm workers, the majority of whom were employed casually on the 
farms and had weak access of their own to the land application process in the rural 
areas. Farm workers thus found themselves in a confounding antagonism in which 
their erstwhile employers and exploiters—the landowners—were defending them, and 
vice versa, in opposition to land redistribution. And this contradiction would not be 
resolved by initiative of the war veterans, who did not see it fit to win over the farm 
workers by providing them access to land, beyond 5 percent of the 150,000 displaced 
workers (to be discussed).

Finally, the strategy of seeking land reform through the ruling party and the state 
was also both a strength and a weakness of the land occupation movement. On the 
one hand, the ruling party proceeded rapidly with constitutional reforms to expedite 
compulsory land acquisition procedures, modifying existing provisions for compensa-
tion by limiting it only to improvements on the land and explicitly relegating any other 
responsibility for compensation to the British government. These were complemented by 
presidential decrees, under the Presidential Powers Act, to amend the Land Acquisition 
Act (2000) several times so as to postpone compensation and remove legal recourse 
and other procedural impediments to land acquisition. Thereafter, the ruling party 
passed the Rural Land Occupiers (Protection from Eviction) Act (2001), by which the 
landless would be afforded legal protection from eviction. These legislative changes 
were conducted through repeated confrontation with the High and Supreme Courts 
responsible for the protection of private property. In the countryside, the security 
apparatus of the state (police, military, and CIO) would intervene to provide logistical 
support to the land occupation movement, as well as protection against possible mili-
tarization on the part of the landowners and other violence outside its control. Finally, 
the state also entered the propaganda war vociferously through the state media, even 
to the point of threatening the existence of private media (followed, in late 2003, by 
the shutting down of the leading private daily newspaper, the Daily News).

On the other hand, the fundamentally bourgeois structure of the bureaucracy 
would not be dissolved. That is, the leadership of the land occupation movement 
remained unable, even unwilling, to wrest control of the ruling party and state from 
the black elite. On the contrary, the black elite employed the state apparatus to retain 
its power and prepare the ground for its reassertion in national politics. And here, the 
basic tactic was the same as that employed throughout the colonial and neocolonial 
periods, that is, the splitting of the semiproletariat organizationally between town and 
country. Besides facilitating and protecting the land occupation movement, the lead-
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ership of the ruling party used the state apparatus to drive a forceful wedge between 
organized urban workers and their rural counterparts, by repressing urban working 
class demonstrations, persecuting trade union leaders, and disorganizing trade union 
structures. The immediate objective of this instrumentalization of violence would be 
twofold: the safeguarding of the land reform process against reactionary trade union-
ism and the securing of the parliamentary (June 2000) and presidential (March 2002) 
elections against the “post-nationalist” alliance. This practice would survive both 
fast-track and the elections, to the point of undermining systematically any source of 
working class organization outside elite ruling-party control, in both town and country.

In this contradictory process, the class balances within the nationalist alliance 
would also begin to shift against the semiproletariat. The black elite exercised its 
bureaucratic power not only to make room for the urban petty-bourgeoisie on 22,896 
small/middle capitalist farms (by 2010) but also for itself, appropriating 150,000 
hectares (0.5 percent of the acquired land) for the benefit of an estimated 178 elites. 
It also steered the land reform process away from several key agroindustrial estates of 
private (individual and corporate) and state ownership and, in all, ensured that lands 
redistributed to the semiproletariat would be largely confined to those of relatively 
lower agroecological potential and limited access to irrigation infrastructure. The 
urban working class was further segmented by the offer to over 10,000 families of 
small (3–20 hectares) plots in the periurban zones and the initiation of land for hous-
ing among the homeless and others who pursued this new entitlement on the basis of 
urban land occupations. Moreover, with the end of fast-track land redistribution and 
the withering away of the land occupation movement under the single-issue leader-
ship of the war veterans association, there would remain a minimum of an organized 
structure among the peasantry to exercise influence over the post-redistribution phase 
of agrarian reform.

We may conclude that the strategy of pursuing land reform through the ruling 
party and the state did not go far enough within the ruling party and the state to 
safeguard the peasant-worker character of the movement or to prepare the semipro-
letariat organizationally against the reassertion of the black bourgeoisie, especially in 
the post-fast-track phase. Despite this, however, we must also conclude that the land 
occupation movement succeeded in compelling the expropriation of over 90 percent 
of commercial farmland, broadening substantially the structure of the home market, 
removing the racialized structure of class struggle, and laying the necessary founda-
tions for the next phase of the national democratic revolution.

the natIonal democratIc  
revolutIon at a crossroads

The academic debate over the land reform has largely failed to identify the class dynam-
ics of the process, pitting two camps against each other, the “civic/post-nationalists” 
and the “indigenisationists,” both including liberals and self-professed Marxists, but all 
reproducing the categories of bourgeois social science. The former camp has proceeded 
to denounce the land reform merely as an “assault on the state,” without a class analysis 
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of the neocolonial state specifically, or civil society, or the land occupation movement 
and its nationalism,66 while the latter camp has defended the land reform but obscured 
the class struggles within the liberation movement and celebrated fast-track as the 
culmination of “black empowerment,” in line with the accumulation priorities of the 
indigenization lobby.

Neither of these two positions can properly serve the next phase of the national 
democratic revolution. This remains at a crucial juncture and requires ongoing criti-
cal analysis. The immediate result of the land reform is clear and urgent, marked by 
worsening poverty and the inability to supply food to the population. On the one hand, 
imperialism continues to exercise its financial power deliberately to isolate Zimbabwe 
and smother the process of agrarian reform, such that the currency has hyperinflated 
to 500 percent, agricultural production has been severely impeded from recovery—
and compounded by two years of drought—and the urban and rural population has 
been relegated to a state of “humanitarian aid.” For its own part, the state has not yet 
devised a coherent plan for reconstruction and development, given that it cannot cajole 
private capitals into a national plan of introverted accumulation. This situation lingers 
on by the absence of working class unity across town and country (indeed undermined 
by the fall in food production) and is compounded by the ongoing repression of civil 
society and the emerging dominance of the black bourgeoisie in the policy-making 
process, against the interests of peasants and workers. The danger is the full reversal 
into a process of recompradorization and recolonization under a dictatorship of the 
bourgeoisie, and ultimately the failure to fulfill the developmental potential of the 
new agrarian structure.

The New Agrarian Structure
A full analysis of the new agrarian structure is not possible here.67 In what follows, we 
provide a condensed overview. Our data derives from various sources such as the Presi-
dential Land Review Committee (PLRC), which reported, in July 2003, Government 
of Zimbabwe A2 Land Audit of 2006 and other data from the Ministry of Lands and 
Rural Resettlement.68 The PLRC was appointed by the President, and the land audits 
were in response to continuing pressure from within the ruling party to establish the 
facts on the ground, including the status of farm workers and the misappropriation of 
land by elites. Table 12.1 provides the land acquisition and redistribution figures for the 
fast-track land reform from 2000 to 2010; the table is organized in terms of Zimbabwe’s 
land tenure regimes. Table 12.2 combines these figures with preexisting or remaining 
landholding patterns to provide the holistic picture of the agrarian structure today; this 
table is reorganized to capture, as much as possible, the emerging class structure, which 
is not well-grasped by reference to tenure type and farm size per se.

Repeasantization has been the dominant phenomenon under fast-track land 
reform: the new petty-commodity-producing establishments account for 86.3 percent 
of total new farming establishments, thus far on 56.8 percent of the land acquired. 
The large majority of the beneficiaries had their origin directly in the communal areas. 
This process has combined with a renewed “merchant path” of urban professionals, 
petty-bourgeois, and bureaucrats, amounting to 22,896 small, middle, and large farm-
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ers, on 34.6 percent of the acquired land. Urbanites have also entered the A1 model, 
such that we may estimate that urban beneficiaries make up approximately 20 percent 
of the total. The land reform process has also proceeded to downsize and retain (as 
opposed to fully expropriate) 198 white large-scale commercial farms. We note also 
that, as of June 2010, a small amount of land (7.5 percent) had not yet been allocated 
and remains subject to the political process.

Further analysis of the figures69 shows that war veterans received less land than 
originally targeted and that women and farm workers were more severely prejudiced. 
War veterans received less than the 20 percent threshold set by government after the 
initial listing of farms in 1997. Tentative estimates suggest that a possible maximum 
of 25,000 war veterans, former detainees, and mujibhas (youth collaborators in the 
liberation struggle) received 10 percent of total land, the majority on A1 tenure and 
at a national average below 50 hectares per war veteran.

The patterns of the land redistribution in terms of women’s access to land plots 
in both A1 and A2 areas suggest a new dynamic in the gender relations in land access 
and tenure. Indeed, more women have been offered land in their individual right 
under the fast-track program than in the past; such women landholders do not seem 
to predominantly come from the “vulnerable” groups, such as widows and divorcees, 
as obtains in communal and older resettlement areas. A larger proportion of women 
(about 18 percent) now own land in their own right,70 compared to the 4 percent 
of white women who owned LSCF lands71 and the 5 percent of black women who 

Table 12.1 Fast-track land reform (2000–2010): Land allocation pattern

 Settlers 
  (households/farmers) Farm Area Targeted

Land Tenure Number % Total Hectares % Total

A1* (peasant) 145,775 86.3 5,759,153 56.8
A2† (capitalist) 22,896 13.6 3,509,437 34.6
Remaining white LSCF‡ 198 0.1 117,409 1.2
Total land allocated
(as of June 2010)   9,385,999 92.5
Land unallocated
(as of June 2010)   757,578 7.5
Total 168,869 100.0 10,143,578 100.0

Source: Calculated from various sources by Moyo, 2011.

*A1 tenure (permissory): Consists of use rights to a family plot plus common 
grazing land; family plots are inheritable but nonmarketable
†A2 tenure (leasehold): Consists of leasehold title with a proposed option to buy
‡LSCF (large-scale commercial farming) tenure: Consists of individual freehold 
title
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owned land in previous resettlement and communal lands. Other studies suggest that 
women “beneficiaries in their own right” range between 10 percent and 28 percent of 
the total.72 Thus, women received titles of their own at a low national average rate of 
16 percent; the false assumption here has been that heads of household are typically 
men, while women in need of land are married or otherwise access land through vari-
ous family links.

The case of farm workers has presented analytical and empirical difficulties, 
given their dual “identity” as migrant workers (national and foreign) and communal 
area farmers. Prior to the fast track, the large-scale commercial farming sector (LSCF) 
employed 350,000 workers, of which 75 percent were of communal-area origin. If we 
were to add official fast-track figures of declared “farmworkers” and fieldwork esti-
mates of farm workers applying for land as “landless peasants” via communal areas, it 
is probable that about 10 percent of the land beneficiaries were former farm workers, 
who were allocated A1 or A2 plots as farm workers qua farm workers, a few as “land 
occupiers” alongside war veterans,73 while others gained access to land as members of 
communal area structures.74 These data also mean, as recent studies have shown,75 that 
a large number of farm workers were stranded. Of the original total of 350,000, half 
of them were part-time/casual workers (largely consisting of women), the other half 
being permanent workers (mainly men). Of the permanent workers, over 50 percent 
(85,000) retained employment positions, largely in the agroindustrial estates (special-
izing in sugar, coffee, tea, and forest plantations) that were not expropriated, while the 
other half generally lost employment, with some providing labor to new farmers. Of 
the part-time and casual workers, approximately 80,000 continue to provide labor on 
the remaining LSCF farms. The general estimate is that about 90,000 farm workers 
were completely stranded, with women being most severely affected; the stranded 
workers have either remained on their residential plots on the farms, relocated to the 
communal areas, or formed new “informal settlements” under desperate conditions. 
This struggle for land between former farm workers and beneficiaries, due to the related 
policy deficiency and local contestations, is a potential threat to the tenure security of 
A2 beneficiaries.76 A related result is that employment conditions on new farms have 
deteriorated, with piecework and casualization on the rise.

The external financial punishments imposed on the Zimbabwean economy, 
combined with internal policy incoherence and ongoing repression, will continue to 
aggravate the living and working conditions of the urban and rural proletariat and 
semiproletariat. Persisting landlessness, unemployment, casual employment, poor 
working conditions and incomes, low peasant farm incomes, and food shortages will 
all remain pressing economic and political issues for the foreseeable future. Meanwhile, 
the new peasantry on A1 farms will itself maintain the dual semiproletarian income 
strategy of petty-commodity production and wage labor, especially as differentiation 
proceeds apace.

In Table 12.2, we seek to estimate the emerging agrarian class structure. This task 
is, by nature, imprecise, and more so in the absence of new census data and household 
surveys. But the task remains essential, and its objective is to capture the differential 
capabilities (and vulnerabilities) of capitalists in the accumulation process. The basic 
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criterion is land size, which is then adjusted to account for tenure type, agroecologi-
cal potential, and technical capacity. Tenure type becomes particularly significant in 
accounting for the disadvantages of communal and A1 tenure in the mobilization of 
resources. Agroecology varies in Zimbabwe between five Natural Regions (NR I-V), 
from the more fertile lands of relatively lesser hectarage per farm and intensive crop-
ping, to the less fertile lands of larger farm sizes and extensive cropping (small grains) 
and livestock/wildlife management. The level and type of technology thus also differs 
across the natural regions.

Land reform had, by 2010, led to deep structural changes, through recon-
figuring Zimbabwe’s landholding structure in terms of land sizes in relation to the 
agroecological potential of the landholdings (see Table 12.2) and the social char-
acter, including race, gender, and other demographic features,77 and through creat-
ing diverse farming societies.78 The preexisting landholding patterns represented a 
skewed agrarian structure, dominated by a “race-class structure,” analytically based 
on large-scale capitalist farms and estates. The main four classes of farmers were 
retained but their numbers changed substantially. The numbers of peasants and 
small- to medium-scale farmers increased, while reducing the number of large-scale 
farms and estates. The scale of state farmlands increased slightly. A broadly based 
agrarian capitalist class, built on former and new farming “elites,” has emerged, with 
a small segment of large-scale capitalist farmers and estates persisting, including both 
black and white farmers. Their landholdings have been substantially downsized to 
an average of 844 hectares, compared to the average of 2,000 hectares previously 
held by large-scale landowners, while over 75 percent of the new capitalist farmers 
have plots below 100 hectares, and these vary across agroecological regions. In area 
terms, however, the A2 and other larger-scale classes of farmers obtained a relatively 
higher proportion of the land area compared to their numbers. Altogether, about 
20 percent of Zimbabwe’s entire agricultural land (including the communal areas 
and unacquired agricultural estates) is now held by small-, middle-, and large-scale 
farmers, while 70 percent is held by peasants, and 10 percent by large farms and 
estates compared to the pre-1980 situation.

The sustainability of the new agrarian structure has been questioned by some 
who allege the existence of widespread land disputes among the land beneficiaries, 
quite apart from the white land owner litigations. Research, however, shows that fewer 
than 20 percent of the A1 settlers report that they experience tenure insecurity, that 
their farming is limited by the current form of land tenure, or that they experience 
land conflicts.79

The “peasant” category refers to petty-commodity production on communal and 
A1 resettlement land; this now accounts for 97.6 percent of total farms, on 78.6 percent 
of total land. There is class differentiation within this category, which is not captured 
here, and which is driven inter alia by agroecological variation, off-farm incomes, and 
local political power. Whether under adverse or positive economic conditions, this 
differentiation is expected to continue, as is the operation of informal land markets 
under the aegis of traditional authority. It is notable that the institution of chiefdom 
has not been challenged in the process of mobilization for land reform.



 Land Occupations and Land Reform in Zimbabwe 247

While “small capitalists” historically comprise below 10 percent of the peas-
antry in communal areas and they employ substantial nonfamily labor from other 
peasants and the remaining landless there, we have not segmented them into the 
category due to insufficient data. We may only note here that they would be of great 
political significance, as they are likely to return to dominate the Zimbabwe Farm-
ers’ Union, together with the small capitalists on A2 land. What we have also done 
tentatively is merge the “small capitalist” category with that of “middle capitalists,” 
as there is much overlap across the natural regions. Generally, small capitalists range 
from 30 to 100 hectares, and middle capitalists from 40 to 150 hectares, and they 
employ substantially more hired labor than is provided by their own family. The 
important point to note is that there is likely to be ongoing reconfiguration of these 
two categories, as the two compete. Notably, middle capitalists have great advantage 
in the land bidding and accumulation process, by virtue of their better access to other 
means of production (credit and technology), to contacts and information, and to 
the policy-making process itself.

“Large capitalist” farms range from 150 to 1,500 hectares, depending on natural 
region, and enjoy even better access to economic and political resources. At present, 
middle and large capitalists are in political alliance under the banner of “indigenisa-
tion,” seeking to appropriate the remaining land and also to tailor the agricultural 
policy framework to their needs. Their vision is of a differentiated agricultural sector, 
in which middle/large capitalists specialize in the production of high-value commodi-
ties for export (tobacco and hybrid beef) and peasants in the production of grains for 
domestic consumption. The contradictions between small and middle/large farmers 
and between internal/external orientation will thus accentuate as they bid over public 
and private resources (infrastructure, water, and credit) and policy instruments (interest 
rates policy and foreign exchange allocations). It is important, finally, to note that a 
significant process of reorganization of capital is underway across the economic sec-
tors, by which the emerging agrarian bourgeoisie is joining forces, economically and 
politically, with the nascent indigenous bourgeoisie in transport and retail, and most 
importantly with finance, which has seen the emergence of a dozen new indigenous 
institutions. Together, they recognize the significance of agricultural production and 
distribution to their own reproduction.

