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%, .. the wellsprings of human freedom
lie not only where Marx saw them, in
the aspirations of classes about to take
power, but perhaps even more in the
dying wail of a class over whom the
wave of progress is about to roll.’
Barrington Moore, Jr.

1. The Problem Stated

The term ‘peasantry’ has been employed to characterise a wide variety of social
groups. Types of social organisation among tillers of the soil are so varied, histori-
cally and in the present-day world, that it might seem unjustified trying to identify
them in terms of social class. It is, moreover, doubtful whether all types of com-
munities are at all suitable for class analysis. So even if ‘peasantry’ might be
characterised by certain generic features, the ‘class’ label is not necessarily attribu-
tive to this phenomenon. The problem of the present paper, then, is to investigate
how class position is relevant to the diagnosis of peasantry within the wider social
framework. This problem implies the consideration of a dual relationship: (1) the
position of peasantry relative to the non-peasant world, and (2) the internal
differentiation of peasant status.

We are going to trace the situation of a (basically) pre-capitalist peasantry,
since the problem of rural class formation in an entrepreneurial capitalist setting
would transcend the analysis of a ‘peasantry’ as defined below.1

2. The Problem Justified

Even if peasant studies have become more en vogue lately, it is still an urgent
analytical challenge to obtain a better comprehension of the peculiarities of pea-
sant society: as a mode of production, as a type of social organisation, and through
the linkages to the wider societal order. Numerous crucial questions concerning
policy formation and political alignments hinge on this analysis,

It has often been argued that socio-economic class analysis is not adequately
geared to the study of peasant life.? Peasantry is frequently — and most expli-
citly so according to the ethnographic tradition® — characterised as ‘another

* T should like to thank all colleagues who have made comments on the earlier version of
the article.
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world’, a rustic community with particular localistic features separating (village)
folk from (urban) sophisticates.* These socio-cultural qualities indicate the charac-
ter of the local community as such, but they also imply that partial departures
from the local setting (e.g. peasant participation in the wider socio-political order)
are encumbered with primordial peculiarities such as kinship affiliations or patron-
age.5 This generic quality of peasanthood — if it is so — does not, of course,
automatically preclude ‘class’ analysis, but it definitely requires qualifications as
to the specific character of the peasant world.

Nevertheless, it is a historically contingent fact that the peasantry has been
placed within a generalised system of status. Pre-industrial society employs politi-
cal and legal criteria to localise peasantry as a (rather subordinate) societal
estate. But an estate is primarily a juridical category. It does not display mutual
interaction like the generative mechanisms of an organised social group. It does
not even necessarily indicate an aggregate of any shared ‘real’ characteristics.
Estate boundaries are defined by legal assignment of political rank and authorita-
tively clear-cut principles of social classification, They are not, unlike conventional
class delineations, derived from a ‘gradual’ classification of an aggregate of
individuals.®

The relevance of estate boundaries dwindles during the transition towards a
liberal capitalist society. The well-defined peasant Estate is thus — in this
respect — a remnant of an earlier social formation: ‘the world we have lost’.
This is even more true since a society of estates might quite well be combined
with an agrarian society based on corporate peasant communities. These com-
munities are not interconnected by social or organisational linkages of a horizontal
kind, but are primarily integrated at the national level by formal criteria which are
employed by the dominant non-peasant world. The peasantry of an estate society
is, ordinarily, either too localistic or too split by segmentation and patronage to
be capable of concerted action over the whole area of society. Such action is the
privilege of landlordism or the bourgeois-bureaucratic segment.”

In general, the application of the class concept can be said to be governed by
certain general characteristics:®

First, class analysis is preoccupied with contradictions or cleavages within the
wider socio-economic system itself. It does not identify specific alien ‘little worlds’,
but takes interest in such worlds only so far as they might be said to be placed
within a generalised scheme of classification, The connection to a general prin-
ciple of classification might be specified in terms of economic interest, power
politics, or whatever. In this respect classes are large-scale entities, beyond the
corporate local community.

Second, classes are — as indicated above — constituted by an aggregate of
individuals rather than being cohesive social ‘groups’. Nevertheless, ‘group’
interaction by the class body is possible, and might even be said to give it a
more ‘genuine’ or stable quality.?

Third, class structuration is concomitant with the dissolution of clientelism
and personalised ties of obligation. Formally, class structure is based on imper-
sonal, contractual relationships.®
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Fourth, classes are — unlike social ‘estates’ — based on ‘open’ membership
governed by anonymous mechanisms. They are not determined by inherited posi-
tion sanctioned by law or recognised custom.

These characteristics of the notions of social class are sufficiently different from
the general position of peasantry to justify the problematique of the present paper.
The more specified extent to which some concept of class, then, is applicable to
peasant studies, depends upon the conceptual features of the phenomenon itself.

