COLECCION  WSTORKA

_ THE SOCIAL POSITION OF THE PEASANT
; AND THE FOOD PROBLEM

Remarke by

FIu3

Stillman Brgdfield
SMALJL. FARM 5Y S PROGRAM
CENTRO INTEENACIONAL DE AGRICULTURA TROPICAL (CIAT)
Gall;, Colombia

F

At

UNDP-FAO WORKSHOP ON APPLICATION OF AGRICULTURAL RESEARCH
IN LATIN AMERICA

“r R T e R A T T o ST L T o e Tapsie e LT L T v et ‘3-‘,~.‘_. pbe w e ek

April 29, 1974



A combinstion of circumstances has led to the present juncture of history,
where we now fear widespread famine in many part of the world. Efforts are
underway in both national and international centers to try to deal with the
gituation. New technology is being developed, people are being trained, and
techniques are being sought to gt the information out to the farmers. Yet,
despite these efforts, which have been going on for & cumber of years, the
spectre of famine still haunts the world. Food production is not increasing
as rapidly as population, The problem is particularly acute in many of the
leas developed countries, where the agricultural sector is divided into two
distinct groups--one consisting of large, commercial farmors producing largely
for export, and the other group consisting of small farmers producing food
crops for local consumption, My remarks here concern the small farmer. In
trying to generalize over a broad range of the history of the world, we shall

" ignore the peculiarities of particular regions and countries, even though
these represent important exceptions to the general rule, There are regions
where the small farmer is producing up to the maximum, in terwms of what is
known abput that region and those crogs. In other regions, no new aéccgtahie
technology has yet been developed. But, for the most part, modern technology
exists which can be applied to increase food production, The reasons why it
is not being applied with the speed needed to evert the crisis are many, The
information is not available where needed, neither are the inputs, the credit,
nor the marvketing facilities. In & sense, neither is the sense of urgency
which we think the problem merits.

The approach of the Small Farms Systems Team at CIAT {s intended to
complement the work of the cgm&odity teams at the various centers, as well as
the production systems work being focussed on the small farmer at such centers
as IRRY, CATIE, and INCRISAT. That is to say, our concern ig wider than the

T i ehnoTogica1 st onont < FeTatLoe {hVolvéd in understanding EotipleX farming:’ - men Mn
systems, We need to achieve that understanding as part of the larger problem:

of understanding the whole complex of factors aflzcting the behavior of small
farmers, Many of these factors have their origin off the farm, in the wider
social environment in which the farmer makes his decisions and carries thenm
out.,

We can safely aszume that we will encounter the same sorts of problems
which faca the commodity teams. Just as soil, diseasse, and climatic factors
2ff=ct specific arsas and require local solutions, socio-cultural factors vary

widely, even between nearby villages, and require local adaptations. Although



we are just beginning ocur analysis, we suspect that we will have to loock for
solutions to the farmer's problems at at least four different levels of society,

1, People at the top of the national social styucture in any country will
decide the priority to be given to food production by small farmers in the
context of other national pricrities in general, and agriculture in particular.
Within the general priorities assigned to agriculture, decisions will have to

be made with respect to how much attention and rescurces awm to be devoted to
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guch policies as support for which prices, how,much for which types of infra-
structure investments in health, education, transportation will go into the
rural areas, what are the appropriate levels, costs, and conditions of credit?
These indicate a few of the sorts of decisions which must be made at the
national {(and even international) level of society,

2. Many of the national institutions having to do with agriculture function
2t the regional and local levels, and some problems require some organizational
autonomy from the national level in order to develop policies which are spacific
to the various regions within the country. For example, general levels of credit
may be set at the national level, leaving the specific conditione of loans to
local muthorities., Regions where monocrop culture prevails will have different
credit requirements from those regions where multiple-continuous cropping systems

are in use,

3. At the local level, village sssocirtrions, cooperatives and other orga-
nizations can be expected to exert pressure to achiave bargaining power to cope
with the problems of their particular locale, Thesé'may be oriented to such
production-related problems as provision of inputs and marketing, or they may
focus on efforts to reduce exploitation of the farmer by those with whom he

must deal,

those forces which result from the above-mentioned levels, but alss in terms
of his needs and those of his family. Such basic factors as the age and sex
distribution of the members of the family determine much of the production

strategy of the farmer.