Importantly, the entire range of these capitalist farmers pays wages, whether or 
not these are above the regulated minimum rates, which are well below the current 
poverty datum line.80 Such labor is procured from the retained and retrenched former 
LSCF workers, unemployed relatives from communal area households, and growing 
numbers of unemployed urban workers. There was a high variability in the wages 
and benefits paid to farm workers by new farmers, with some paying more than the 
official wages while others pay less. Wage levels seem to be better where high-value 
commodities (e.g., tobacco) and mechanization are established, as these require skilled 
operators.81 Some new farmers do not provide employment contracts, and the provision 
of social services to workers by employers has greatly diminished. It is reported that, in 
some newly resettled areas, arbitrary firing of workers, lack of protective clothing, lack 
of leave days, and lack of consideration for special needs of female workers prevail.82
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The emerging picture, therefore, is of a significantly broadened home market, 
including a larger peasantry and a larger black capitalist class. Further research would 
need to examine three interrelated processes: agroindustrial reorganization and con-
solidation of the black capitalist class; differentiation within the peasantry, including 
the trajectories of rich (small capitalist) and poor (semiproletarians) peasants; and the 
labor process that underpins both of the above and that will continue to be character-
ized by functional dualism. This process will become more entrenched, the more that 
black capital, together with its downsized white counterpart, succeeds in reentrenching 
a disarticulated pattern of accumulation.

The New Challenges
In the best of strategies, national development should prioritize agricultural recon-
struction with an emphasis on the development of the home market, that is, sectorally 
and socially articulated.83 Agriculture indeed carries the heaviest of burdens, includ-
ing production for domestic food consumption (food security and self-sufficiency), 
production for domestic industrial consumption, and production for the earning of 
foreign exchange. Industrial development should be seen as auxiliary to the technologi-
cal upgrading of agriculture and to the production of consumer goods, while finance 
should be firmly subordinated to the long-term investment requirements of introverted 
agroindustrial development. Such a strategy would require careful control of imports 
and currency allocations, and importantly, repudiation of debt, as well as deconcentra-
tion of mining rights and guarding against the institution of land property rights that 
can promote the reconcentration of land and agrarian capital against the accumulation 
and social reproduction of small farmers and rural workers.

The fate of such a strategy, however, will remain subject to the correlation of 
political forces, between the proletariat/semiproletariat and capital, and between 
national self-determination and imperialism. In this sense, the national democratic 
revolution is at a critical juncture. The organizational task remains the reconstitution 
of the working class across the rural-urban divide, independently of the state and 
capital, and at an arm’s length of the “civility” of international trade unionism; while 
the political objective remains to compel the state to commit to the development of 
the home market, against the comprador aspirations of the new agrarian bourgeoisie 
and the aspirant middle classes at the forefront of neoliberal economic policies founded 
on narrow liberal democratic reforms.

The reinstatement of civil and political liberties is central to this process, but it 
also presents the challenge of overcoming the (reactionary) civilizing forces that will 
be unleashed. As the comprador bourgeoisie consolidates itself across political party 
lines, it will seek to enlist the state to its own accumulation strategy and employ its 
repressive and cooptation tactics towards the splitting of the semiproletariat across 
the rural-urban divide and the corporatization of political expression. The further 
expansion of traditional authority to the resettlement areas will itself be central to 
this process. Resisting the repressive tendencies of both central and local government 
and advocating the entrenchment of a redistributive framework of national resource 
allocation should remain the priority for advancing the national democratic revolution.
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The emerging labor process, grounded in the formal and informal, rural and 
urban sectors, is most inauspicious. It requires a long-term, systematic commitment 
on the part of trade unions to extricate itself from current alliances with capital and 
sink new roots on the new farms and rural areas more broadly and to confront the 
new black employers and traditional authority. In this regard, the new labor process 
will also present a new ideological space to be conquered, namely, the reassertion of 
a new class-based nationalism against the racialized, bourgeois nationalism of the 
“indigenisation” lobby, and against neoliberal democracy politics. Indeed, with the 
removal of the hegemony of the white agrarian bourgeoisie, the anticolonial claims of 
the black bourgeoisie will become tenuous and implausible, as class assumes impor-
tance, while the specter of ethno-nationalism remains a threat. The added challenge 
to new working class organization will be to create commensurate space for women 
peasants and workers, to make itself relevant to their specific demands, and provide 
for the ascendance of women to leadership positions within its ranks. As distant as 
this struggle may appear at present, it is an essential requirement in confronting the 
strategies of the agrarian and wider bourgeoisie and traditional authority.

On the international front, working class organization must confront the 
Eurocentrism of international trade unionism and the antiglobalization movement. 
The agrarian question is far from resolved in Zimbabwe, despite radical land reform. 
Introverted accumulation requires the articulation of a new development vision, which 
not only condemns neoliberalism but formulates clearly an economic framework for 
sustainable accumulation in the periphery as a whole, as well as a political strategy for 
its realization. Only then will the principle of national self-determination begin to be 
wrested from its imperial grip.
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Chapter 13

u

Polycultures of the Mind
The “End” of the Peasant and 

the Birth of Agroecology

Alejandro Rojas

IntroductIon

This discussion examines the contributions that peasant agriculture and agroecology 
have made to food security and food sustainability in Latin America and draws from 
these experiences lessons for long-term sustainability and environmental education that 
is centered on food. Food is an essential terrain for environmental and sustainability 
education, because it represents the pinnacle of the presently unbalanced relationship 
between humankind and nature. During a time of food peak and unprecedented 
vulnerability of the food system, we are examining here the impending extinction of a 
social group that has provided food in a sustainable manner since the beginning of the 
Neolithic Revolution, some 10,000 years ago. In Latin America, despite the drastic and 
negative effects of neoliberal policies, about 17 million peasant production units occupy 
close to 60.5 million hectares, or 34.5 percent of the total cultivated land with average 
farm sizes of about 1.8 hectares, and produce 51 percent of the maize, 77 percent of 
the beans, and 61 percent of the potatoes for domestic consumption.1

The evidence concerning the productivity of small-scale, polycultural agriculture 
is very persuasive and has increasingly been gaining recognition through the work 
of agroecologists, cultural ecologists, and cultural and ecological anthropologists, as 
it calls attention and demands recognition for the historical contributions made to 
sustainable agriculture and food, by the historically devalued and underappreciated 
reserves of knowledge held by peasant farmers.
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The advent of industrial agriculture in Latin America since the beginning of 
the Green Revolution has experienced ideal conditions for rapid expansion under the 
hegemony of the neoliberal model of development, of which agrifood corporations have 
been the main proponents.2 The most vocal proponents of this agricultural model have 
continued to acquire access to the best remaining lands on the continent and to expand 
fossil-intensive, heavily irrigated monocultural agricultural systems orientated toward 
export-based production for international and deregulated markets. We are in the 
process of witnessing the possible demise of the peasantry, which despite its high het-
erogeneity and structural, geographical, cultural, historical, and ecological differences, 
has represented a way of life, an approach toward working with the land and a wealth 
of knowledge that has consistently been identified with the key ecological principles 
and processes most needed by the agricultural and food production and cultivation 
models of the future: stable, diverse, and locally based food production with minimal 
adverse impact on the environment, low emission of greenhouse gases (GHG) shorter 
food mileages, and full reintegration of “waste” into the productive cycle.

This list of positive attributes associated with this approach to agriculture, which 
at one time was primarily proposed almost exclusively by NGOs, peasant movements, 
and environmentalists, has now gained an unprecedented level of attention and support 
from mainstream entities. This new level of recognition and validation is due, in part, 
to the position taken by the climate change scientific community,3 which considers 
among the key responses to climate change the necessity of shortening the food chain, 
by reducing food mileage and completing as much as possible the productive cycle 
in agriculture by reintegrating its end products into the process. Although the debate 
on what is the best approach toward agricultural production continues unabated and 
radically different paradigms continue to collide,4 the intensity of the current food 
crisis (now called “food peak”) has recognized several profound changes, which must 
be taken into consideration. Peak food is actually related to four other intertwined 
crises: peak farmable land, peak water, peak oil, and global warming.

Our intent is not to idealize or in any way romanticize the lives of peasants, 
which due to structural constraints resulting from the developmental strategies 
imposed throughout the continent, in most cases are marginal and stricken with 
poverty and hardships that most peasants themselves do not desire their children 
to have to endure. Once again, we are faced with the reality that the peasantry is a 
diverse and heterogeneous group, and we should approach any vast sweeping gen-
eralizations about this moving target with serious and healthy doses of skepticism. 
However, despite all the variations,5 agroecologists have identified many peasant 
communities practicing ecologically sound forms of agricultural living for centuries, 
while mainstream agricultural science and technology and the structural forces that 
drive them continually make industrial agriculture one of the most environmentally 
offensive industries in the world. What is it that these peasants know? And how do 
they know what they know?

This discussion will begin by placing the question of whether or not we are fac-
ing the “end of the peasant” in the broader context of the current vulnerabilities of the 
global food system and the possible threats that exist against the ability to attain food 
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security and to create sustainable food systems. This section also provides a very brief 
examination of the position of peasants in society and the role of peasant agriculture 
in Latin America.

The second section examines encounters between science and local peasant 
knowledge, and the emergence in Latin America of the science of agroecology. This 
body of knowledge is based on the legacy of peasant agriculture that articulates both 
a mode of inquiry and a possible vision of sustainable agriculture and food systems for 
the future in this era of environmental crisis. This section also points out the relation-
ship between current peasant movements in Latin America and the ecological agenda.

The third section discusses some of the lessons drawn from peasant agriculture 
and agroecology that can be integrated into the sustainability education required to 
develop workable adaptation strategies to the intertwined effects of global warming 
and globalization. What are the peasants’ collective experiences that have lead them 
to understand the ecological processes that have been obscured by modern education? 
How did they acquire this knowledge? What are the original sources of this knowl-
edge, which has been passed on one generation to the next? These are the educational 
implications of the “polycultures of the mind” that inhabit the peasant mindset, as 
opposed to the “monoculture of the mind” that is harbored and demonstrated by 
industrial agricultural planners.

the Problem

Although the question that immediately concerns us is that of the possible future of the 
peasantry (“The End of the Peasant?”), my focus here is on retrieving elements of the 
cultural legacy of peasants to aid in our current objective to attain food sustainability 
and develop sustainability education. This approach toward the problem suggests from 
inception that regardless of what the demographic future of the peasants will look like, 
there are elements of their cultural heritage that may transcend them into the future.

In this regard, the discussion should be read as a new chapter in the rich tradi-
tion of popular adult education in Latin America as initiated by Paulo Freire, who 
constructed his Pedagogy of the Oppressed through his observations of the learning 
experiences of Latin American peasants and of their strategies to attain food security, 
often under conditions of severe resource scarcity and minimal land bases. Freire is 
internationally recognized as the founder of a dynamic movement in adult education, 
which has branched out all over the world to become a well-established and respected 
scholarly tradition.6

Food is the ultimate and most recognizable mediator in the relationship between 
humans and the natural environment and, therefore, an essential field to explore in 
our efforts to increase environmental awareness through sustainability education. 
However, the connection between humans and our food sources has become strained 
and fractured by the industrial food system. The consequence of this disconnect is 
the physical and psychological distancing of people from the sources of the food we 
eat and therefore from the environment in which we thrive.
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Thus, food comes from “everywhere and nowhere,”7 travels thousands of miles 
before reaching the consumer’s plate, and impacts ecosystems throughout the entire 
production cycle to the disposal of end products. Most consumers do not know (and 
in many instances do not care) who produces their food or under what conditions it is 
produced. However, this situation is beginning to change, with the global prominence 
of a broad array of food-related movements, the growing convergence of the goals of 
food security and ecological sustainability, and the increasing international presence 
of the peasant movements. The question of public education and public debate as it 
concerns the ecological, social and economic, and health impacts of food have moved 
to the front and center of world attention.

The peasant farmer, the historical provider of food agriculture, has come to repre-
sent a form of direct connection between humans and the land, only comparable to the 
profound belonging of the gatherers and hunters to the ecosystem that sustains them. 
I propose that, in the midst of the multitude of debates concerning the definition and 
conceptualization of the peasant, it is safe to stress that compared to urban dwellers, 
peasants live closer to the “natural” (non-human-built) environment, although it is a 
given that agriculture is a distinctly human creation. It is the direct connection with 
the sources of our food in nature that allows us to identify the peasant as an “other” 
from which we can learn a great deal. Thus, our interest is to learn from peasant com-
munities and the variety of ways in which they have—by necessity—been addressing 
environmental insecurities and the vulnerability of food systems and what learning 
processes have led them to be the earliest practitioners of sustainable agriculture.

Food security is best defined as the condition made possible by a food system that 
delivers food that is affordable, available, accessible, appropriate, safe, and sustainable 
for all. The general goal of our studies has been to develop a better understanding of 
the impact of large forces (e.g., climate change; loss of biodiversity; depletion of natural 
resources; changes in forms of production, distribution, consumption, and disposal 
of end products; and environmental and social impacts of food) on the global food 
system. This globalized food system is characterized by a continued growth in food 
production and by a trend toward specialization by comparative advantages for liber-
alized trade. These trends, however, have not alleviated widespread malnutrition, nor 
have they reduced severe and environmental impacts on the food system. In fact, these 
trends (supported by a particular mentality and approach toward the environment) 
have increased the adverse impacts of the food production system, placing agriculture 
among the most environmentally disruptive of industries.

The global food system has failed to provide sufficient food for everyone. 
Approximately 4 billion out of the 6 billion human beings on the planet suffer from 
malnutrition, with roughly 2 billion underfed, of which some 800 million suffer from 
chronic hunger. Yet, at the same time, 2 billion are overfed.8 Nutrition and food experts 
are alarmed by the continued contradictory growth of both chronic hunger and obesity, 
with both forms of malnutrition affecting all age groups.9 At the same time, the impact 
and demands of our globalized food system on energy, water, and the environment 
in general, and on traditional food systems and labor, are increasingly unsustainable, 
raising serious concerns about its viability.
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Global climate change is affecting every single factor in the production of food 
from water and soil to biodiversity and will dictate many key food production deci-
sions of the future.10 Increased temperatures and severe fluctuations (drought, flooding, 
storms, etc.) bring stress on essential ecosystems and affect entire regional food systems. 
Even the most self-reliant food systems can become vulnerable if its links with others 
become weak, thus making emergency and crisis intervention more difficult. As is now 
becoming increasingly recognized, agriculture is the most thirsty industry on the planet, 
consuming 72 percent of all global freshwater at a time when the United Nations says 
80 percent of our water supplies are being overexploited.11 The science of agroecology 
and working with peasant farmers offer some answers, responding to the diagnosis 
of the situation eloquently summarized by M. Altieri, a professor at the University of 
California, Berkeley and the president of the Latin American Society of Agroecology:

This crisis which threatens the livelihoods of millions more than the already 800 
million hungry people throughout the world, is the direct result of the dominating 
industrial farming model, that not only is dangerously dependent on fossil fuels but 
that has also become the largest source of human impact on the biosphere. In fact, 
there are now so many pressures on dwindling arable ecosystems that farming is 
overwhelming nature’s capacity to meet humankind’s food, fiber and energy needs. 
The tragedy is that agriculture depends on the very ecological services (water cycles, 
pollinators, fertile soil formation, benevolent local weather, etc.) that intensive farm-
ing continually degrades or pushes beyond their limits.12

In the face of these threats, it is ironic that the practice of peasant agriculture 
that represents the application of the key principles and processes advocated by the 
climate change scientific community to adopt are under threat by the expansion of the 
system of production that is behind anthropogenic environmental and climate change.

Peasants and Peasant agrIculture  
In latIn amerIca

There is a wide consensus in the scholarship on Latin American peasants not only in 
acknowledging significant regional and national variations in the historical development 
of the peasantry but also in the identification of key shared traits through the different 
historical moments of its rather dramatic history.

It is not possible within the confines of this discussion to do justice to the richness 
of the literature and the complexity of the debates among historians, anthropologists, 
rural sociologists, and development scholars. Suffice it to say that the relationships 
between peasants and the sources of our food have been historically determined and, 
to this day, keep the peasants, despite immense variations, in various forms of direct 
connection with the sources of our food in nature. In Latin America, as a result of 
colonial conquest and domination, large estates took shape and began the era of the 
haciendas, or latifundios, which, despite many changes in the pattern of development, 
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have survived through the epoch of industrialization for import substitution (1930s 
to the end of the 1970s), a period when the governments of the region embarked on 
various ambitious efforts to create processes of industrialization with strong support 
and involvement of the state. Two major agrarian formations dominate the rural 
landscape of the continent since colonial conquest: the hacienda, or latifundios, and 
the minifundios.

These two formations, the hacienda and the minifundio, remained key factors 
in Latin American agriculture until the demise of the hacienda through the processes 
of Agrarian Reform, which came as a concession to the emergence of massive peasant 
movements at the end of the 1960s and 1970s (with the exception of Mexico in the 
1920s and Bolivia in the 1950s), while the minifundios continue to exist in various 
forms to this day. In the 1960s the latifundios comprised approximately 5 percent of 
farm units but nonetheless owned about five-fifths of the land. Minifundios comprised 
four-fifths of the farm units but had only 5 percent of the land.13 The composition 
of the peasantry that worked in these units was complex and varied, ranging from 
agricultural workers who owned small holdings (the minifundistas) to those who had 
limited land access through a tenancy (sharecroppers, share-tenants, or labor-service 
tenants) to those who were landless.