3. Peasantry Defined

It is redundant for the purpose of this paper to make a thorough examination of
the controversy on the ‘peasant’ concept.!? It is sufficient to note that the con-
ceptual debate is marked by different theoretical traditions, that no non-contro-
versial definition so far exists, and that there has even been a tendency to dispute
the very existence of peasantry as a valid concept. While a certain ethnographic
tradition concentrated most effort on the identification of the shared cultural
features of peasant life, another anthropological school — with Kroeber and Red-
field as distinguished representatives — pointed out the partial, non-independent,
fractual quality of the peasant community in relation to the greater urban world.12
Students with more outspoken economic inclinations have stressed the economic
or technological peculiarities of peasant agriculture, while ‘class’ analysis have
noted the political subordination of peasantry relative to power groups with a
claim on the economic surplus.??

Several of these elements are combined in definitions which run like Shanin’s:

The peasantry consists of small agricultural producers who, with the help
of simple equipment and the labour of their families, produce mainly for their
own consumption and for the fulfilment of obligations to the holders of politi-
cal and economic power.4

The last point in Shanin’s definition states that the peasant is always exploited
by someone else, i. e. that peasantry is subject to an asymmetrical power relation-
ship which implies an unfavourable charge on his produce. This position is also
favoured by influential writers like Eric Wolf and Daniel Thorner)s It might
seem, however, to be unnecessarily restrictive, since relatively autonomous agri-
culturalists, who are not directly dominated by urban betters or by a class of rural
lords, could be excluded from the very notion of peasantry. Empirically, it is pro-
bably more fruitful to employ a less restrictive criterion, admitting the relatively
low position of peasantry within a hierarchical economic and political order:
peasants are — unlike ‘primitive’ tribesmen — politically integrated by territorial
state power. Legally, their status may be that of either land proprietors, tenants
or sharecroppers, who may or may not be subject to a rural aristocracy.

The crucial characteristic is rather the situation of peasants as rural cultivators

37



based on a family househould economy and producing mainly for subsistence, even
if a certain surplus has to be transferred to the non-peasant population.!$

This implies three basic traits:

1) Land husbandry, as the main means of livelihood, is employed with
low technology, i. e. independent of equipment which only can be supplied
by industrial manufacture.

2) The familial household unit of production is sustained without — or
with only marginal — hired hands.

3) Peasant farming aims at subsistence rather than reinvestment and accu-
mulation of profit. The market is thus a rather marginal institution as
mediator of simple commodity production.!?

Peasantry, as a genuine socio-economic entity, is thus distinguished from tribes-
men and pastoral nomads on the one hand, and from collective or capitalist far-
mers and rural wage labourers on the other. Their general social position is
between the great rural aristocracy and the landless rural proletariat. Numerical
intermediate groups, sharing only some of the ‘peasant’ characteristics, might be
indentified. These are — with a misnomer — ‘quasi-peasants’ relative to the
hard core types.1®

Peasantry has — and this is implicit in our previous argument — a peculiar dual
character at the level of the individual household: the peasant family household is
the unit of production, and the same household is also the unit of consumption;
i. e. the peasant farm is both an enterprise and a unit of domestic economy.® This
is, however, an organic unity which is based mainly upon family labour. As
clearly demonstrated by Chayanov, the family labour product cannot be de-
composed into wages and other factors.?® This implies that a calculation of net
profit is impossible and indeed meaningless. The economic peculiarity of peasan-
try thus makes it a specific non-capitalist phenomenon that does not respond like
an ordinary business enterprise to the fluctuations of the marketf: peasantry is
inclined to produce less when prices rise, and correspondingly more when they
fall, since consumption needs are weighted against the drudgery of labour. The
peasant (household) economy is then extremely competitive compared to a wage
labour enterprise, since it is able to reduce consumption and work Ionger hours in
conditions where an enterprise — like a capitalist farm — would go bankrupt.
On the other hand, the peasant economy undermines itself on the market by
reacting in a way which aggravates a price depression. Nevertheless, the orienta-
tion towards production for the market may be a strategic option to uphold the
balance of livelihood even if accumulation is not the primary aim of exchange.
The market might be utilized to obtain a surplus for taxes, duties and non-agricul-
tural goods, and it thus serves the basic subsistence orientation of peasant action.
Rather than aiming at self-sufficiency in a ‘natural economy’, peasantry is thus
characterised by a double orientation towards both market and production for
immediate needs.?!