The Systems Team will be concerned with the complex interrelations between

211 four levels, and their effects on the production behavior of the small farmer.

In order to gain some perspective on the situation of the small farwer, and
society’'s efforts to deal with the problem of increasing food production by this

sector, we need to take a few minutes to run quickly through thke past 9,000 years

e bgn Tha-individual Farmer makes his gecisiong net-only -in.tha light-of.~ ~ 500
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of the cultural evolution of humanity, and pick out a few salient points to
indicate how we arrived at the present juncture in history. We need to take
some note of the strategies tried in recent decades to see why they have
failed to cope adequately with the problem,

About 9,000 years ago, with the development of a stable agricultural surplus,
the peasantry came into being. This surplus was drained off to finance the
development of cities, religious, military and administrative elites, as well
as other occupational specialities such as crafts and commerce. Since then,
peasants have always lived in relgtian to cizie;, have been controlled by them,
and have generally formed ths rural, lower stratum of complex societies., This
agricultural surplus alsc provided the economic base for organized warfare,
population growth and other phenomena which have characterized civilization

ever since.

Administrators, religious and military leaders and philosophers of this
period, and onm up to the Industrial Revoluticn, devoted & great deal of thought
to justifying the peasant's situstion as both necessary and desirable, since it
allowed the development of large-scale civilization.

The Industrial Revolution brought not oaly industry, but large-scale
camercial farming into being, with the result that in some areas of the world,
part of the peasantry was either driven or attracted to the cities. This was
a long and difficult time for those involved in the transition, but for the
most ﬁarc, the peasantry remained in the countryaide. The Industrial Revolution
is 21lso noteworthy for having brought the science of Economics into being.
Again, intellectuals demonstrated not cnly the rightness, but the inevitability
of the order of things by the use of such concepts as the "invisible hand”,
"gupply" and "demand". Powerful analytic tools, such as Euclidean geometry
were brought to bear, and the peasants position in snciecy was demonstrated to
be t%enxrsﬁié ;}."Fatural Lax." "Since no one could be Leid accounta&le fcr
the speration of auch impersonal forces as natur al 1&?, peasants were again

advised to accept their position in society.

What Adam Smith demenstrated in the case of pin manufacture, Ricarde
generalized to specialization between nations. The Theory of Comparative
Advantapge demonstrated beyond reagonable doubt that some natfions enjoyed a
comparative adveantage in the manufacture of industrial products, whéreas
others were obviously more adapted to being hewers of wood sud haulers of
wateyr, Dach nation should spscialize in thogse things it did bert, and frees
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trade would assure everyone that they would get their fair share., This theory
was not effectively challenged until Raul Prebische did so efter World War II.

We need to return for a moment to two of the conditiona which characterized
the beginning of civilization, simply teo note that population growth in general
and urban growth in particular have sccelerated greatly over the past two
centuries, and have been out of contrsl since World War 1Y, Improved public
health measures have suddenly dropped mortality rates, leaving fertility
rates at levels required for normal growth under conditions of high mortality,
Despite occasional periods of rapid technological change in agriculture, food
supply has not increased as rapidly as population growth, Within the larger
population explosion, there has been an even more rapld growth of cities, much
of it due to rural~urban migration,.

During the past two centuries, many of the industrial countries have
subsidized the commercial sector of agriculture to the exteat that in some
countries it is now possible for less than ten per cent of the population to
produce more food than the rest can consume, Industry, and increasingly

services, have absorbed the bulk of tne labor force.