In 1969, an estimated quarter of the total active agricultural work force consisted 
of landless peasant waged workers (proletarians), and three-quarters had access to land. 
Of the latter, two-thirds were independent peasant farmers (“external peasantries”) 
and a third were tenants. Slightly over half of the independent peasant farmers were 
minifundistas (semiproletarians) and the remainder were formed by larger or richer 
peasant farmers whose household members did not need to seek outside employment.14 
With respect to employment, half of the agricultural labor force worked on peasant 
plots, mainly as unpaid domestic workers. Larger estates employed less than one-fifth 
of the total agricultural labor force but accounted for 90 percent of the total hired 
labor force.15

The study conducted by S. Barraclough for the United Nations Research Institute 
for Social Development revealed important findings about the productivity of labor and 
the use of land in latifundios and minifundios. Although the average production per 
agricultural worker was five to ten times higher on latifundios than on minifundios, 
production per hectare of agricultural land was roughly three to five times higher 
on minifundios. Overall, this structure was inefficient and socially unjust, and the 
widespread perception that it was so made agrarian reform one of the key demands 
of the social and political climate of agitation and unrest of the 1960s and 1970s in 
Latin America.

Besides the particular case of Mexico, where the early agrarian reform began in 
the 1920s in most countries throughout the region, agrarian reform remained limited 
in scope, in terms of land expropriated and peasant beneficiaries. Despite an explicit 
commitment to agrarian reform and peasant farming (with the exception of Cuba), 
governments were either too weak to implement a substantial agrarian reform or had 
the underlying intention of promoting capitalist farming.16

Nevertheless, the mass mobilizations for agrarian reform and the rise of rural 
trade unions, cooperatives, and other associations served to integrate the peasantry into 
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the national economy, society, and political system, and many peasants themselves, 
upon receiving a land title, felt for the first time that they were first-class citizens.17 
Agrarian reform led to the demise of the oligarchy and created ideal conditions for the 
full commercialization of agriculture.

According to Lopez-Cordovez,18 the peasant economy, by the end of the 1980s, 
accounted for almost two-thirds of the total agricultural labor force, the remaining 
third being employed by private capitalist farms. In addition, peasant agriculture sup-
plied two-fifths of production for the domestic market and a third of the production 
for export.

In the era of neoliberal model dominance, Latin American peasants have expe-
rienced a land squeeze and an employment squeeze. De Janvry19 reports that these 
processes mainly affect the small peasantry (minifundistas) who comprise about 
two-thirds of peasant farm households. Their average farm size fell from 2.1 hectares 
in 1950 to 1.9 hectares in 1980.

Kay20 concluded in 2000 that the process of semiproletarianization is the domi-
nant tendency currently unfolding among the Latin American peasantry. An increasing 
proportion of total peasant household income originates from wages. Income from 
own-farm activities often accounts for under half of the total. The small peasantry 
(minifundistas), who comprised two-thirds of all peasant households, are best char-
acterized as semiproletarian, as approximately two-fifths of their household income is 
derived from off-farm sources, principally from seasonal agricultural wage employment 
on commercial farms and estates

Peasants’ access to off-farm sources of income, generally seasonal wage labor, 
enables them to keep their small land base, keeping them in touch with the land, thus 
allowing them to avoid fully becoming waged laborers. This arrangement tends to 
favor rural capitalists, as it eliminates small peasants as competitors in agricultural 
production and makes them available for employment as cheap labor. Semiproletari-
anization is the only option open to those peasants who wish to retain access to land 
for reasons of security and survival, or because they cannot find alternative long-term 
employment, in either the rural or urban sector.21

However, neoliberalism would soon face significant opposition by peasants. 
Indeed, the peasant rebellion in Chiapas, Mexico in 1994 has come to symbolize the 
new character of rurally based social movements in Latin America.22 In fact, the Chiapas 
uprising seems to mark a turning point and the beginning of a decade in Latin America 
where the effects of neoliberalism have led to a new wave of center-left and left-wing 
governments. It is still too early to assess the impact on the peasantry as a result of 
the presence of new center-left and left-wing governments in Chile, Uruguay, Peru, 
Brazil, Argentina, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Bolivia, but many observers 
are skeptical about the real capacity, political will, or power of these governments to 
enact real transformations of the neoliberal model, although the cases of Venezuela, 
Bolivia, and Ecuador present some important and notable differences compared to 
the more left-center positions of the others.23

As we have seen, scholarly accounts of the demographic significance and the 
structure of rural labor present a complex picture of the situation of Latin American 
peasantry, one that makes it difficult to make firm generalizations. However, what 
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remains a well-established fact is the continued critical role of peasant farmers in provid-
ing staple food throughout the continent. Despite the increased use of the world’s agri-
cultural lands to grow agroexport crops, biofuels, and soya beans as food for cattle, 
peasant farmers continue to provide most of the staple crops that sustain the world’s 
population. The situation in Latin America confirms the role of peasant farmers as 
key providers of food security.

Peasant Knowledge and the emergence In 
latIn amerIca of agroecology: the Peasant 

as PractItIoner of ecologIcal Processes

A widespread organizing principle essential to the peasant approach to agriculture is 
the maintenance of a livelihood dependent on a set of strategies based on the reproduction 
of the diversity of life, while facing structural constraints that confine them to a small 
land base. Comparatively speaking, a small plot of land of a few hectares set aside for 
peasant agriculture is likely to contain more varieties of life than thousands of hectares 
dedicated to monocultural production. The peasant works with this life diversity, and 
the aim of this production system is to work with what is naturally in place in the eco-
system were one dwells. Certainly, the ways in which the things in place are named, 
how they are viewed, and what is ultimately done with them has very little in common 
with the narratives of science.

If we travel through the countryside in Latin America, we will still find that the 
average peasant family (of four to six) dwells in a 1- to 2-hectare land base. We will 
find (with some variations) (a) a relatively humble house built with local materials 
(adobe, grass, branches, or local wood) and (b) a polycultural plot containing several 
combinations of plants that are known to complementarily and symbiotically coexist. 
Typically, across the Andes, this usually consists of a combination of beans, squash, 
corn, potatoes, and legumes, often articulated in some form of integration between 
producers at different altitudes in the Andes and through networks linking various 
communities into a regional system, linked together by a common cultural pattern of 
economic linkages and shared rituals.24 If peasant families are based in areas where fruit 
trees grow in abundance, there will always be fruit trees for household consumption, 
and (c) the plot will be “rented” from the larger landowner, either lent in exchange for 
work in the larger property or sharing products and some kind of arrangement with 
the absentee owner, alongside a variety of other arrangements, including surviving 
cooperatives from the times of the agrarian reform and individual and family-owned 
peasant farms. Also, (d) there will be several domestic animals, with the most common 
combination being chickens, ducks, one or two pigs (or depending on the altitude, 
one or two llamas), a cow or a goat, plus many dogs and cats. Finally, (e) the plot will 
be filled with bees, birds, and butterflies, and the soil will be rich in organic matter 
and minerals and be massively inhabited by worms, the most eloquent indicator of 
the health of the soil.

The peasant farm will be a place booming with life, including the kind that is 
uncomfortable and inconvenient for humans and smaller animals, such as mosqui-
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toes, flies, snakes, wild animals, and sometimes poisonous insects. Although almost 
impossible to define with a single definition that encompasses all, there will be a small 
land-base, worked by the peasant farmer and family and a surrounding community 
with whom the peasant will tend to be in a relatively close-knit network of mutual 
support, while never being entirely free of conflict.

Agroecologists have a variety of names with which they refer to this picture, 
the most common one being an agroecosystem characterized by a rich biodiversity, 
where the productive cycle is characterized by close loops, where the energy of the 
sun is processed by a panoply of plants, where nutrients cycle through the system in 
relationships of mutuality, symbiosis, and competition. The peasant uses all three to 
enhance desirable traits of the system (i.e., nitrogen-fixing properties of legumes) and 
to control pests and discourage predators. Animals are always integrated with all the 
other functions of the farm in food provision, manure production for fertilizer, and 
nutrient cycling. These are communities involved in important relations based on 
reciprocity and mutual aid, thus endowed with social capital.

To survive, these “traditional” farmers require a profound and detailed practi-
cal knowledge of their local ecosystems. They are rooted in their physical locations, 
which equip them with a type of knowledge that is involved and participatory, rather 
than detached and remote. It is also subjective and value laden, because it overtly 
appreciates personal experiences and beliefs as resources for knowledge, rather than 
as obstacles. It is centered on the interests of the local community and its aim is to 
produce food for the local communities, with the goals of sufficiency and long-term 
stability, rather than fast production for foreign or remote markets with strictly quick, 
short-term profit in mind.

Traditional peasant ecological knowledge is also experimental and is always based 
on shared experiences of what has been shown and proven over the course of genera-
tions. However, the experiments conducted by peasant farmers are experiments in situ 
(they take place in their natural context), not in vitro (in an artificial context), as is 
typically the case in standardized scientific experiments. The latter approach aims to 
purposefully and systematically control the environment to identify the cause of the 
single effect under investigation. The former remains by necessity more open-ended 
and evolves through trial and error, often involving several simultaneous effects. By 
comparing Western scientific knowledge with local, experiential knowledge, we can 
realize that the requirements of these types of knowledge tend to be very different. 
Science was born and has evolved mainly from the interest of finding universals, that 
is, the ability to make generalizations about phenomena. So scientific research looks 
for regularities and uniformities of phenomena that can be replicated under controlled 
conditions, and such findings have been among the greatest contributions of Western 
science. Traditional knowledge, on the other hand, tends to be site specific and grounded 
in place; it seeks singularities and does not claim validity beyond the place where it 
evolved in local ecosystems. Thus, both systems of knowledge illuminate different 
aspects of reality and have their own demands, merits, and weaknesses, depending on 
the aspect of reality they intend to illuminate. The key question is this: is integration/
translation between these different forms of knowledge possible and desirable? As we 
shall see, the agroecological answer is yes.
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Polycultures and monocultures  
of the mInd

In a celebrated essay on the value and efficacy of peasant knowledge written several 
years ago, Vandana Shiva articulated the concept of the “monocultures of the mind.”25 
In my view, this concept possesses the merit of explaining with a powerful metaphor 
how the design of rural landscapes reflected a state of mind (and a state of being, I may 
add) and provided a mirror that feeds back in the human mind. The image summarized 
the grand illusion of the industrial era: that the land could be completely redesigned 
to fulfill its grand promise to provide for all the needs and wants of the human as the 
conqueror of the natural world.

The hope was that scientific and technological ingenuity could remove all 
constraints and limits and that there would come a day when humans would live in a 
world where material goods would flow in such abundance that the realm of necessity 
would give way to the realm of freedom. This ideal, a child of the industrial revolution, 
was shared right, center, and left by all sectors of the ideological spectrum. Happiness 
and freedom were equated with unlimited access to possessions. The assembly line, 
with its straight lines, would make the world predictable, calculable, controllable, and 
fully quantifiable. The controversial question was just how to distribute and share the 
bounty. Revolutions and counterrevolutions were fought about it, but those provided 
the consensus of the times: happiness was a question of abundance, not of sufficiency, 
stability, security, or meaning, because all that would be obtained by homus economicus 
endless ingenuity.

Shiva’s monoculture of the mind speaks of the north’s particular cultural project 
and its underlying dominant mode of investigating and shaping reality, a mode of 
understanding and meaning which led to the system of monoculture in agriculture 
and food production. This mode of understanding and designing served to displace the 
ecologically sounder indigenous peasant’s age-old experiences of truly sustainable food 
cultivation, forest management, and animal husbandry. This increasingly accelerating 
process of technological innovation for control has produced large amounts of mate-
rial goods and particular types of food that ended up threatening both the collective 
health of the people and that of the ecosystems that sustained them.

We do not need to revisit here the impressive body of evidence that has demon-
strated the manner by which the monoculture has failed in all fundamental respects.26 
The purpose here is rather to reflect on what it has done to us educationally, as a 
representation of the unity of mind and nature, that is to say, the ecology of the mind 
of which G. Bateson wrote and that others have expanded on to speak of ecologies of 
the heart, meaning the relationships between humans and nature.27

Shiva also writes and speaks about the disappearance of local knowledge, made to 
disappear first by simply not seeing it and negating its very existence. While negating 
the existence of the others (systems of knowledge and meaning grounded in place), 
the dominant, expansionist model would present itself as universally valid (as “human 
nature”), in a state of denial or just blinded to the fact that it was also a local system, 
socially based on a “particular culture, class and gender. It is not universal in any 
epistemological sense. It is merely the globalized version of a very local and parochial 
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tradition. Emerging from a dominating and colonizing culture, modern knowledge 
systems are themselves colonizing.”28 And, if local knowledge appears through this 
globalizing vision, “it is made to disappear by denying it the status of a systematic 
knowledge, and assigning it the adjectives ‘primitive’ and ‘unscientific.’ Correspond-
ingly, the Western system is assumed to be uniquely ‘scientific’ and universal.”29 
However, in Shiva’s account, this has less to do with knowledge and more to do with 
power. The knowledge system that claims universal validity does so as the result of an 
expanding sociocultural system. “Positivism, verificationism, falsificationism were all 
based on the assumption that unlike traditional locally-based views of the world, which 
are socially constructed, modern scientific knowledge was thought to be determined 
without social mediation.”30

The appeal of the metaphor of the monoculture of the mind strongly resonates 
in my view in that it explains how a system of knowledge that proclaims its ultimate 
superiority (monoculture) lacks the mechanisms of internal control that alternative 
explanations of reality can provide (like the suppression by chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides of the diversity of living organisms prevents those organisms from performing 
ecological services needed for the stability of the system). I like to equate this with the 
experiences of an observer inside a dark forest armed with a powerful, highly focused 
flashlight that confuses the whole of reality with the narrow bit illuminated by the 
beam of light. The more focused the view, the narrower the vision it provides, and the 
darker becomes its own background, to the point that the fragment of the world that 
can be seen becomes the only totality, the world as a whole.

Paradoxically, in the eloquence of her own criticism of the hegemonic discourse 
that she describes, Shiva makes one important error: In her narrative, she becomes 
oblivious to the fact that scientific discourse is not monolithic, nor has it ever been. 
Although the basic traits of her argumentation are appealing and fundamentally appro-
priate, what is missing and marginalized in her own narrative are all the streams of 
thought that have critiqued Western science from within, starting with but not limited 
to the claims of superiority of positivism, materialism, and mechanicism.31 Ironically, 
a significant component of her own critique of the dominant paradigm of Western 
science is provided by arguments, ideas, and insights that have their own origins not 
only in the traditions of local knowledge of peasant and indigenous communities 
from around the world but also from Western scholarship. However, in our view, the 
greatest merit of her work, like that of many Western scholars, resides in the value and 
significance she assigns to knowledge grounded in place.

Thus, what follows from Shiva’s discussion are the insights that can be derived 
from systems of knowledge that anywhere (and everywhere) have led to (even partially) 
sustainable livelihoods. In the end, hers is an argument that highlights the inseparability 
of cultural diversity and biological diversity. What may generate alternatives capable of 
guiding us to move out of the crisis of this civilization, again, in my interpretation of 
her work, are the myriads of flashlights, the diversity of local knowledge bases, which, 
when combined, give us one essential insight: the understanding that by attempting 
to replicate the complexity, diversity, and resilience of the natural world we can find 
the path toward cultural adaptation to the fundamental challenges faced by human-
ity today.
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I have interpreted the mind and nature unit, which Bateson speaks of in his argu-
ment for ecology of the mind, as a challenge to create learning experiences and settings 
that cultivate what I call “polycultures of the mind”—that is, knowledge that attempts 
to mimic and to assimilate the complexity and uncertainty of life, accompanied by 
a learning process, which inspires the opening of the collective mind, through viable 
and feasible learning outcomes.

the Peasant as a bearer of Polycultures of the mInd

The picture that emerges from the examination of this story of the peasant farmer as 
ecological discoverer has now become a familiar one for agroecologists and ecological 
anthropologists. We know now that these “rooted people,” as ecological anthropolo-
gists call them,32 who identify themselves with the fabric of life that surrounds them 
is an ongoing theme of narratives describing the lives of indigenous peasants. Many 
anthropologists and pioneers of environmental thought understood this long ago. The 
same themes appear repeatedly almost everywhere: the land and its creatures, perceived 
as beautiful, mysterious, and, often, as all-too-powerful, and thus, to be treated with 
respect, reverence, and often fear.