The progressive differentiation of peasantry into “farmers’ and rural labourers
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is conditioned by changing relationships with the dynamic non-peasant world.
The professionalised mercantilisation of agriculture — where commodity exchange
aims at reinvestment and accumulation of profit rather than at consumption —
implies a growth of the entrepreneurial component and a weakening of the family
character of farming, Conceptually, this process should be identified as a ‘de-
peasantisation’ of the socio-economic entity, although the specific character of
the transition lies outside the scope of the present paper. Our intention here has
been to indicate, first, how peasant agriculture should be regarded as familistic
and consumption-based, and second, how this peculiarity marks it off from other
managerial groups within the societal order.

We should then — from the viewpoint of peasant quality — take a closer look
at the various structural notions of this order in terms of social class.

4. Peasantry and Class Structuration

Very different criteria have been employed to identify the class structure of
society. In a now classical examination of the various representations of ‘class’,
Ossowski demonstrates how these imageries are characterised by a spatial meta-
phor, with society as a vertical order of strata piled upon each other.??

The major types of this metaphor, in Ossowski’s analysis, are dichotomic
conceptions, schemes of gradation, and functional schemes:

1) The dichotomic conception, with a polar division between two major social
classes, is a very old representation which has occurred in different modes: the
exploiters vs. the exploited, the labouring producers vs. the non-working con-
sumers, the rich vs, the poor, the rulers vs. the ruled. The last dichotomy is also
revitalised in Dahrendorf’s definition of social class, according to which it is seen
as conflict groups emerging from the distribution of power in society: class posi-
tion refers to possession of, or exclusion from, authority.?® These modes are often
found together in dichotomic conceptions, and certain ‘middle classes’ are some-
times recognised in such schemes, although they are mercly represented as secon-
dary groupings and appendices to the major categories. It should be noted that
this conception has very definite consequences for the problem of identification
of peasantry, since peasants are likely to disappear into the diffuse category of
the “ruled’ or the ‘exploited’ or the ‘populace’, together with other subject groups
in society.

2) Schemes of gradation do not define social classes in terms of their depen-
dence upon each other, but in terms of a descriptive ordering of criteria. This
rank ordering of classes may be based on one criterion, like income, with uniform
gradations on a single scale, or a synthetic combination of criteria may be applied.
This image of class is also unable to account for the specific quality of peasantry,
since monetary income and other gradual ‘universals’ (education or whatever) are
most likely very inadequate standards in peasant life.

3) The functional scheme of division implies that a plurality of classes (‘pro-
fessionals’, ‘white collar workers’, “skilled workers’, etc.) are interrelated by a
functional division of labour. The classes are thus neither antagonistic forces nor

39



rankings on a (uniform or synthetic) scale. They build an interdependent whole
which is integrated by complementary functions. In so far as peasantry is diagnosed
as a semi-autonomous entity based on quite distinct principles of communal inte-
gration, this sociological imagery does not quite apply. It should be noted that
the same Durkheimian tradition which stresses the functional character of the
division of labour, also underwrites the dualistic character of the peasant-and-
urban world in terms of different types of solidarity and cohesiveness.

These types of class conceptions converge on one important point which is
crucial to the problem of this paper: Peasantry seems to fade away as a qualita-
tively distinct social entity.

This argument even applies to the more purely economic definitions of ‘class’.
Max Weber, as we know, stated that ‘class situation is ... ultimately market si-
tuation’.?* Common economic interest and destiny are thus conditioned by mar-
ket relationships. Economic classes are differentiated according to specific kinds
of property, trade, and industry, or services offered in the market. It should be
noted that this identification of class position with market position opens up
an almost unlimited analytical division of society into small subgroups. This
multiplicity of economic class situations might, however, cluster together by uni-
fying ties which create specific cores of socio-economic interchange, and thus
condition wider configurations of social class. This Weberian conception was
closely tied to a model of rising capitalism, and left no explicit room for a
distinctive notion of peasantry among the major categories: the working class,
the propertyless middle class, and the propertied upper class.2*

So far as market position is a point of departure for class configurations, this
perspective is also, correspondingly, inapt for the specification of a social entity
to which the market economy might be rather marginal.

Our discussion so far has, rather conspicuously, left out Marxism. This omission
is quite deliberate, since the Marxian view of peasantry should be treated in
some detail: First, because the position of peasantry within the class structure
has been a headache in Marxist writings — and political strategy — for nearly
a century, and second, because Marxist class analysis employs — in principle if
not in every manifestation — a coherent theory based on strands from each of
the three modes of class structure which were discerned by Ossowski.26

The general Marxian criterion was, as we know, the relationship to the means
of production. The peasantry in a capitalist society would thus probably qualify
for a rather anonymous place among the highly amorphous ‘middle classes’, or
‘petite bourgeoisie’. Even here peasantry fades away as a distinct entity. But
there is a longer way to go.