In a desperate effort to try to catch up with the rich countries, many
developing countries have been trying since World War 1I to finance industrial
growth with exports of minerals and agricultural products. This hasg led to
the formation of powerful associations in these countries with an interest in
waintaining the status quo, and a de-emphasis on food production to the point
where many of them have to use scarce foreign exchange for the importation of
food, even though from forty to eighty per cent of their population is in
agriculture. In ghort, many nations have become large-scale, mechanized,

hewers of wood and haulers of water, just ss Ricardo recommended,

"o % %he -problen bf-rural ‘poverty -has. not, been-cotpletely ignored inompany - oo
countries, and along with the effort: to develop industry, there hae been o

' gomé “tbnspletods efforts fo alleviate the conditions of. the .peasantry.. After. .
iinding that programs In health or agriculture alone did not achieve the h
desired results, the‘mmré cowpréhensive approach of community development was
tried., Well-trained and well-meaning experts tried to help peasants deal more
effectively with their problems, but neither the experts nor the peasauts had
the powver to alter the conditions of the peasant, As optimism as to what could
be expected {ruw the community developrent movement waned, the GreenRevolution
arrived on the scene, and hope for humasnity in general, znd the peasant in



particﬂiir, was renewed. However, the ancient adage that, "To those who have,
more shall be given," remained true, and commercial farwers were better able
to employ the new technology than the peasant. But even commercial farmers
have not been able to utilize the new technology to the degree that they would

like, owing largely to a shortage of inputs,

For at least 9,000 years man has periodically sousht solutions to the
complex of inter-related problems~-war, famine and population growth, vhich
the Rev. Thomas Malthus analyzed so brilliantly twe centuries ago, After
both World ﬂ&rs, leaders of many nations determined that the time had come
for nations to quit making war on each other, but found themselves unwilling
to give up those powers to an international agency, Glving up the national
right to make war did not require the invention of new technology--only a
willingness to forgo the use of existing technology for that purpose. Just
88 war, famine and population growth &re inter-related problems, wealth,
power, and prestige are & complex of highly inter-related, widely held values,
and military power is an important underpinning for all three. A large and
growing population is viewed by many leaders as a vital part of the military
and economic strength of their nations, even if they are poor and hungry.
Reducing the birth rate to schieve some sort of parity with reduced death
rates did require the development of new technology, but cheap, effective
technology is available, yet few nations have seen fit to try to apply this
new technology on & massive scale. The technology and resources required to
control the rate of population growth are nothing compared to the cost of
feeding, clothing, educating and employing excess population, and we find
ourselves having to confess that we do not yet have the technology in
agriculture to begin this latter task.
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Pay dolmtries have :éuii&ééded-"i:n degling with. the:peasant,. Some have been .
able to convert many former peasants into largs-scale cosmercial farmers, and
‘then reach them through ektwnsion services and rural-development .policies. . | .
wﬂiah_have subsidized the health +f thir g2ctor,  But, in most countries, there
are too many swmall peasants, each with lictle impact on the total food problem.,
Cheap power sources seem Lo be a thing of the past, and goed land is increasing-
ly scarce and expensive, Most of thé people who are threatened with famine
in the near future live in that wide band around the world bordered by tha
Tropic of Cancer and the Trople of Copricorm. Temperature and water conditions ]
over much ¢f the area are favorable to photosynthesis, but seriocus s0ll managemant

problems remain unsolved. The peasant in this zone faces serious problems, and




ma%y of them are finding that it is better not to try to face them. Migration
to the cities is the easy way out. Different countries present a different
complex of problems to the peasant--land shortage i{n the ecountry, exciting
pessibilities in the city, inadequate policies for rural development, and a
great emphasis on industrial development in the cities, Whether they are
being pushed out of the countryside or pulled into the city doesn't really
matter, The fae; is that many peasants are voting with their feet in favér

of urban 1ife, even if that means a 1life of underemployment in a sgatter
settlement, That g0 many choose this way of life is #n indicator of the
quality of rural life that they have abandoned. -