The land, understood as a living and powerful being, is inhabited also by a com-
munity that is formed by a plethora of living beings of which humans are just one part, 
while at the same time, the land has continuities in the human body; the conviction 
that all living beings are relatives and the extent to which life is to be realized and 
reproduced depends on the recognition and reverence of this “family” of relation-
ships. Finally, the principle of generalized reciprocity (hoy por mi, mananaporti) and 
the required balance of the relationships among humans, other living creatures, and 
the land as a whole permeate all aspects of daily life. Therefore, for everything that 
is taken away from the land, something must be returned. Within this universe, the 
loss of species breaches the balance of the world. Life is sacred, but in a manner that is 
incomprehensible to people that oppose all forms of animal killing: People hunt, learn 
to kill animals, and learn what to do with their bowels and their blood. They raise 
them, feed them, care for them, and then kill them for food without grand tribulations. 
Their animals have a life, too.

the convergence of Peasant Knowledge, 
anthroPology, and ecology In agroecology

One of the most insidious effects of the paradigm of progress and development has 
been the ethnocentric contempt and neglect for the traditional, locally-rooted-in-place 
ecological knowledge. Peasants (as native people, pastoralists, fishermen, and gatherers 
and hunters) have deep knowledge of their natural environments and of the constraints 
and possibilities presented by the ecosystems, as well as the environmental effects of 
their productive practices.
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Interestingly enough, it was the eloquence of empirical realities of massive ecologi-
cal disruption some thirty years ago that led to a noticeable and stimulating process 
of ongoing reappraisal of the ecological knowledge of local traditional peasant and 
indigenous communities.33 This reappraisal pointed to the remarkable environmental 
wisdom displayed by “rooted-in-nature communities” in taking care of their commons. 
The idea that peasant farmers were the main ones responsible for the environmental 
degradation of their land was soon discredited, as it was understood that whenever they 
overused their land it was due mostly to overpopulation pressures or their displacement 
by industries, agriculturalists, and governments to the worst lands in hillsides or those 
with very little access to water.

agroecology

For our purposes, of particular interest are the developments achieved by agroecology, 
a scientific field that has resulted from the integration of agronomic studies, ecology, 
ethnographic research reporting on traditional knowledge, the findings of studies on 
rural development, and environmental thought.34 Agroecology attempts to re-create, 
amplify, and scale-up—using many of the tools of Western science—what peasants 
have been practicing for a long time. Thus, agroecology becomes a sort of cultural 
translation that validates traditional knowledge and explicitly attempts to learn from 
it. The translation-validation occurs when the findings are presented in the discourse 
and with many of the methods of Western science and can eventually be listened to 
and understood by communities that otherwise would continue to ignore and neglect 
traditional ecological wisdom of the peasants.

Agroecologists have been documenting how systems of modern agriculture are 
the product of a structural evolution, which displaced stable ecological interactions, 
imposing in Latin America (and elsewhere) in its place productive forms requiring 
intense external inputs. While high-cost external inputs in industrial agriculture can 
increase yields, traditional agroecosystems can achieve the same if not better results, 
at less cost with far less environmental disruption. The diversity of local adaptations 
happens, though, within a wide range of similarities. Local communities involved in 
traditional farming place their accent on the varieties of crops that are planted and 
harvested for local consumption or local exchange; they use a full range of environ-
ments differing in characteristics such as soil, temperature and altitudes, the recycling 
of organic waste materials, the successful pest suppression through the use of biological 
interdependencies of animals and plants, and finally, the use of local resources plus 
human and animal energy for minimal input of technologies.35

These discoveries remained relatively marginal for decades. However, the com-
bined effect of the empirical demonstration of the anthropogenic causes of global 
warming by the climate change scientific community through the work of the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the current food crisis has lent new 
credibility, urgency, and actuality to agroecological solutions. Moreover, new evidence 
indicates that agroecosystems designed along agroecological principles not only provide 
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feasible directions for the transition toward an ecologically sustainable agriculture but 
are productive and efficient in food production. In a landmark study conducted for the 
International Development Research Centre of Canada (IDRC), leading agroecologist 
Jules Pretty from the University of Essex, reviewed 286 agroecological projects in 57 
countries and concluded that the evidence tends to demonstrate that most preindustrial 
and modernized farming systems, using agroecological approaches, can make rapid 
transitions to both sustainable and productive farming.36

The projects reviewed showed that projects managed with agroecological tech-
niques increased their yields by 64 percent, while increasing soil fertility and accu-
mulation of organic matter, increasing water on carbon dioxide retention, recovering 
native seeds, and drastically reducing agrotoxics usage. At the same time, there were 
significant increases in social capital: stronger social organizations at the local level, new 
rules and norms for collective management of natural resources, and growing connec-
tions to external policy institutions. The studies also showed improvements in human 
capital: increased capacity to experiment and solve local problems, improvements in 
the status of women, improved sanitary conditions, better health and nutrition, and 
reversed migration and more local employment. Pretty’s study concludes that these 
improvements, more often than not, take place despite the absence of enabling policies. 
Despite the fact that some agroecological technologies and social processes for local 
scale adoption of more sustainable agricultural practices are increasingly well tested and 
established, the social and institutional conditions for spread are less well understood, 
but in several contexts, have rapidly spread during the 1990s–2000s decade. However, 
it is the political conditions for the emergence of supportive policies that have not been 
established, with only a few examples of real progress.37

In a summary of recent data, Altieri38 shows evidence emerging from dozens of 
studies that conclusively state that new approaches and technologies spearheaded by 
farmers, local governments, and NGOs around the world are already making a sufficient 
contribution to food security at the household, national, and regional levels. A variety 
of agroecological and participatory approaches in many countries show very positive 
outcomes even under adverse conditions. Potentials include raising cereal yields from 
50 to 200 percent, increasing stability of production through diversification and soil/
water management, improving diets and income with appropriate support and spread 
of these approaches, and contributing to national food security and to exports. Most 
importantly, the agroecological process requires participation and enhancement of the 
farmer’s ecological literacy about their farms and resources, laying the foundation for 
empowerment and continuous innovation by rural communities. A recent systemati-
zation of findings from the literature by The Ecologist39 leads to similar conclusions.

Thus, the knowledge of peasant farmers illustrates in practice key ecological 
principles for a (socially and ecologically, if not always economically) sustainable 
agriculture. They survive under conditions of scarcity of financial resources and live 
frugally without destroying their environment (although there are many who have), 
more often than not, with an extremely small land base.

One of the most visible responses to the limitations of the system of globalized 
industrial agriculture has been provided in Latin America by the horizontal networks 
linking peasants through organizations and movements like Via Campesina.40 The 



 Polycultures of the Mind 269

peasant economy and its network have been able to overcome significant obstacles, such 
as the predominance of a neoliberal economy, the concentration of economic power 
and resources, the continued commodification of nature and labor and its reduction 
to tradable comparative advantages, the shortcomings of food governance, and the 
continued support of Latin American government to the model of development open 
to free markets.

It was the systematic study of traditional peasant agriculture that led, some thirty 
years ago, to the emergence of agroecology. What we witness now is a reverse cultural 
process that shows how the science of agroecology provides the intellectual tools that 
amplify the peasants’ legacy, traditionally conveyed through local narratives that were 
difficult to scale up. Agroecology is assisting the peasant movements from around the 
world to realize that, despite the myriad of variations of approaches used by peasant 
agriculture, some ecological processes and principles can be generalized. Thus, key 
principles systematized by agreocology are as follows:

I. the integration of biological and ecological processes such as nutrient cycling, 
nitrogen fixation, soil regeneration, allelopathy, competition, predation and 
parasitism into food production;

II. minimizing the use of those non-renewable inputs that cause harm to the 
environment or to the health of farmers and consumers;

III. making productive use of the knowledge and skills of farmers, so improving 
their self-reliance and substituting human capital for costly external inputs;

IV. making productive use of people’s collective capacities to work together to 
solve common agricultural and natural resource problems, such as for pest, 
watershed, irrigation, forest and credit management.41

The implementation of these principles demonstrates efficient production of 
healthy food, clean water, habitats for wildlife, carbon sequestration, flood protec-
tion, groundwater recharge, landscape amenity, and a new type of environmentally 
responsible agro-eco-tourism.42 These principles and the vast array of techniques (site 
specific and grounded in place) employed to implement them are the subject of thou-
sands of peasant encounters animated by NGOs and by the rapidly developing local, 
regional, and international networks of the peasant movement and gaining increasingly 
the attention of research funding agencies like IDRC in Canada and equivalents in 
other countries. These, in turn, have made possible the rapid development of networks 
animated by a new generation of researchers and professionals who conduct their work 
within the frameworks of agroecology and ecological economics, working side by side 
with rural communities.

In Latin America, the strongest expression of this scholarship is provided by the 
recent formation of the Latin American Society of Agroecology (SOCLA, in Spanish), 
which celebrated its first congress in August 2007, in Medellin, Colombia. SOCLA is 
spreading rapidly with chapters in more than twenty countries; current preparations for 
a Latin American Graduate Program in Agroecology to be based in Colombia; increas-
ing organizational networks with universities, NGOs, and the international peasant 
movements; and an impressive body of scholarly and popular education publications.43
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Those activities have, in turn, made visible newly emergent ecological economic 
activities, which are opening new channels of circulation linking small-scale ecologi-
cally sound rural producers to green consumers in the First World. Not only do these 
new channels open up markets for peasant farmers but they bring the concerns of 
urban environmentalism back to the rural producers, who can now retrieve the best 
of their own traditions, previously marginalized and suffocated by the hegemony of 
industrial agriculture and the pressures imposed by the corporate world. Needless to 
say, the painfully emerging new green economy is struggling for every inch with the 
relentless expansion of the industrial agricultural project epitomized by the penetration 
of genetically engineered soya monocultures and biofuels.44

The strategic significance of the growing convergence between the demands of 
the peasant movement and the green platform was anticipated several decades ago by 
various agroecologists and social scientists in Latin America. It was perceived that the 
articulation of the ecological platforms would create new conditions to bring together 
the historically separated struggles for the property of the land (territorial struggles) on 
the one hand and, on the other, the struggles for the control of productive processes, 
that is, for economic and political self-reliance. It is the articulation of the social and 
economic demands of the peasants with the ecological question that renders new weight 
to the peasant indigenous cosmovision.45 Thus, the traditional indigenous peasant 
view of nature based on an organicistic view, depicting it as a living, sentient being, 
is retrieved to provide a cultural foundation for the ecologically sound appropriation 
of natural resources.46

Equally important, the peasant movements’ advocacy for egalitarian principles 
and for generalized reciprocity tends to provide appropriate controls to avoid overexploi-
tation of natural resources and to facilitate the establishment of collective mechanisms 
of control and correction in the management of natural resources. Thus, as pointed 
out by Toledo, if every fraction of deforestation results in a new contribution to global 
warming, the struggle conducted by a microscopic rural community to arrest it is a battle 
on behalf of humanity and life as a whole. When a localized movement of resistance 
like that becomes a part of a worldwide effort to protect biodiversity and bring with 
it the potential attention, support and solidarity of a vast array of international actors 
follow, strengthening, in turn, the movement’s reach. Following the Zapatista rebellion 
in Chiapas, the impressive new political presence of the peasant movements in Latin 
America can be explained to a very significant extent by this encounter between the 
traditional peasant platforms of struggle and their new environmentalism.

Founded in 1993, the Via Campesina International Peasant Movement is perhaps 
the best example of this new situation:

We are an autonomous, pluralist and multicultural movement, independent of any 
political, economic, or other type of affiliation. Our members are from 56 countries 
throughout Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Americas. . . . The principal objective of 
La Via Campesina is to develop solidarity and unity among small farmer organiza-
tions in order to promote gender parity and social justice in fair economic relations; 
the preservation of land, water, seeds and other natural resources; food sovereignty; 
sustainable agricultural production based on small and medium-sized producers.47
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It is beyond the scope of this discussion to analyze the different stages of devel-
opment of the peasant movement. However, in the section that follows, we present a 
number of ideas about possible educational lessons that can be extracted, both from 
the learning experience of the peasant and from the actual collective manifestations 
of their aspirations.

Polycultures of the mInd and educatIon

What kind of learning experiences are behind the planting and cultivating of polycultures 
of the mind and networking to share its fruits? I propose that the most important one 
is the direct exposure to biodiversity and to the horizontal, decentralized, pluralistic, 
and nonhierarchical networks of support and mutual aid that have characterized the 
informal networks of peasants.

The peasant cannot avoid being engaged and deeply involved in assessing his 
or her landscape—the quality of the water, soil, and seeds; the interaction between 
birds and insect pollinators; crops with plants and organisms that provide biologi-
cal controls; the food chain linking plants, animals, and humans; the recycling of 
manure; the seasonality of it all. Every observation makes the participation of the 
human mind and body, hands, hearts, and heads inevitable and that, in turn, has 
transformative learning for sustainability effects.48 It epitomizes what we have called 
elsewhere, “Learning with Life Education.” Sounds, smells, colors, landscape, weather, 
animals’ signs, and birds’ migratory patterns are permanently, intentionally or not, by 
necessity in the peasant gaze.

The approach is fully experiential, and there is a constant critical appraisal of ideas 
through the conversation between peasants that is ecologically highly sophisticated. It 
is a conversation about the practicality of ways of seeing and ways of doing: what works 
in practice, and what does not? They watch their geography every day, see mountains 
and plains, rivers or dry landscapes; have picked all fruits from the trees since they 
started walking; chewed all plants; gathered the eggs from the chicken nests, learned 
to kill a hen, to hunt rabbits, to kill a lamb and (in many places) even to drink blood, 
watering the soil with it to feed ceremonially the land. People feel cold and heat; they 
sweat and shiver. Seasons are felt; diets change seasonally; duties change seasonally; 
sleeping patterns change with comings and goings of the light of the sun. Mind, heart, 
and body are in constant mobilization through demanding physical, emotional, and 
intellectual activity. The power and presence of nature reminds daily that it must be 
treated with respect, reverence, and fear. There is, of course, nothing easy or rosy about 
all that: it requires huge physical and mental effort. The peasant must make hundreds 
of decisions, based on endless, detailed observations, which are all connected by the 
needs of the entire biological community of the farm.

In comparison, urban culture is almost purely human made. The context of the 
learning process is a straight line, square shape (we learn surrounded by square rooms, 
in square buildings, with square tables, square floors, square-blocks, square screens in 
square auditoriums with immobile chairs arranged in rows facing the scenario for the 
solo lecturer). The quest for predictability, calculability, and control are all over the 



272  Alejandro Rojas

place, despite discourses on freedom, creativity, and critical thinking. That is, the hidden 
curriculum (a critical component of the ecology of knowledge) becomes the medium 
and process that shapes the message. It is a miracle that so much human creativity still 
unfolds in a situation so removed from the symphony of the natural world. The design 
of a peasant agroecosystem is almost the contrary: it is wavy, diverse in species and 
shapes. The presence of the complexity of life is the dominant theme. Unlike the city 
and its classroom, the “classroom” of the peasant is filled with other kinds of classmates 
in addition to humans. The diversity and complexity of urban life is immense, but it 
is entirely intra-human. The complexity of the peasant life is inter-species.

what KInd of classroom maKes PossIble the 
develoPment of the Polycultures of the mInd?

We argue that the polycultures of the peasant mind provide clues to pursue of the kind 
of education needed to support the cultural transformation that a society experienc-
ing a sustainability crisis must undergo. As already pointed out, we are not interested 
in romanticizing the life of the peasants, who suffer from marginality and must work 
so hard and face discrimination, poverty, migration, and constant encroachment of 
their way of life and that of their communities. Rather, the point is to suggest that 
their intellect is no better or worse than that of the urban dweller. What is of particular 
interest is simply the way their ecological sensitivity takes shape. Neither are we seeing the 
peasantry as the historical subject who will “liberate humanity from its chains” or the 
new privileged subject of a history in the making. They are just like all of us and, in 
addition, still have too little power and too little political clout in the governments of 
the region, although they have formed a social movement of extraordinary vitality that 
represents a very important cultural resistance against the impacts of globalization that 
tend to displace them by taking away their land base.

The important clue for us is the peasants’ impressive ecological sophistication 
and the capacity to sustain with only local inputs and with a very small land base an 
agriculture that feeds millions of Latin Americans with very little negative environmental 
impact (unless forced in to the worst conditions, that is). And more often than not, these 
peasants have very little schooling; many of them are illiterate and do not even know 
how to use computers. Another key learning for the sustainability education classroom 
is the actual experience of the peasants in securing food through local food systems 
and through local systems of exchange. Corporate domination, trade agreements, and 
government policies do not permit the expansion of this practice, but despite their 
marginality, the record of its contribution to food sovereignty security is impressive.

the grand classroom

The grand classroom is the classroom where life (not just human life) unfolds. Children 
love living creatures, and the more and the earlier they are exposed to them, the more 
they learn about them, the more they care, the more they will defend them. Forests, 
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beaches, and the sky are the grand classrooms where the connections of all forms of 
life are present. Students, just like peasant farmers, will learn more and better about 
ecological processes and about sustainable practices if they are directly exposed to it in 
addition to being exposed to it only conceptually or virtually.

“Directly exposed to it” may admit a range of experiences. Community-based 
action research and community service learning are one way of being directly exposed, 
of being there. Restoring an urban landscape to biodiversity, planting a community 
garden, working with real people in their places, their problems, experiences, memo-
ries, and hopes and dreams deliver knowledge of incomparable depth. If I have a 
memory about something and I am invited to share it with others; if I have a dream 
about something and I am invited to share it, then my encounter with expert knowl-
edge will allow me to see critically that, although it will provide me with a wealth of 
systematized knowledge, it will never be reality as it is, facts without the mediation 
of experience and emotion. The irony is that if good knowledge is adaptive knowledge, 
humble practitioners of the mirrors of polycultures of the mind have done better than 
the practitioners of the monocultures of the mind and have not threatened biological 
communities and life with excessive demands.

We must learn also from the peasant movements and the kind of networks and 
knowledge they have generated. In the face of marginalization, they have created forms 
of cooperation, mutual support, and mutual aid that have translated into the creation 
of knowledge: seeds banks, for example, and the horizontal exchange of experiences. 
Learning with life—these schools have usually no campuses other than someone’s 
field. Networking has the quality of creating knowledge that is related to others as 
opposed to atomized, purely individualistic, and competitive knowledge produced for 
power and prestige.

toward an ecology of the  
IntegratIon of Knowledge

I have recently reported elsewhere on our attempts at University of British Colum-
bia’s Faculty of Land and Food Systems to implement a new pedagogy based on the 
principles of a community of learners,49 an approach that draws significant elements 
from the tradition of popular adult education in Latin America but that also modifies 
it substantially to reflect the challenges of the era of climate change and environmental 
and food insecurity and vulnerability. Questioning the efficacy of conventional modes 
of delivery of curriculum on sustainable agriculture, we have experimented during the 
last ten years with an approach guided by an “ecology of the integration of knowledge.” 
The most important aspect of that educational process is its community-based, highly 
participatory process that takes the students out of the classroom and links them with 
other communities, within and without the university. Our students are working, within 
our courses, with the food providers on campus to transform the food system of this 
university, which feeds 50,000 bodies every day, into a more sustainable food system, 
one with shorter food miles and a lighter ecological footprint.50 This is a central subject 
matter in a stream of required courses.
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We also have an organic farm that is probing agroecological methods, many 
similar to those used by peasant farmers. The farm had been abandoned twelve years 
ago, and it was the mobilization of our students supported by a handful of faculty 
members and staff that have so far rescued it from commercial housing. It is a working 
park, run by our students. It is a living laboratory of the interface between the urban 
space and agriculture. It is providing some local menus for our food providers and, 
through its farmers market, has become the knot of an important network of local 
farmers. It is the only working farm left within the limits of the City of Vancouver. 
Our incipient agroecology program and several other courses are learning to use it as 
a grand classroom that complements in various degrees the intramural learning, which 
has also been deeply transformed.51

conclusIon

The question of the possible end of the peasant in Latin America remains clouded with 
question marks. Despite a relative decline in numbers and in area covered by peasant 
agriculture, the contribution of peasant farmers to feed the Latin American popula-
tion remains critical. Moreover, the new articulation of the peasant movements with 
the ecological concerns of our times makes the peasant a potent political and cultural 
actor that has entered with unprecedented vigor in the debate about what is to be 
done to overcome the severe vulnerabilities of the food system at the global, regional, 
national, and local levels. Emerging from the encounter of the cultural legacy of peas-
ant agriculturalists and from the ecological critique of our civilization, agroecology is 
providing increasingly appropriate answers to the challenges and urgencies of creating 
a sustainable agriculture and sustainable food systems.

The learning processes of the peasant, the polycultures of their minds, system-
atized and amplified by agroecology, provide many lessons of great significance for 
scholars interested in sustainability education, and the elements for an understand-
ing of a new ecology of knowledge. The peasant and his or her world, neglected and 
regarded often with some contempt by urban intellectual elites, have ended up teach-
ing us more than we ever expected, about living in a lighter way on this planet. In 
an era where the future of humanity has become uncertain, and at a time when we 
finally seem to be acknowledging that we are in trouble, this peasant legacy may end 
up providing us with important clues about where to go. The direction will certainly 
not be to go back to a past that cannot be recreated, even if it were desirable. But the 
lessons learned and the emergence of the new green economy accompanied by a new 
green culture, vision, and political will, may open up a new future for the peasant and 
for the entire human society.
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Chapter 14

u

Community Capacity and 
Challenges of Ecuadorian 

Agrarian Farmer Organizations 
for Generating Alternatives 

to Pesticide Use
A Case Study

Fabio Cabarcas1

The development of modern crop varieties from the 1950s and 1960s, known as the 
Green Revolution, has also been accompanied by an increased use and development of 
pesticides and artificial fertilizers. This is exemplified by the fact that the world trade 
in pesticides grew roughly by a factor of fourteen worldwide from 1972 to 2002. This 
worldwide phenomenon has also been experienced by countries in Latin America, 
including Ecuador.2 In general economic terms, the Green Revolution may have led to 
a reduction of prices and an increase in total production yields, but its gains in terms 
of profit margins by farmers are less clear.3 Despite this, farmers have needed to use 
pesticides to maintain their competitiveness in the market. However, regardless of the 
possible economic benefits, pesticide-related dangers are of particular concern for public 
health and environmental action. In effect, the intensification of crops and the use of 
fertilizers and pesticides have contributed to the disruption of biotic loops and biodi-
versity with serious environmental consequences.4 In terms of human health, pesticide 
use accounts for millions of poisonings and thousands of deaths a year in the world. 
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This requires urgent change toward safer alternatives such as pesticide-free pest manage-
ment (integrated pest management) and a more rational use of existent technologies.5,6

The need for safer agricultural practices7 runs parallel to a global crisis in small 
farming.8 In recent decades, the political agenda promoted by the Washington Con-
sensus, which entails, among other things, an export-driven model for agriculture, the 
liberation of domestic markets for imports, and the decrease in direct support from 
state institutions, has particularly affected small farmers in developing countries.9 
However, according to M. Altieri, small farmers are fundamental for several reasons. 
First, with just 34.5 percent of the total crop area in Latin America, small farmers pro-
duce 51 percent of the maize, 77 percent of the beans, and 61 percent of the potatoes 
for domestic use. Furthermore, they use more polycultures than large farms, which is 
important for biodiversity. Polycultures can also have more yields if all the products 
are accounted for.10 In Latin America, the marginalization suffered by small farmers in 
recent decades has led to the rise of different types of farmer movements that clamor for 
better production conditions, including a more environmentally friendly agriculture.11

Given the difficulties faced by small farmers and the visibility that their move-
ment in Latin America has reached at national and international levels, what are the 
chances of small-farmer organizations for facilitating the adoption of a safer agriculture? 
Moreover, some organizations, such the World Bank, in its recent World Develop-
ment Report 2008, Agriculture for Development, suggest that strengthening farmers’ 
civil society is one of the fundamental strategies for overcoming the limitations of 
the Green Revolution.12 Does civil society, particularly farmer organizations, have 
the capacity to transform production in their communities for better environmental 
results as stated by the World Development Report 2008? In this paper, I am going to 
provide possible answers to these questions by focusing on the case of small farming 
in the southern ranges of Ecuador. I will focus on identifying elements in the field of 
agriculture in Ecuador that may make it difficult for small-farmer organizations to 
lead a possible transition from the Green Revolution to a safer production. Following 
Bourdieu, a “field” is a system of relationships constituted by social agents related to 
the production and promotion of a particular product. A field is constituted by two 
elements: the existence of a common capital and the struggle for its appropriation by 
different social actors.13 In a given field, different actors compete for the acquisition of 
determinate forms of accumulated capital.14 Any field is codetermined by a broader 
social structure that shapes its organization, even though its internal dynamics are 
partially autonomous. A field can change over time.15

In the case of this work, the Ecuadorian rural setting linked to agriculture is 
understood as a field.16 Small-farmer organizations are one of many social actors com-
peting for access to the forms of capital that allow them to survive. I am going to focus 
on the characteristics as may be experienced by these organizations. Framing the field 
in which small-farmer organizations struggle, I will discuss some of the determinants 
related to agricultural production in Ecuador that may weaken their capacity for 
achieving an environmentally friendly and sustainable agriculture. This paper uses 
data from a case study in two communities of small farmers in the province of Cañar 
in southern Ecuador (communities A and B), including mixed research techniques 
mostly collected from April 2007 to May 2008. For this essay, I will use material from 
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ethnographic techniques applying participant observation and in-depth interviews, and 
a household survey aiming to identify organizational and socio-demographic elements 
among other aspects.17 Furthermore, documents and relevant information, such as 
hospital discharge records and irrigation databases, were reviewed.18

I will argue that if the policy priorities promoted by the Washington Consensus 
persist, small farmers have little chance to make the transition to safer technologies. If 
continued, this political agenda, focused on prioritization of exportations, liberation of 
domestic markets for imports, and decrease in direct support from state institutions, 
will increase small farmers’ long-term disadvantages in access to resources in the field 
of agriculture. The Washington Consensus policies that predominated in Ecuador since 
the late 1980s did not generate the long-term inequities faced by small farmers. However, 
I agree with authors who suggest that the policies contributed to making inequalities 
worse.19 Furthermore, without policy changes, the approach to civil society by the World 
Bank does not offer feasible alternatives for small farmers in Ecuador to undertake a 
transformation toward new forms of agriculture. I am by no means suggesting that 
the burden of health and environmental problems of pesticides lies on the shoulders of 
small farmers. On the contrary, while small farming may offer important alternatives 
for overcoming the limitations of the Green Revolution as stated before, large-scale 
farming is associated with great health and environmental problems. However, if the 
emphasis on small-farmer organizations is not accompanied by a profound change in 
the field of agriculture by means of strategies such as public policies providing more 
support, small farming has little chance, not only to make the transition toward new 
forms of production but also to survive. Agriculture will be the sole domain of large 
producers who have better access to the forms of capital in the field.

Framing the Field oF rural  
development in ecuador

Land Reforms and Land Distribution in Ecuador
In the twentieth century Ecuador had three major land reforms, in 1964, 1973, and 
1994. The reforms of 1964 and 1973 were part of a group of similar reforms in other 
Latin American countries, such as Chile, Peru, and Colombia, aiming to transform 
precapitalist forms of rural production.20 The two initial reforms helped to dismantle 
precapitalist forms of production and large landholdings such as the hacienda21 by (1) 
establishing a ceiling of hectares by farm; (2) promoting colonization of new lands, 
mainly in the Amazon, and distribution of fallow lands; (3) providing some alternatives 
for credit and technical assistance to farmers, including the creation of the Ecuadorian 
Institute of Land Reform for providing assistance.22 In addition, a 1994 land reform 
was executed in the framework of structural adjustment policies and the Washington 
Consensus.23 This policy proceeded in an agenda of reinforced market-led strategies such 
as the freedom to divide and trade communal lands, limitation of state expropriation, 
and requirement of payment for accessing new land.24, 25

Despite some gains for some sectors of farmers, the reforms did not help to 
significantly change the country’s indicators of land concentration.26 Inequity is still 
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a structural part of land distribution in Ecuador. Similar to other Latin American 
countries, Ecuador’s land distribution is very unequal.27 The evolution of Land GINI 
went from 0.86 in 1954 to 0.85 in 1974.28 There seems to be a small improvement 
with the 0.80 Land GINI for 2000.29 However, 60.4 percent of the agricultural land 
is controlled by the 6.4 percent of units that have more than 50 hectares. On the other 
hand, the 63.5 percent of units with less than 5 hectares only owns 6.3 percent of the 
agriculturally productive area. In the province of Cañar, the 2 percent of units with 
50 hectares or more controls 53.5 percent of the land, leaving the 77.8 percent of units 
with less than 5 hectares with just 19.6 percent of the land.30, 31

The agrarian reform perpetuated a problem of smallholdings in the Andes. In 
general, the relative area of smallholdings with less than 5 hectares in the rural ranges 
in Ecuador has changed little over time. However, the absolute number of produc-
tive units with less than 5 hectares has increased.32 Moreover, small farming is highly 
concentrated in the Andean ranges, including the province of Cañar. The 87.4 percent 
of productive units with less than 1 hectare and 72.8 percent of units with between 
1 and less than 5 hectares are located in the ranges.33 Despite the small improvement 
in the Land GINI described above, some forces threaten to worsen the problem of 
smallholdings. For instance, the 1994 reform freed communal lands, allowing their 
fragmentation. In addition to land markets, inheritance practices that divide the 
land in equal parts among all the children has contributed to increase the number of 
smallholdings.34 Small farmers in Ecuador are mostly smallholders.

The fact that small farmers in the Ecuadorian Andes are mostly smallholders rep-
resents a challenge for farmer organizations trying to develop environmentally friendly 
production. In fact, productive units with less than 5 hectares have poor chances of 
having economic viability in Ecuador.35 This striking reduced probability, taking into 
account that they are 63.5 percent of Ecuadorian productive units as already stated, 
suggests more demanding transaction costs and technical assistance are needed for 
developing these farms. Moreover, training for proper use of pesticides or development 
of alternative pest management requires standardization of practices and training, which 
is more difficult with small and heterogeneous units. For instance, organic farming 
started worldwide with an important role of small farmers who sought improvement 
in their situation. However, international standardization and bureaucratic barriers 
are deterring small producers from it.36 Complex certification processes and the need 
for accessing research and knowledge have become a burden particularly for small 
farmers in developing countries.37 In addition, as small producers can afford very little 
economic risk, they require important levels of support over the initial years for achiev-
ing suitable organic production.38 Farmer organizations alone will have little chance 
to coordinate the efforts deemed necessary for building environmentally friendly and 
economically viable alternatives for small farmers.

Summarizing, the agricultural field in Ecuador is marked by long-term inequi-
ties in land distribution, leaving in a marginal position a majority of small farmers 
and smallholders in the Ecuadorian ranges. Washington Consensus policies did little 
to improve small farmers’ disadvantages. Small farms, which are very important for 
generating employment, face important limitations to survive and adapt their pro-
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ductive system to the challenges imposed. This makes it more difficult to replace the 
technology brought on by the Green Revolution.

Market for Rural Products in Ecuador
The Ecuadorian domestic market has been fundamental for the survival of small farm-
ers. As shown in Figure 14.1, internal markets are supplied by small farmers, whereas 
export-oriented production is dominated by larger productive units. This two-modal 
system also reflects differences in the type of product and region. Bananas and flow-
ers, the main export-oriented agricultural products, account for 38.9 percent and 18.2 
percent, respectively, of the net agricultural production in Ecuador. On the other hand, 
products such as rice, sugarcane, corn, and potatoes, which are destined mainly to the 
internal market, account for 36.3 percent of the total production. Traditionally, while 
most of the export products have been located in the coastal region, the ranges have 
been mostly focused on the internal market.39 In recent decades, Washington Consensus 
policies favoring export-oriented agriculture have been adverse for the domestic market 
used by the small-farmer based agriculture of the ranges. In this section, I will focus on 
domestic markets, as they are more important for small farmers. I am going to argue 
that Washington Consensus policies in Ecuador are deleterious for small farmers and 
for any attempt by their organizations to promote environmentally friendly practices.

Figure 14.1 Relative contribution of different-size productive units to net  
agricultural production according to their final market, Ecuador 2000
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The Washington Consensus policies that started in Ecuador in the 1980s left 
the small farmers in poor competitive conditions vis-à-vis long-term inefficiencies of 
the market.40 While the initial reforms to liberalize the Ecuadorian economy took 
place from 1988 to 1992, the core of the reforms happened from 1992 to 1996 dur-
ing the government of Duran Ballen.41, 42 As in other Latin American countries, the 
Ecuadorian state support in terms of subsidies, direct services, and technical assistance 
was essentially dismantled without building adequate assistance to support small pro-
ducers and farmer organizations to build capacity to deal with the inefficiencies. The 
result was that the competitive conditions of small producers deteriorated.43 In addi-
tion, free trade agreements and the reduction of import taxes in Ecuador introduced 
products at a lower production cost, reducing even more the profit margins by small 
producers. The relative cost of crops and livestock as a percentage of total imports in 
Ecuador increased from 2.5 percent in 1980 to 4.7 percent in 1995.44 This increase 
is indicative of higher volumes of food imports that compete in traditional markets. 
Furthermore, chains of supermarkets in Ecuador have almost doubled their number 
from 1998 to 2004.45 The volume of supply required and the technical specifications 
that supermarkets ask for represent a challenge for small farmers. As a result, small 
farmers’ access to internal markets has decreased.

In addition to the difficulties that markets present for small farmers, they provide 
very limited incentive for pesticide-free or organic production. Worldwide, despite the 
rapid growth of markets for organic products, mainly in developed countries, their 
size remains rather small. For instance, in the year 2000, the share of organic foods 
in the markets of the United States, Japan, and Europe was barely close to 1 percent. 
The market with the highest percentage of organic products was Denmark, with just 
close to 3 percent of the total food trade.46 Moreover, in developing countries, internal 
demand for products such as organic bananas is very small.47

In such conditions, small farmers and their organizations have little chance to 
access markets without the proper assistance. While domestic markets are fundamental 
for small farmers in Ecuador, the internal market’s long-term inefficiencies are wors-
ened by the fact that Washington Consensus policies have favored competition from 
products from abroad, some of which are artificially low cost due to subsidies. More-
over, domestic markets offer little incentive for pesticide-free or ecologically oriented 
products. Organizations of small farmers would require not only marketing expertise 
but also high technological and credit support to overcome these challenges. They 
will also require an ample network of contacts and clients. Thus, market challenges 
are added to the difficulties in distribution of resources such as land to make it very 
difficult for small-farmer organizations to facilitate viable alternatives to pesticide use.

The Role of the State and Other Organizations in Supporting Small Farmers
L. North and J. Cameron describe the extent to which, from the mid-1980s, there 
was a worldwide shift to allocate programs through Non-Governmental Organization 
(NGO) led programs. This shift was heightened in the mid-1990s. Institutional reform, 
decentralization, and promoting social capital were part of the Washington Consen-
sus policies.48 This process was accompanied by a reduction in state-level investment.  
M. Chiriboga describes the extent to which the adjustment policies for rural Ecuador 
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have involved (1) the reduction in investment on public services and infrastructure;  
(2) the dismantling of sector-specific policies and the organizations in charge of carrying 
them out; and (3) the emergence of groups and organizations that provide project-based 
assistance.49 This process may have been deleterious for the capacity of organizations to 
face the challenges of a changing rural scenario. However, the social situation for small 
farmers remains problematic. Several factors may contribute to this. First, while some 
indigenous and farmer organizations have gained some capabilities, their capacity is 
not enough for replacing the need for effective state-led initiatives and policies. Second, 
the increased number of local organizations has meant an inefficient use of resources. 
External actors and sectors also compete for the same resources. In this section, I will 
focus on the above-mentioned factors to discuss the extent to which Washington Con-
sensus policies may affect the farmers’ organization local-level capacity.