If we compare what is demanded of the peasant and what is given him by
society with what is demanded of the urban worker and what is given him by
goclety, wa gain an appreciation of the advantages of urban life. The peasant
must sacrifice all his 1ife and forgo consumption to try to accumulate a
little capital which muat be tied up 4n land, animalsg, tools and inputs needed
for preduccibn, whereag, the urban worker has little need for such capital,
The peasant is an entreprencur--a risk taker, who must make production
decisions, carry them ocut, and wait a long time to see the results, whereas,
the urban worker shows up on the job, follows instructions and gets paid
weekly. While waiting for his crops to mature, the peasant may be victimized
by weathar, pests or other natural disasters, whereas his urban brother is
unaffected by weather. Cash comes to the peasant only & few times during the
year so he needs credit, and those willing and able to < pply it are few, and
able to take advantage of the peasant's weak bargaining position, whereas,
the man in the city has & weekly cash income, many sources of supply, and is
not as eagily exploited, If pessants are lucky and produce a bumpsr crop,

prices ave likely to drop--depriving him of the rewards of his 1abor, whereas

2 Bl urban. htotheg. receives - steady income dasgite fiuetcaticns in whﬁf - m&v‘”ﬁ“f'*;

sctually “o at work, The peasant generally lacks social services, such as .
“health, aducation,. and transportatian frollic ies, whereus, urbanites’ have ‘the '
best that the country can afford. The lack of transport and ccocommunication
*facilities obliges the peasant Lo &pend @ greaixdeal of his time and energies = ' -
valking and waiting, wiile his urban brother rides, communicates by telephore,
and 12 In touch with the rest of society via the mass media., The small scale
and hpmcgeneity of peasant society offer boredem and little hope of upward
wobility, whereas the larce enale, mnd hetovogeneity of urban 1ife offers &t

least the hope of upward mobility as well as entertainment, and excitement.



The peasant knows that he is part of the lowest stratum of national life
because he gets daily reminders of it in his dealings with members of higher
groups, whereas, the urban worker has a greater measure of dignity. ¥No matter
how badly off he may be, at least he knows that he is not a peasant. Under
these circumstances, why shculd anyone in his r?ght mind want to be a peasant?

The peasant seems to be lowest on society's most generalized values--
power, wealth and prestige, Paradoxically, in a time of chronic food shortage,
we are asking that man's most valuable product--food--be produced by society's
least valued group. We are asking peasants to change their behavior in ways
such that more food be produced in 8 hurry. The most generally accepted
explanation of human behavior is that it is a function of conditions, This
being the case, then changing peasant's behavior necessarily means changing
the conditions of which it is a function,

Wa noted earlier that the commmnity development failed in large part to
alter peasant behavior on any meaningful scale because it did not try, or was
unable, to alter the basic conditions affecting peasant behavior., Tuey
focussed largely on trying to change behavior by assuming that behavior was
a function of the internal states of the peasant--his values, attitudes, and
state of knowledge. They lack the power to alter the basic structure of
society, or the place of the peasant in that structure. If the peasant's
behavior--such as hig low productivity and willingness to sbandon rural life--
is a functicn of his disadvantaged place on the bottom and a1l that it entails,
then his position and the conditions producing it must be changed.

Altering the direction of the past nine thousand years of human evolution
i{s a rather heroic tasgk--beyond the powers of the Centers, and even beyond the
powers of the various agencies of government responsible for agricultural '

L1 developmisnt” in ‘their countriss, <. It requires s mmjor change-at; the highesty. . .. »
_ lavels of society, and it 1# a wrerc%zng change that people have no. been |
T i1 Ting €0 eved think’ dbéut.  “AE basz ‘naciéns mighm*beiﬁiﬁiing ta ietkpeasantsr7“‘
pgﬁgggﬁﬂfﬁ§&ﬁiPatﬁ in ﬁwgeneral a&velﬂFmﬁﬁﬁﬁ*cOﬁ§§£V13g aheirugrﬁgfrgfﬁgfrg??ftﬁ l?fﬁiyaﬁagg