The support by the Ecuadorian state for development of agriculture, and par-
ticularly small farmers, has never been strong. In effect, some important development 
initiatives in the rural areas were led by NGOs, showing the weakness of state inter-
vention. For instance, in the 1960s and early 1970s, Andean Mission, an NGO linked 
to some sectors of the church, helped to trigger the creation of infrastructure such as 
roads and schools in the rural areas. In addition, it provided technical assistance that 
introduced the technological package of the Green Revolution.50 Other actors such 
as agrochemical distributors also helped to provide technical support to consolidate 
the use of pesticides.51

Regardless of the inefficiencies of the policies, the reduction of this already small 
role by the state left a vacuum that could not be filled by a myriad of lower scale pro-
grams led by small organizations. With a fiscal crisis in the early eighties, there was a 
diminution in the direct presence of the state followed by a proliferation of organiza-
tions and NGOs harnessing funds from international agencies through small programs 
targeted for special interest groups. However, Figure 14.2 shows the extent to which 
the relative weight of NGOs and other organizations for providing credit for farmers 
of any productive unit size is small. Also small, the relative weight of both the National 
Development Bank and the private banks is highly skewed toward the producers of 
higher unit size. To access credit, small farmers have little support. They are left with 
the assistance of financial cooperatives, usually small in size, and moneylenders, who 
usually offer high interest rates. It is important to highlight the larger importance that 
family loans have for small farmers. In another important illustration shown in Figure 
14.3, the role of NGOs providing technical assistance to small farmers, despite being 
relatively important for farmers with 5 or fewer hectares, is not enough for overcoming 
the gap of technical assistance between small farmers and large landholders. Again, 
the role of state institutions such as the Ministry of Agriculture is relatively small and 
heavily skewed to providing technical assistance to farmers in the largest productive 
units. Small farmers have little support to overcome the difficulties of a disadvantaged 
position in Ecuadorian agriculture. Without proper credit or technical assistance, they 
have little chance to engage in a process of environmentally friendly, sustainable, and 
healthy agriculture.

The withdrawal of an already weak state also left different types of small orga-
nizations without resources such as technical assistance and financial and institutional 
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support. As an example, A. Bebbington et al. warn about the fact that traditional 
organizations may be fragile. Discussing the case of the Zhuar Federation in the Ecua-
dorian Amazon, the authors point out that the rise of the indigenous organizations had 
brought political and economic power. However, the federation had failed to adopt 
strategies for self-financing, and instead depended on external funding. In addition, 
the organizations also lacked adequate internal control and accountability mechanisms, 
allowing leaders to push their own agendas. These internal problems were exacerbated 
by national political and economic problems such as the macroeconomic public policy 
for the Amazonian region.52 In another case, D. Bates identifies the combined effect 
of the disappearance of state subsidies and environmental degradation in worsening 
the agricultural crisis and favoring the migration of the labor force.53

In addition to the void left by the state, the increasing number of organizations 
has caused a fragmentation of approaches and lack of coordination, generating competi-
tion among different groups. Basically, the need for accessing limited resources that are 
distributed in market-like conditions generates competition. This competition is favored 
by the fact that a high number of organizations tend to concentrate in some areas, while 
some communities have a lower organizational density. In effect, in the Ecuadorian 
ranges, as more NGOs are working in a determinate area, more indigenous organiza-

Figure 14.2 Ratio of farmers receiving different types of credit by 1,000 productive 
units according to unit size, Ecuador 2000

Index calculated by F. Cabarcas according to data from INEC-SICA (2000), III Censo Nacional 
Agropecuario [III national census of agriculture and livestock production], Quito, Ecuador.
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tions are located in the same area. This higher density of organizations is triggered by the 
requirements of development agencies. In effect, NGOs usually have to promote local 
organizations for accessing funding, generating exaggerated density in some particular 
regions of interest by the donors. The diversity of organizations grouped in this complex 
structure lends itself to multiple sources of conflict and rivalry among different groups.54 
The multiplicity of micro-projects could also contribute to masking important structural 
inequities and thereby promote the Washington Consensus agenda.55

To sum up, small farmers have traditionally had little support for developing sus-
tainable production with reduced use of pesticides. Even technical assistance, required 
for training in appropriate use of pesticides, is reduced for small farmers. Even though 
some organizations may have gained space in generating alternatives for small farmers, 
their scope is not enough for replacing the void left by a state system that is not only 
small but also skewed in favor of larger producers. Furthermore, the need to compete 

Figure 14.3 Ratio of farmers receiving technical assistance by every 1,000  
productive units according to unit size, Ecuador 2000

Index calculated by F. Cabarcas according to data from INEC-SICA (2000), III Censo Nacional 
Agropecuario [III national census of agriculture and livestock production], Quito, Ecuador.
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for resources and in different settings generates overlap and potential conflicts among 
well-intended organizations.

Small Farmers and the Emergence of the Indigenous Movement in Ecuador
Taking into account that small farming in Ecuador is highly concentrated in the ranges, 
which is the area with the highest indigenous population, it is logical that in the last two 
decades in Ecuador, the demands in protection of small farmers in Ecuador have been 
raised mostly by indigenous organizations. In the 1990s, the Ecuadorian Indigenous 
movement gained worldwide attention due to several uprisings that partially contributed 
to the instability of several governments in the following years.56 These events have been 
described by several authors as indicative of the indigenous movement strength, at least 
at the national level.57 The movement has been clearly opposed to Washington Con-
sensus policies and demands better conditions for agrarian production while rejecting 
international trade agreements.58 However, indigenous groups have also had important 
ethnic demands. In effect, they have been characterized as primarily focusing on class 
and ethnic demands.59 In this section, I am going to briefly describe the emergence of 
the indigenous movement in Ecuador as a very important defender of small farmers’ 
interest. I am also going to discuss the extent to which identity politics,60 despite its 
importance, may have helped to further divide the initiatives.

Currently, the indigenous movement in Ecuador consists of various levels of 
organization: A diversity of organizations that group local traditional structures and 
new community ones constitutes the first level. A second level of organizations groups 
several of the first-level organizations in a determinate area of influence. A third level 
is made up of provincial-level organizations that group the second-level organizations. 
Provincial level organizations are grouped in three confederations that correspond to 
the three geographic regions in Ecuador. In 1986, a national-level organization was 
constituted, the Confederation of Ecuadorian Indigenous Nations (CONAIE). This 
structure has allowed for a capacity of national-level political advocacy that did not 
exist before.61

In the case of indigenous organizations, the political process of approval of the 
land reform in 1994 is illustrative of both their strengthened capacity and their weak-
ness. In effect, in the 1960s and 1970s, some indigenous uprisings helped to promote 
the land reform that they favored. However, the reform was mostly promoted from 
the top down. The indigenous uprising happened with little national coordination 
in some specific areas where local elites were opposed to the initiative of the govern-
ment. By contrast, the indigenous organizations in the 1990s were in one of their 
most influential periods in Ecuadorian history. For instance, unified in a National 
Indigenous Confederation (CONAIE), they led the formation of an Agrarian Coor-
dinating Association (Coordinadora Agraria) with other sectors. In addition, they 
organized demonstrations in the early 1990s that made their organization probably 
the most important social movement in the country. They had the capacity to shock 
the country with their mass actions. Furthermore, they presented an alternative bill 
to congress to promote more rights for small farmers.62 However, despite all their 
coordination and effort, the fact that the indigenous organization could not stop the 
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law is also indicative of its limitations, even though they had gained so much ground 
since the first land reforms.

In addition, the emergence of agricultural policies based on ethnicity help to 
further divide the efforts by groups that otherwise may have had similar interests. 
On one hand, the creation of new projects and settings for defending the rights of 
indigenous peoples has constituted an asset for ethnic groups that have always been 
marginalized in Ecuador. For instance, the creation in 1998 of the Project for the 
Development of the Indigenous Population and People of African Descent of Ecuador 
(PRODEPINE) with participation by the state, international development agencies, 
and the communities, has brought some benefits such as rural development projects 
and land claims for indigenous communities.63 On the other hand, despite the benefi-
cial gains for particular groups, the emergence of rural funding linked to identity has 
blurred the collaborative efforts for common problems such as agrarian reform and 
access to markets, which also affects mixed-race farmers. In effect, even though the 
agrarian reform is still part of the discourse of indigenous leaders, the political visibility 
of issues affecting different ethnicities, such as the need for land reform, is blurred by 
channeling the demands divided by ethnic groups.64 Furthermore, the institutional-
ization of ethnic demands by the state and international agencies may have generated 
a cooptation of the discourse, limiting its political efficacy by excluding social and 
economic inequities from the agenda.65

Rural policies based on ethnicity may also help to concentrate efforts on the 
wrong targets. In a study exploring the geographical correlation between poverty 
and development projects, V. Breton showed that there is some correlation between 
development projects by NGOs and poverty. However, some of the poorest rural 
areas do not have the density of projects that they should. However, some relatively 
wealthy regions such as indigenous Otavalo in the north receive much attention. In 
effect, the correlation between development projects and poverty seems to be less 
important than the correlation between development projects and predominantly 
indigenous areas. Despite the fact that indigenous inhabitants are in statistical 
terms the poorest of the country, they are not alone, particularly in areas such as 
the southern Andes where some mixed-race farmers also face the burden of inequali-
ties. Being indigenous is the most important factor in Ecuador to be the target of 
development projects by NGOs.66

To summarize, this phenomenon of ethnic policies for political and economic 
gain is one of the fundamental elements integrating the field of community organiza-
tions involved in reduction of pesticide exposure in the communities of the case study. 
It plays a role together with the challenges faced by small farmers’ agricultural produc-
tion in the midst of Washington Consensus market changes. In addition, structural 
problems such as smallholdings and inequities linked to the agrarian reforms have 
made it increasingly difficult for small farmers to build alternatives for agricultural 
development. On the other hand, the advance of fragmented programs and projects 
led by NGOs and small organizations does not compensate for the lack of a more 
supportive policy and technical assistance by the government. Problems regarding 
the capacity of organizations and small farmers are not resolved by the structural 
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adjustment policies. Meanwhile, Washington Consensus policies have contributed 
to make them worse.67

What is happening in cañar? a case study

Communities A and B are indigenous communities located between 3,000 and 3,400 
meters above sea level in Cañar province in the southern ranges in Ecuador. A’s population 
is close to 2,300 inhabitants, while B’s is close to 600, with an average of 4.4 members 
per household for both communities. According to the survey, more than 70 percent 
of households in both communities reported income lower than US$300 monthly. 
Together, the two adjacent communities are perceived as the organizational nucleus 
for farmer and indigenous organizations whose influence goes beyond their geographic 
boundaries. Table 14.1 includes details on the most important organizations located 

Table 14.1 Farmer organizations in communities A and B and percentage of 
household leaders with perception of little trust in their capacity for improving 
the welfare of their communities

Organization  Trust 
(number) Details Perception*

Second-level  This organization groups fifteen communities and 14.04%A 
organization  four land cooperatives. Its activities include conflict  12.86%B 
 resolution, planning and coordination of agricultural  
 activities, technical assistance and training, and  
 micro-credits. However, its more important role is to  
 control the irrigation system that covers fourteen  
 communities in the area. It also has a demonstration  
 farm for activities such as integrated pest management.

Farmer  Originated as an agricultural development initiative 14.04%A 
association  linked with seed production, it has a solid financial 11.43%B 
and credit  institution for farmers. In addition, it contains a grain 
cooperative   processing and trade program. It also has a  
 demonstration farm for activities such as integrated  
 pest management.

Association of  Professional association of agronomists dedicated to  7.02%A 
indigenous  planning, development, and technical assistance on  4.29%B 
agronomists   development projects for agricultural and livestock  
 production. It has a market located in the urban centre,  
 which provides support for the commerce of some  
 farmer products. It has built some small irrigation  
 subsystems for some communities. It also has a  
 demonstration farm for activities such as integrated  
 pest management.

Trade  Recently created, it groups close to sixty farmers with NA 
organization the goal of eliminating intermediaries and trading their  
 products directly at the urban centre. One of its main  
 objectives is to position themselves as organic producers.

continues
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in the two communities. Based on institutional capacity and coverage, the first three 
organizations are the most important. This high density of organizations is connected 
to a network of cooperation that supports their action.68

Similar to other Andean communities, farmers in the two community sectors 
studied have resorted to the extensive use of pesticides to protect their crops. The use 
of pesticides, which is generally poorly handled in terms of human and environmental 
protection, has helped to reduce crop damage and assure quality for a more competitive 
market. According to the survey, more than 95 percent of the households had at least 
one person who used pesticides on a regular basis. A great majority of them did not 
use gloves or protective equipment when applying pesticides. Moreover, some of the 
pesticides used in the community are of high toxicity, as in the case of Carbofuran, 
which is banned by the Environmental Protection Agency in the United States.69

This pesticide use occurs despite the high density of farmer organizations and 
their explicit involvement for years in activities and programs to reduce pesticide-
related problems. In effect, social organizations have attempted to reduce the human 
and environmental risk from pesticides on several occasions but without significant 
results. For instance, in association with some NGOs and government institutions, 
farmer organizations in the past have offered courses on proper pesticide management. 
In addition, some attempts for promoting clean production (products that do not rely 
on the use of pesticides or fertilizers) have failed.70 For instance, some years ago, the 
second-level organization tried to coordinate a trade chain in Quito for pesticide-free 

Table 14.1 Continued

Organization  Trust 
(number) Details Perception*

Women’s  A community-level women’s organization that  2.63%A 
 generates association several projects for women’s   1.43%B 
 welfare, including some development projects and  
 projects for entrepreneurship.

Community  Community-level organizations for planning and conflict 43.86%A 
assemblies (2) resolution in a geographical area. Conflict resolution.  14.29%B

Land  Originated with land reform, they distributed land when 29.95%A 
cooperatives (2): this was available. According to land distribution, they 10.00%B 
Community A  group the farmers and help to plan and coordinate 
and B  projects such as irrigation and rural development.

Other Relevant Institutions

Bilingual   Part of the bilingual education system controlled by NA 
institute of  Ecuadorian First Nations, this is a training institute for 
technical  future teachers in their schools. It contains basic 
education training in agronomy as part of its program.

Technical  Catholic high school with technical training at a bachelor NA 
college level in agronomy.

*Percentage of household leaders who trust that this organization can help to improve 
the community’s welfare; NA = not available. Source: Author’s survey and field notes.
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quinoa, a traditional Andean cereal. Despite their best efforts, the harvested product 
was rejected because (1) the cleaning and packaging post-harvest process was inadequate, 
and (2) the product did not have the homogeneity required by the quality standards 
(data from interviews). In general, the organization leaders are very active and com-
mitted to their vision of environmental and healthy productive alternatives for their 
communities.

The fact that the organizations in the area face some of the challenges for agri-
cultural production described above may explain the reason why their activities have 
not yielded better results. For instance, most of their products are traded locally by 
intermediaries, who target local markets that are in crisis due to imports and demand 
changes. Basically, the farmers’ main products in the communities are potatoes, corn, 
and beans, none of which are important export products for Ecuador. At the provincial 
level, most of the sales are through intermediaries (50.5 percent), while direct sales 
are just 16.6 percent. Sales to food processing or exporters are just 2.5 percent.71 My 
interviews with intermediaries show that prices of traditional products are continu-
ously pushed down because of imports from countries such as Colombia and Peru.

The difficulties offered by the market are worsened by the fact that the area 
has a problem concerning smallholdings. This reduces crop productivity and makes 
coordinating activities more difficult for farmer organizations. In the fifteen com-
munities belonging to the second-level organization, 63 percent of the families have 
farms of 5 hectares or fewer.72 The average area of land is decreasing at a very quick 
pace. According to my analysis of the database for their irrigation system, from 1997 
to 2007, the average of productive affiliated units reduced from 0.43 hectares to 0.35 
hectares. As discussed above, two factors contribute to making smallholdings a problem 
for organizations. First, smallholdings may require bigger investment by the organiza-
tions to cover transaction costs and to provide proper technical assistance. Small-farmer 
organizations may not have this capacity. The second element is that coordination for 
sustainable projects is more difficult. If the land is owned by smallholders, it is more 
onerous to coordinate a common strategy.

Adding to the problems offered by smallholdings, the phasing out of some of 
the state programs for technical assistance in the late 1980s and early 1990s has left a 
void that is still to be filled by the organizations. By contrast, during the same period, 
most of the organizations consolidated by taking some of the spaces left by the state 
and other organizations. For instance, the credit cooperative took advantage of the 
state’s reduced alternatives for rural financial assistance. Nevertheless, this process has 
not filled the gap of assistance left by the suspension of state programs. For instance, 
when the National Autonomous Institute for Agricultural Research (INIAP) left, and 
the local personnel of the National Ministry of Agriculture and Stockbreeding saw 
its personnel reduced from close to ten technicians to just two, the programs of rural 
schools, a tool for teaching alternative pest management, stopped. Thus, while some 
organizations may have been strengthened in the previous twenty years, their real 
capacity is far from the type needed for reducing pesticide-related problems in the area.

In addition to not replacing the need for state programs, the relative strengthen-
ing of farmer organizations faces scarcity of resources. They have limited amounts of 
different types of resources necessary for establishing comprehensive programs. For 
instance, funding of development projects is temporary and scarce, while their own 
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small businesses still lack the strength to support agriculture programs. Community 
organizations’ main leadership positions are either voluntary or poorly paid (due in part 
to scarce financial resources), making it difficult to retain their best human capital. 
This shortfall has caused, for example, many of the available agronomists to emigrate. 
In another illustration, the organization in charge of the irrigation system has recently 
laid off its technical coordinator. Concomitantly, it has increased the irrigation fees 
several times to balance its budget. Furthermore, the scarcity of resources has led to 
increased competition at different levels among the organizations, favoring fragmenta-
tion and inefficient use of resources, which sometimes occurs despite the best efforts 
for coordination. Together, these elements have forced the community organizations 
to struggle to face the needs of the community. In fact, Table 14.1 shows that most 
household leaders in the survey have little trust in the capacity of their farmer organi-
zations to improve the quality of life in their communities.

As trust in farmers’ community organizations declines, family strategies, such 
as migration and multiple employments, seem to be the most important alternatives 
sought for maintaining the household economy. According to the survey, an average 
of at least one family member lives outside the community. This would explain the 
reason why, although most of the families still consider agriculture an important source 
of income, remittances and other sources are also gaining importance. Figure 14.4 
shows the number of households with at least some contribution from different sources 
of income, showing an important position for migration. It also shows a process of 
increased reliance on employment. For the region, the wages calculated for a farmer are 
lower than the wages of a construction worker. Only a handful of crops can generate 
enough income to compete with wages from other activities. However, the demand 
for the most profitable type of products is limited, forcing peasants to resort to wage 
income instead of farm income.73

L. Martinez, in a previous study of the area, showed the extent to which agricul-
ture had declined in favor of other activities in which migration occupied a principal 
position. This study, which included twelve communities in the area, showed the extent 
to which migration was precipitated immediately after the process of dollarization, indi-
cating its impact on farmers’ income. However, the study also indicated that migrants, 
usually males, were not the poorest. Families close to urban centers and with higher 
levels of income had a higher probability of migrating. The process has resulted in the 
transformation of the traditional networks and structures in the communities and new 
forms of identity.74 This process, confirmed by my field experience, is accompanied 
by a struggle for redefining forms of cultural capital in the community such as the 
employment of urban patterns of prestige. For instance, an increasing percentage of 
families (especially the families of migrants) prefer to pay fines instead of being part 
of the collective activities organized by the communities.

Migration and the need for other occupations are core determinants for pesti-
cide use. Increasingly, due to the possibilities of other sources of income, farmers use 
agriculture for food security. In a study in the area, B. Jokisch describes the extent to 
which migration has not led to agricultural abandonment because semisubsistence 
agriculture remains important.75 Basically, they farm for self-consumption, while 
taking care of other occupations such as construction jobs. Contrary to what would 
be expected, this fact worsens the use of pesticides and their related problems. In fact, 
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while maintaining the agricultural use of the land, the lack of human resources is one 
of the phenomena most closely related to the intense use of pesticides. Due to migra-
tion of young men, mostly elders and women (in their free time) take care of the crops 
and other multiple occupations. The integrated pest management and some rational 
pesticide use alternatives require a more intensive use of workforce. This means that a 
farmer with little time would prefer to apply pesticides three or five times every four 
months instead of having to do frequent visits to the crop.

The problem of human resources in the communities and the use of pesticides 
may have other undesired results. Two major unexpected health problems emerged 
in the field trip. First, accidental pesticide poisoning by an annual average of seven 
children younger than eleven years old was found in hospital discharge records from 
1998 to 2006. Second, there is a marked increase in the adult rate of suicide by pes-
ticides in the same period. According to the interviews, the rate of suicides may be 
related to family divisions, the economic crisis, and the easy access to pesticides. On 
the other hand, a plausible hypothesis for the cases in children is that traditional forms 
of child care are threatened by the fact that adults have migrated or are very busy with 
multiple obligations.

In summary, in the context of Washington Consensus policies, the scarcity of 
resources available in a community’s supporting networks has forced different organi-
zations to compete in enhancing and maintaining their networks. Resources already 
available in the community are not used efficiently because community organizations 

Figure 14.4 Percentage of households with at least some income from specific 
sources in communities A and B, 2007
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are forced to compete with each other. Moreover, as trust in farmers’ community orga-
nizations declines, family strategies such as emigration and multiple employments in the 
urban centers seem to be the most important alternatives sought for maintaining the 
household economy. However, migration and multiple employments may also produce 
unexpected effects, such as accidental pesticide poisoning in children, depression, and 
further environmental destruction.

conclusion

What are the chances of small-farmer organizations for facilitating the adoption of a 
safer agriculture? Given the long-term inequalities in access to resources such as land, 
markets, technical assistance, and credit, their possibilities are very slim. Moreover, I 
agree with authors who suggest that, despite the fact that Washington Consensus policies 
did not create problems for rural Ecuador, they contributed to making them worse.76 
For instance, they have contributed to weakening the markets to which small farmers 
had access while reducing state support. However, the weak position of small farmers 
in the field of agriculture has persisted for long time and across different development 
approaches in Ecuador. As competitors in the field of Ecuadorian agriculture, small 
farmers and their organizations will have little chance to survive if the Washington Con-
sensus policies persist. Compared, for instance, to large producers and capital-intensive 
agriculture such as floriculture, small-farmer organizations have little control of the 
forms of capital that would allow them to transform agriculture into a safer practice. 
Indeed, they have little chance to survive over time.

Despite these difficulties, in the Andes, there are some examples of successful 
productive experiences by small farmers. Some of them have even been doing well 
in adopting safer production. However, I agree with authors who suggest that these 
examples have been possible due to particular circumstances that have allowed them 
access to networks and resources. By drawing on this support, they have been able 
to reach new markets with new products. Unfortunately, the experiences can only be 
explained by local circumstances and cannot be generalized as a rule.77 Small farmers 
need appropriate technologies, strong institutional support, and high market demand.78 
As pointed out by several authors, the general dynamic of the field in agriculture offers 
challenges that are difficult to overcome by small farmers who are compelled to look 
for other strategies such as becoming labor workers or emigrants.79

Faced with the challenges for agricultural production, small farmers have resorted 
to family strategies such as emigration and multiple employments in the urban centers. 
However, migration as an alternative offers further challenges to rural production and 
farmer organizations. The important role of migration is indicative of fundamental 
changes in the field of agriculture in Ecuador and the region. In Latin America, the 
changes of the field of agriculture have been described by some authors as a new rurality. 
New rurality has been characterized as the adoption of multiple forms of employment 
by farmers, closer connections between urban and rural centers, the emergence of new 
types of employment, and the emergence of new actors such as NGOs in the scenario 
of rural development.80
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Despite the changes in the new rurality, according to the elements identified in 
this document, there is little indication that the long-term difficulties faced by small 
farmers and their organizations may be overcome in the persistence of Washington 
Consensus policies. This is indicative of the shortfall of the role of farmer organizations 
suggested by the World Bank to promote alternatives to the Green Revolution and to 
reduce poverty. If rural development policies are designed using the same rationale 
defended in Ecuador in the past several decades, there is little chance for building sus-
tainable and clean alternatives for small farmers. Despite acknowledging the need for 
more state support, the World Development Report emphasizes a role that is coherent 
with the policies adopted in Ecuador in recent decades. The suggested role of the state 
consists of correcting market failures, regulating the private sector, and promoting 
partnerships for favoring small farmers. Furthermore, while arguing in favor of much-
needed credit and technical assistance for small farmers, it also promotes market-led 
policies that have affected them. For instance, the report promotes liberation of markets 
for agricultural products and market-led land reforms.81

The experience of marginalization of small farmers in Ecuador, which has 
transcended different decades and development models, is suggestive of the need for 
a profound change in the conditions of the structure of the field of agriculture to give 
small farmers a real chance of surviving with safer production. In effect, for small 
farmers to have a chance to adopt sustainable and safer forms of agriculture produc-
tion, the structure of the field needs to be actively changed. This means the need for 
a different type of land distribution, access to markets, and efficient state support for 
small farmers. It is not enough to call for more state involvement, because the credit 
and technical assistance offered by the Ecuadorian state is biased in favor of big produc-
ers. The effort needs to be accompanied by public policies that favor the development 
of safer development alternatives for small farmers so that a new field with favorable 
conditions for small farmers is determined. However, the involvement of the state 
and other support agents such as NGOs and universities need to clearly address the 
structural inequities in the field of agriculture if viable alternatives are really intended 
for small farmers. If the conditions of the field are not changed, there is a serious risk 
of threatening agricultural production of small farmers as a whole. There is an ethi-
cal dilemma in asking small-farmer communities to take up the burden of problems 
generated in a field that go beyond their scope of reach. Their organizations will have 
problems building alternatives if they are not appropriately supported.

Contrary to favoring democratic alternatives and a profound change in the 
field of agriculture, the emphasis on the role of small-farmer organizations can delay 
important and required changes for reaching a safer production worldwide. Despite 
having specific circumstances, the crisis of the peasantry is a worldwide problem. In 
effect, the deruralization of the world is described by Wallerstein as one of the main 
causes of the limits in growth in global capitalism. Basically, farmers, and particularly 
poor farmers, have contributed to maintain a pool of cheap labor for capital expansion. 
This means that, worldwide, farmers have had a structural disadvantage in negotiat-
ing better remuneration for their work. This confirms a weak position in accessing 
resources. For the same reason, they do not have the capability of assuming the burden 
of promoting safer forms of production. In contrast, large producers and capitalists, 
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which have a more powerful position for accessing resources, are at the core responsible 
for the world environmental degradation, but they also have a limit because of their 
need for profit and the limits of growth of capital. According to Wallerstein, it would 
be very expensive to have them pay the real price of their use of natural resources in 
the current world system. The only real solution is to change the current dynamic of 
endless accumulation of capital. Otherwise, any reformist strategy for reaching cleaner 
levels of production is very limited. However, one of the possible strategies to delay real 
changes in the world system and maintain their positions is to place the burden of the 
changes on the shoulders of the politically weakest. For instance, the rich countries 
of the north stress the need for environmental protection in the poor countries of the 
south.82 In agriculture, stressing the importance of farmer organizations in reaching 
safer practices without transforming the conditions of the field has a similar effect. It 
does not transform the structural conditions that generate their disadvantage, while 
it moves the responsibility away from key actors in the field.

The emergence in Latin America of social movements that have defended the rights 
of small farmers offers an important political alternative to highlight. In effect, similar to 
the indigenous movements in Ecuador, in other countries such as Brazil, peasant move-
ments have raised the need from everything from changes in the field of agriculture to 
the political agenda. This has been denominated by some authors as the Via Campesina 
(“The Peasant’s Way”).83 E. Wallerstein has highlighted the importance of this type of 
struggle in promoting a more equitable world system in an era of crisis.84 I agree. These 
struggles have a transcendental political importance that can promote favorable changes in 
the field of agriculture. In countries such as Ecuador and Bolivia, for instance, indigenous 
peasants have engaged in constitutional changes that aim for better conditions for small 
farmers. The period covered in this article does not allow for discussion of the effects of 
these changes. However, the challenges that they need to overcome are paramount.
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Chapter 15

u

Drawing Lessons from the 
2008 World Food Crisis

Jomo Kwame Sundaram1

The Food Price SPike oF early 2008

Lack of food is rarely the reason people go hungry.2 Even now, there is enough food 
in the world, with a bumper harvest this year, but many more people cannot afford to 
buy the food they need. Even before the recent food price spikes, an estimated billion 
people were suffering from chronic hunger, while another two billion were experienc-
ing malnutrition, bringing the total number of food-insecure people to around three 
billion, or almost half the world’s population. The recent sharp increases in food prices 
are likely to drive the number of people vulnerable to food stress even higher, with 
at least another 100 million likely to be chronically hungry. Even before these price 
spikes, about 18,000 children died daily on average as a direct or indirect consequence 
of malnutrition.3

The rapid and simultaneous rise in world prices for all basic food crops—corn 
(maize), wheat, soybeans, and rice—along with other foods like cooking oils is hav-
ing a devastating effect on poor people all over the world. The effects have been felt 
around the world by all except the truly wealthy. Almost everybody’s standard of living 
has been reduced as the middle class becomes increasingly careful about its food pur-
chases, the near poor drop into poverty, and the poor suffer even more. With increased 
hunger and malnutrition, the young, old, infirm, and other vulnerable groups will die 
prematurely or be harmed in other ways.

It is useful to distinguish between longer-term and more recent developments 
in trying to understand and address the current global food crisis.
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longer-Term ProblemS

The major increases in crop yields and food production associated with the Green Revo-
lution from the 1960s to the 1980s—with considerable government and international 
not-for-profit support—gave way to new policy priorities in the 1980s. By then, the 
threat of starvation had receded in most of the world, and the effort in wheat, corn, 
and rice was not extended to other crops, especially those associated with water-stressed 
agriculture in arid areas of sub-Saharan Africa. Meanwhile, with Europe, the United 
States, and Japan offering their own farmers large subsidies to encourage production, 
food became abundant worldwide, and prices fell. For the rich countries, these subsidies 
and associated protection not only ensured food security but were also a form of social 
protection for those living in the countryside.

Agricultural experts have, for years, warned of the risks of the flagging efforts to 
boost food output. “People felt that the world food crisis was solved, that food security 
was no longer an issue, and it really fell off the agenda,” Robert S. Zeigler, the director 
general of the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI), told the New York Times.4

As food supply growth slowed,5 demand on the other hand continued to grow, 
and not only due to population increase. From 1970 to 1990, food supply grew faster 
than the population. Between 1960 and 1970, global grain yields grew by 2.6 percent 
per year on average. From 1990 to 2007, the average annual increase rose by less than 
half, that is, by 1.2 percent yearly.6 Thus, after 1990, the trends have been reversed as 
the food supply growth rate fell below population growth, according to a U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture source cited by the New York Times. The numbers from the World 
Bank’s World Development Indicators (WDI) do not support this claim, because food 
production rose by around 36 percent in 1990–2004 and population grew by only 
21 percent.7 In recent years, the world has been consuming more grain than it has 
been producing, cutting into reserves and driving up prices. Early in 2008, as stocks 
declined further, and investors abandoned their previously preferred financial assets, 
international grain prices rose sharply.

Meanwhile, many developing countries, most notably China with its large popu-
lation, have experienced unprecedented economic growth. With higher incomes, diets 
have shifted toward greater meat and dairy consumption, with increased requirements 
for grain for animal feed. There has been a tendency to blame the food crisis on such 
increased consumption.8

Having neglected food security and the productive sectors of their economies 
for several decades, many developing countries’ governments now also lack the fis-
cal capacity to increase public spending to increase food production and agricultural 
productivity. In recent decades, many developing countries have implemented policies 
recommended or required by the IMF, the World Bank, and even some Western NGOs 
working in the poor countries of the Third World. This trend has greatly reduced 
policy space in developing countries, especially fiscal space.

The problem has been exacerbated by the significant drop in official development 
assistance for agricultural development in developing countries. Aid for agriculture has 
fallen in real terms by more than half in the quarter century after 1980. The biggest 
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cutbacks have affected grants to agriculture in poor countries from the governments of 
wealthy countries and in loans from development institutions that these governments 
control, such as the World Bank. The World Bank cut its lending for agriculture from 
US$7.7 billion in 1980 to $2 billion in 2004.

The Green Revolution had led to the creation of a global network of research 
centers focusing on agriculture and food production, primarily in developing countries, 
with fourteen institutes in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, such as the IRRI in the 
Philippines and the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Center in Mexico. 
Known collectively as the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 
(CGIAR), these research centers have experienced significant budget cuts and face 
further deep cuts. Commercial seed supplier Monsanto spends seven times as much 
on agricultural research as these fourteen institutes together.9

Agricultural research and development has fallen for all crops in all developing 
countries, while cuts in agricultural research continue. Adjusting for inflation and 
exchange rates, rich countries cut such grants by about half from 1980 to 2006, from 
US$6 billion to $2.8 billion yearly, with the United States alone cutting from $2.3 
billion to $624 million. The United States is cutting, by as much as three quarters, its 
$59.5 million annual support for the CGIAR network. All this has adversely affected 
research on crops and pests, as well as agricultural extension programs to help farmers 
adopt improved farming methods. Instead of trying to stay ahead of rapidly evolving 
pests and the changing climate to ensure global food security, support for agricultural 
research has declined disastrously.

As budgets have been cut, spending on plant-breeding programs—needed to 
improve crop productivity—has declined. IRRI’s budget, which comes from govern-
ments, foundations, and development institutions such as the Asian Development 
Bank, has been halved—after adjusting for inflation—since the early 1990s. As a 
result, “several dozen important varieties of rice have been lost from the institute’s gene 
bank through poor storage. Promising work on rice varieties that could withstand high 
temperatures and saltier water—ideal for coping with global warming and the higher 
sea levels that may follow—had to be abandoned.”10

Trade Liberalization
The conventional wisdom holds that a free market economy, with minimal government 
interference, would function more efficiently, and thus become more productive.11 
Hence, governments should stop subsidizing farmers to purchase fertilizers, stop being 
involved in the marketing, storage, and transportation of food, or provisioning credit, 
and just leave farmers alone. Following advice to this effect, including from international 
development agencies, many developing country governments reduced their subsidies 
for small farmers and consumers, making their lives more difficult.12

Rich countries have continued to subsidize and protect their farmers, and their 
agricultural subsidies and tariffs have undoubtedly undermined food production in 
developing countries. However, cutting farm subsidies will increase food prices, at least 
initially, while reducing agricultural tariffs alone will not necessarily lead to an increase in 
food production in poor countries without complementary support. Some food security 
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advocates have called for rich countries to compensate for the adverse consequences of 
their own agricultural subsidies and protectionism by providing additional foreign aid 
to the developing world, targeting production efforts that enhance food security.