ple. That is to say, peasants wmight be ailﬁwed te enjoy a fifty per cent
increase in real income Lf everyone else did alsoe, This would fmprove the
position of the peasant on an absclute scale of wealth, but would do nothing
to alter his position relative to the rest of society. City life would remain
just as attractive as belore, siuce he would 5till be on the bottom. When we
examine the position of the peasant in terms of the other two major values

mentioned earlier--power and prestige--the situation becomes more complicated,
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Unlike wealbh; the supply of these “goods" cannot be increased, Power and
prestige are inherently scarce and distributive. To the extent that one |
group {8 acquiring more of these values, other groups must be losing some of
theirs. When national objectives become important enocugh to the leaders, they
try to find ways to re-arrange the structure of advantage in ways to achieve
their objectives. A classic example of this sort of thing was the decision
to land a man on the moon within a decade, announced at a time when the

needed technology was not even in sight. Kesources were redirected from

other priorities, incentives established, personnel recruited, and the objective
achieved ahead of schedule. Landing 2 man on the moon was a relatively simple
task from the society's point of view. Ko major sscrifice was required from
any sector of the population, nor were the relative positions of any sizable

group profoundly affected by the progrem.

Only a few societies have systematically tried to alter the position of
the peasant. Cuba did it with great speed and at great expense not only to
other groups, but to the economy as well, China has been tackling the problem
with more planning and a step-by-step approach. Democratic nations face great
difficultics in even discussing the matter, owing to the well-established
povers of particular sectors and thelr slliances with other groups. Democrat-
ically elected governments cannot ignore the competing claims of the various
sectors which mike up their gocietlies. Under the circumstances, wa can
predict that some democratically oriented govermments will not survive the
first years of real food c¢risis, as the populace will demand quick solutions
and will be willing to trade off democracy for any promise of the end of famine,

The sense of urgency about the food crisis and the need to raise the
productivity of peasants is not widely shared in those government ¢ircles
‘ where it really CGdﬁ?$f Mﬁagyhile, tha akills of aIi of the various disci9iines
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rélated to the food problem ate needed. as they “have alwayg been needed. LY

L ke gpgfch for new technolcgl «1 soluxxqu tn yarticular prcbisms, and ways to
Rﬂﬂi‘get'pxi ting kﬂOWlwng out to LHe farm, ve reéd alqo understand the pos1tion oF
<!, swbethe - pebsanty-not just 4t the farmiiewvel, -but. alsoat ghe national Jdevel, dn . pace s

order to develop policy alternatives desiyned to help meet the needs for more

and better food, There is considerable room for ifwmprovement in performance,

even given the present structure of advantage in most countries, Q(reaster

efficiency in the spread of information, credit and marketing, can be obtained

through more organization of the peasancs into grups. Models can be developed

to show the paveffs to be obtained from various combinations of investmenzs in
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the rural areas. In some parts of the #otld, such as Africa, south of the
Sahara, Ethiopila and the Imdian subcontipnent, the crisis is here, and priority
must be given to thoge activities and investments which show the greatest
promise of increasing food production in the shortest period of time. Other
sreas are not as havd-pressed and can consider more long-term infragtructure
investments.

Ir many wayse, the new coloonization efforts in various Latin American
countries offer excellent laboratories for a systems analysis of peasant
agriculture. At the beginning, nothing is there, nothing can be assumed, all
essential conditions of life must be created. All of the problems of the
peasant emerge at once and demand solution or the project will fail, Here
we can study the complex interrelationships between the technological, economic
and socio-cultural variables, Coloniz«tion movements are not to be viewed as
the solution to the food problem., Precisely because they are 3¢ expensive to
get established, a long-run study of these projects will indicate the sorts of
conditions .needed to meke peasant agriculture attractive enough to draw
migrants into agriculture rather than Lo the cities, ;

The present low prioriﬁy of peasant agriculture in the eyes of policy

makars of mcat natxons and the smﬁll share of the n&txenai budgets dgvotﬂd
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to this sector af the popuiﬁtion maka it difficnlt for co;g»ni;al aprimistﬂ

like mygelf to believe that mankind will get through tho vext food crisis

before tens, 1f not hundreds, of willions starve to death,