Since the 1980s, governments have been pressed to promote exports to earn 
foreign exchange and import food. Although enhanced agricultural production is 
desirable, much of the recent emphasis has been on export crop production. While 
this may help a country’s balance of payments, export-oriented agriculture does not 
ensure sufficient food. Export-oriented agriculture can induce investment in producing 
higher-priced luxury crops, rather than the lower-priced food crops needed to meet 
the needs of the domestic population.

Instead of developing their own agriculture, many poor countries have turned 
to the world market to buy cheap rice and wheat. In 1986, U.S. Agriculture Secretary 
John Block called the idea of developing countries feeding themselves “an anachronism 
from a bygone era,” saying they should just buy American. Increased food production 
and lower food prices have undoubtedly contributed to poverty reduction in much of 
the world, but the consequences are complex. Higher food prices affect different poor 
people in different ways, with food producers possibly benefiting while all others will 
be worse off.

Some countries that were previously self-sufficient in food now import large quanti-
ties of food. Net food imports are now true for most developing countries, including 
sub-Saharan Africa. Madagascar President Marc Ravalomana noted that, twenty-five 
years ago, Africa had a surplus of exports in cereals, rice, soybeans, and other food 
products. “Over the years, we increasingly shifted toward imports of these products.”13 
Thus, food security went the way of various other government interventions associ-
ated with the earlier period of high growth and rapid development associated with 
the “Golden Age.” But food should not be treated as just another commodity, and 
governments should develop appropriate policies, infrastructure, and institutions to 
ensure food security (not to be equated with total self-sufficiency) at the national or 
regional level.

Following the recent food price hikes, some countries have lowered tariffs to 
reduce the impact of much higher prices of imported food, but such stopgap efforts 
have had marginal impacts at best. Others—mainly but not only net food import-
ers—have restricted food exports to insulate their populations from rising international 
food prices by limiting the option of exporting food for higher prices.14 Such export 
restrictions have undoubtedly further limited supply to a relatively small international 
rice trade, thus contributing to price increases, especially for rice.

The World Bank and the WTO still claim that agricultural trade liberalization 
offers the medium-term solution to the current food crisis even though eliminating 
food subsidies will raise food import costs in the short term.15 Even if completed, the 
Doha Round does not envisage very significant reduction of agricultural subsidies and 
tariffs but would further undermine national food security measures while ensuring 
greater international dependence on relatively few major food exporters associated 
with the Cairns group. While higher food prices may make food production in 
developing countries—for domestic markets and for export—more attractive to 
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farmers, this will not necessarily reduce food prices, the root of the current crisis. If 
food prices decline, the incentive to continue food production may be undermined 
once again.16

In any case, the complete elimination of agricultural tariffs and nontariff trade 
barriers is certainly not on the agenda in the Doha Round. The reduction of such trade 
barriers is likely to mainly benefit existing agricultural exporters of the Cairns group, 
rather than most poor developing countries. Also, it is now increasingly acknowl-
edged—for example, in the “aid for trade” discussion—that new productive capacities 
and capabilities do not emerge automatically following trade liberalization but need 
to be supported by appropriate government support measures. Hence, it becomes 
necessary to ensure a strong domestic supply response with strong public support for 
domestic productive capacity building.

Other Longer-term Trends
Other medium- and long-term factors have contributed to the current food crisis, 
including the following:

	 •	 The	growing demand for meat among those newly able to afford it has increased 
the use of food crops to feed livestock. Total meat supply in the world qua-
drupled from 71 million tons in 1961 to 284 million tons in 2007.17 Devel-
oped countries have blamed fast-growing developing countries, such as China 
and India, for the food price increases, emphasizing the grain requirements of 
increased meat production, though FAO trend data do not support this claim.

	 •	 Over-fishing is reducing this important animal protein source for many; the 
consequently higher fish prices thus further burden the poor and the near poor. 
The problem is acute for both marine and freshwater fishing, and the growth of 
fish farming has proved to be problematic for ecological as well as nutritional 
reasons. There is relatively limited progress toward resolving the very complex 
issues involved.

	 •	 Weather	has	also	adversely	affected	agriculture	 in	many	parts	of	 the	world.	
Climatic changes associated with accelerated greenhouse gas emissions are 
believed to have exacerbated water supply problems, speeding up desertification 
and water stress, and worsening the unpredictability and severity of weather 
phenomena, for example, the decade-long drought in Australia.

	 •	 Forests	have	long	been	an	important	source	of	food	(e.g.,	forest	fruit,	ferns,	
tubers, fauna) for many rural dwellers living close to subsistence.18 Continued 
deforestation for logging, agricultural land cultivation, and other purposes 
has also reduced the natural carbon sink potential—thus accelerating climate 
change—and biodiversity functions they have long contributed to. The inter-
national community has failed to develop equitable deterrents to deforestation 
and incentives for forest conservation.

	 •	 Another	reason	is	the	loss of farmland to other uses. Growing population pres-
sure, urbanization, other nonagricultural uses of land, as well as the attraction 
of nonfood agricultural production (e.g., for horticulture) have reduced farm 
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acreage available for food production, while agricultural land is increasingly 
used to produce commodities other than food, such as biofuels.19

	 •	 Soil erosion is a slow and insidious process, with ominous implications for agri-
cultural productivity in the long term. Most problematically, the inexorable pres-
sures on commercial farmers’ short-term interests to maximize net agricultural 
income threaten soil quality and the efficacy of soil conservation efforts. The 
quality of top soil, crucial to agriculture, has been declining over the years owing 
to a variety of reasons related to agricultural and land use practices20 such as pol-
lution, monocropping, and misuse of fertilizers. Water supplies, so essential for 
agricultural irrigation, are also under threat as underground aquifers and other 
sources of water supply are being depleted or compromised by such factors.

Finally, fewer and fewer transnational agribusinesses now dominate marketing, 
production, and inputs.21 This comes largely at the expense of small farmers and con-
sumers, particularly the poor, who are forced to trade in a less competitive environment 
in situations of asymmetric power. Transnational corporations that process agricultural 
commodities, manufacture and sell food as well as agricultural inputs enjoy increas-
ingly monopolistic and monopsonistic market power, enjoying attendant rents.22 In other 
words, with such industrial concentration, “market competitiveness begins to decline, 
leading to higher spreads between what consumers pay and producers receive.”23 The 
four largest agrochemical companies now control 60 percent of world fertilizer supply 
compared to 47 percent in 1997, while the top four seed supply corporations have a 
third of the world market, rising from 23 percent over the same decade.24 Moreover, 
with less government support, rural credit has often become prohibitively expensive. 
Although a few agribusinesses have encountered specific problems, most have been 
profiting exceptionally with the recent price increases.

As such longer-term trends exacerbated over recent decades, the stage was being 
set for a food emergency.

recenT develoPmenTS

The acceleration of growth in developing countries in the last half decade has been 
associated with high primary commodity, especially energy, prices. The boom has 
mainly involved minerals, particularly oil, rather than agriculture.25 The prices of the 
sixty agricultural commodities traded on the world market increased 14 percent in 2006 
and 37 percent in 2007.26 But even among agricultural commodities, world food prices 
have risen since 2006, especially since early 2008, following the flight of investment 
from other financial assets to agricultural futures. Nevertheless, recent agricultural price 
increases have barely reached the average postwar prices in most cases.27

Corn prices began their rise in the third quarter of 2006 and soared by some 
70 percent within months. Wheat and soybean prices also skyrocketed during this 
time and are now at record levels. The prices for cooking oils (mainly from soybean 
and palm oil)—an essential foodstuff in many poor countries—have rocketed up as 
well. Rice prices have also more than doubled in the year ending in the first quarter 
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of 200828 and have almost tripled in recent times. Some of the other reasons for these 
rising food prices will be mentioned below.

The increase in oil prices has affected food prices. Commercial agriculture uses a 
great deal of oil and natural gas for running machinery, producing chemical fertilizers 
and pesticides, drying crops, and transportation. In the United States, Europe, and 
elsewhere, crops are increasingly being grown to produce biofuels. Thus, producing 
corn for ethanol or soybean and palm oil for biodiesel undermines the use of these 
crops for food. In 2007, over 20 percent of the entire U.S. corn crop was used to 
produce bioethanol, although the process does not yield much additional energy over 
what goes into producing it!

Some biofuels are clearly far more cost-effective and energy-efficient than others, 
while different biofuel stocks have very different opportunity costs for food agriculture 
(e.g., sugar has not experienced any significant price increase). Developed countries have 
provided generous subsidies and other incentives for such increased biofuel production 
within their boundaries, while developing countries encouraging biofuel production 
have provided far fewer “market-distorting incentives” to farmers.

According to Brazil’s President Lula,29 sugarcane cultivation only takes up 1 per-
cent of the country’s total arable land, with only half of that for ethanol production. He 
also claimed that ethanol production in Brazil does not encroach on the Amazon where 
only 21,000 hectares are planted with sugarcane on previously degraded pasture land. 
India, on the other hand, claims to be developing biofuels using noncereal biomass, 
crop residues, and cultivating jatropha on degraded land. However, the United States 
claims that only 2–3 percent of the 43 percent global food price increase forecasted is 
due to biofuels. Hence, the debate over biofuels in relation to food availability needs 
to be far more nuanced, differentiated, and specific if we are not to throw the baby 
out with the bathwater of some undoubtedly poor biofuel policies in recent years, 
especially in the wealthy economies.

Speculation and hoarding are also contributing to the food price spikes. In addi-
tion, more securitization, easier online trading, and other financial market developments 
in recent years have facilitated greater speculative investments, especially in commodity 
futures and options markets, including those affecting food.30 As the U.S. subprime 
mortgage crisis deepened and spread in early 2008, speculators started investing in 
food and metals to take advantage of the “commodities super cycle” as the greenback’s 
decline relative to other currencies has induced investment in commodities instead. 
Falling asset prices in other financial market segments, following the subprime mort-
gage meltdown in the United States, may be more important for explaining the recent 
surge in food prices than supply constraints or other factors underlying longer-term 
gradual upward price trends.

U-TUrn in WaShingTon?

As is clear from the above, the World Bank has been central to the fate of food security 
and agriculture over the last three decades, especially by reducing funding for investments 
in agricultural infrastructure, support institutions, and research as well as by promoting 
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trade liberalization. The mid-2007 publication of the 2008 World Development Report 
(WDR) on agriculture for development was therefore remarkable for various reasons. 
Notably, it was the first World Development Report—the World Bank’s flagship publica-
tion—on the subject after more than a quarter of a century.

This is not the place to try to summarize or criticize the entire report. The 
report offers a comprehensive review of many aspects of agricultural production and 
distribution, even addressing previously unaddressed or poorly addressed issues—for 
the World Bank—such as peasant organizing, political voice, unequal market power, 
ecological concerns, and gender equity.

Surprisingly, the report lacks historical perspective and does not have much to 
say about the decline of agricultural production in many developing countries. How-
ever, the report does acknowledge policy mistakes, making careful references to the 
consequences of structural adjustment programs.31

Importantly, chapter 4 of the WDR acknowledges that trade liberalization gen-
erates winners as well as losers and acknowledges that “the overall effect of trade policy 
reform on farm incomes of food staple producers in the poorer developing countries 
is likely to be small.”32 The trade openness discussion focuses on export expansion 
with little acknowledgement of the problems associated with import growth. With 
no reference to the 1948 Havana Charter’s commitment to trade reform to accelerate 
growth and create employment, it equates trade reform with trade liberalization and 
presumes that trade must be liberalized; in this view, governments are expected to 
compensate the losers, but the report does not specify any mechanisms for interna-
tional compensation for lost revenue as well as productive and trade capacities and 
capabilities due to trade liberalization, thus taking a step backward in the aid for 
trade dialogue.

WDR 2008 acknowledges that transnational corporations dominate a number 
of agricultural markets, and that “growing agribusiness concentration may reduce 
efficiency and poverty reduction impacts.”33 It has little to say about corporate power, 
although it acknowledges asymmetric market power and the differential impacts of 
policies on different segments and strata of agrarian populations. “Concentration widens 
the spread between world and domestic prices in commodity markets for wheat, rice, 
and sugar, which more than doubled from 1974 to 1994. A major reason for the wider 
spreads is the market power of international trading companies.”34 While apparently 
sympathetic to peasant organizing and enhanced political voice at the national level, 
it is silent about the challenges posed by asymmetric and undemocratic economic and 
political power at the international level.

Agricultural financing has begun to recover recently at the World Bank, perhaps 
due to the preparation and publication of the 2008 World Development Report on 
agriculture as well as the current food crisis. The Bank has already agreed to double 
lending for such programs in Africa, and with the ongoing food crisis, it is likely that 
such institutions will be expected to commit more to supporting a revival of food 
agriculture.

The June 3–5, 2008, food summit in Rome saw the articulation of many dif-
ferent ostensible solutions to the world food crisis in the short and medium term.35 
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The starkest difference was probably between Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) Director General Jacques Diouf on the one hand and the alliance of the 
Washington-based international financial institutions, the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD), led by World Bank President Bob Zoellick, with the former calling for a 
renewed commitment to food security as the latter urged agricultural trade liberal-
ization as the solution.

At the Rome meeting, Diouf also criticized the failure of rich country govern-
ments following the 1996 World Food Summit despite the preparation of many 
agricultural plans and programs by many developing countries as well as regional 
organizations.36 Consequently, aid for agriculture has fallen in real terms by more 
than half from US$8 billion in 1980 to $3.4 billion in 2005. He noted the existence 
of a carbon market worth $64 billion in developed countries, but with no funds to 
prevent deforestation of an average of 13 million hectares annually. In addition to 
protective tariffs, $11–12 billion was provided as biofuel subsidies in 2006, diverting 
100 million tons of cereal from human consumption to biofuels. According to Diouf, 
OECD countries provided $372 billion in subsidies for agriculture in 2006; in one 
country alone, food worth $100 billion was wasted annually; excessive consumption 
by the world’s obese costs $20 billion annually, while the world spent $1.2 trillion on 
arms purchases in 2002.

The World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) has assessed the develop-
ment effectiveness of Bank assistance in addressing constraints to agricultural develop-
ment in Africa over the period 1991–2006 in a pilot for a wider assessment of Bank 
assistance to agriculture worldwide. The study’s central finding is that agriculture has 
been neglected by both governments and the donor community, including the World Bank.

The Bank’s strategy for agriculture has been gradually subsumed within a broader 
rural focus, which has diminished agriculture’s importance. As much as food agriculture 
in developing countries is deemed to have limited export potential compared to other 
cash crops, food crops have generally been especially neglected. Like other advocates of 
trade liberalization, the commitment to food security has been substituted in favor of 
the notion of “global food security,” with developing countries encouraged to maximize 
export earnings to pay for food imports and other requirements in a new, ostensibly 
welfare-maximizing international division of labor.

Both due to and contributing to this, the technical skills needed to support agri-
cultural development adequately have also declined over time. The Bank’s limited—
and, until recently, declining—support for addressing the constraints on agriculture 
has not met the diverse needs of a sector requiring coordinated intervention across a 
range of activities and efforts.

Bank lending has been thinly spread over various agricultural activities—such 
as research, extension, credit, seeds, and policy reforms in rural space—with little 
recognition of the synergies among them to effectively contribute to agricultural 
development. Although there have been areas of comparatively greater success, results 
have been limited because of weak linkages, for example, of research with extension, 
and the limited availability of complementary and critical inputs such as fertilizers and 
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water. Hence, the Bank has made little contribution to African agricultural progress 
in particular as the original Green Revolution’s focus on rice, wheat, and corn ignored 
most African food crops, especially those suited to water-stressed conditions, increas-
ingly prevalent in much of the continent.

aPPendix: irri and The broWn  
PlanT hoPPer menace37

IRRI researchers say they know how to create rice varieties resistant to the brown plant 
hopper menace but that budget cuts have prevented them from doing so. In the 1980s, 
IRRI employed five entomologists (insect experts), overseeing 200 staff, compared to 
one entomologist with eight staff in May 2008. Not surprisingly, corridors at IRRI 
have many empty offices. But even with a sudden reversal of fortunes for agricultural 
research, it will take time to produce results.

In the case of the brown plant hopper, there will be no quick fix following 
years of neglect. After all, the insect is not a new problem. In the 1960s, IRRI 
pioneered ways to help farmers grow two and even three crops annually, instead of 
one. But with rice plants growing most of the year, the hoppers—which live only 
on rice plants—have longer to multiply, feed, and cause problems. IRRI responded 
by testing thousands of varieties of wild rice for natural resistance; it found four 
types of resistance and bred them into commercial varieties by 1980. But brown 
plant hoppers soon adapted, and the resistant strains lost their effectiveness in the 
1990s. An important insecticide also lost its effectiveness, as the hopper became 
able to withstand doses up to 100 times those that used to kill it. And as the hopper 
adapted, IRRI was being undermined.

No fewer than fourteen new types of genetic resistance have been discovered to 
address the hopper problem. But with the budget cuts, IRRI has not bred these traits 
into widely used rice varieties. Even if funding materializes immediately, it would take 
four to seven years to do so. Meanwhile, the hoppers pose a growing threat. In May 
2007, China announced it was struggling to control the rapid spread of the hoppers 
there, which threatened to destroy a fifth of the harvest.
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