5. Peasantry in the Marxian Scheme

In most of his writings on classes and class conflict Marx employed these concepts
fairly freely, without any explicit provision of a formalised definition. The famous
fragment on ‘classes’ at the end of the third unfinished volume of Capital is the
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first provision of a formal discussion, although it breaks off — alas — before
the criteria are specified in a concise statement.??

The basic perspective in this fragment, however, is the division of capitalist
society into three major classes:

a) The labourers, who are sustained by wages.

b) The capitalists, who extract profit from the surplus value created by the
former.

¢) The landowners, who base their existence on ground rent.

This division is also anticipated in the historical analysis of the class struggle
in France, where the bourgeoisie is conceived as split between two major interests:
landed property and capital.?®

Marx, further, conceptualises this tripartite class division merely as an out-
spoken tendency, which allows for various intermediate types and transitional
stages in the historical development towards full-fledged capitalist relationships.
We should consider the implication of this contingency within the abstract
paradigm.

As noted above, the Marxian structuration of class employs different modes
of class imagery. The dichotomic conception is primarily outspoken in political
writings, such as The Communist Manifesto, which intend to stimulate revolu-
tionary class consciousness. Increasing polarisation is also, however, connected to
the analysis of the progressively emerging bourgeois-capitalist order.

The functional and gradual representations are, as pointed out by Ossowski,
employed in Marx’s more analytical studies, where a plurality of social levels
has to be introduced to arrive at a more accurate descriptive assessment of class
relationships. This modification has been particularly urgent in the study of pre-
capitalist historical societies, where the dominant mode of production may not
(vet) have produced a single antagonistic polarity.?® In more specific terms, this
implies that more complicated class divisions are produced by the intersection of
two or more dichotomous class cleavages: Ancient Rome was not only charac-
terised by the polarity between free man and slave, but also between patrician
and plebeian; feudal Europe knew not only the opposition between landed aristo-
cracy and dependent peasantry, but also between lord and vassal, and between
guild burgher and journeyman.*®

It might be concluded — as to the Marxian conception — that a dichotomous
class division provides the major axis in the social structure, and that this axis
is simplified with the dominant antagonism between labourer and capitalist,
between proletariat and bourgeoisie, in the course of the development of capi-
talism.3!

The main problem in this schematic representation is the undeniable existence
of social groupings outside the major axis. These socio-economic groups are often
conceptually qualified as two categories of ‘classes’ and one ‘marginal’ cate—
gory:32

First, there are those ‘transitional classes” which are in the process of forma—
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tion within the old (increasingly obsolete) society, such as the rising bourgeoisie
and the growing urban proletariat within feudalism.

Second, there are those ‘transitional classes’ which — on the contrary — repre-
sent social groups that are constituted by superseded modes of production, i. e.
remnants of a declining structural composition, such as the feudal aristocracy in the
early stage of capitalism.

Third, there are those ‘quasi classes’ which have common economic interests,
but which remain marginal relative to the dominant class divisions within the
society of which they constitute a part. The peasantry in Antiquity may qualify
for this position.®® So may the independent peasantry in medieval and post-medie-
val Europe, — i.e. those marginal rural groups who were not bound to the
landed lords by serfdom or villeinage.

These transitional or marginal categories thus modify the notion of a dichoto-
mous class structure {o the extent that they exemplify the existence of ‘middle
classes’ between, or outside, the main social axis. Since the major classes also
might be differentiated into sub-groups, the middle classes are thus cither social
categories of the transitional type (the bourgeoisie in feudalism) or segments
of the major classes (the ‘petty bourgeoisie’ in capitalism).*®

The abstract scheme of class formation does not, however, tell us to which cate-
gory the peasantry as such belongs, There is in Marxism, as we suggested above,
a tendency to let the peasantry disappear into the amorphous middle classes,
being only slightly identifiable as a transitional .remnant of pre-capitalist society.
But historico-political analyses necessarily have had to qualify this conceptual
indistinctiveness. The outcome should be given a short consideration.

6. ‘A Sack of Potatoes’?

The peasantry does not quite fit into the tripartite scheme of labourer—capitalist
—landowner, which was discussed at the beginning of the previous section. From
one point of view, the peasantry as such is none of these entities, even if sub-
stantial segments of the peasant population may qualify for a position as proprie-
tors of land. From another point of view, the peasant may be all these types,
since he might be said to contribute ‘rent’ to himself as landowner, to pay
‘wages’ to himself as a (self-employed) rural labourer, and to reserve the ‘pro-
fit’ for himself as a capitalist. We need not here go into detail about the peculiar
nature of peasant farming: This strange composite phenomenon demonstrates
fairly clearly that the categories are rather misleading.®® Since Marx’s discussion
of agriculture and ground rent in the first and third book of Capital is mainly
confined to rural capitalism on the English model, this inadequacy is not asto-
nishing.

The insufficient theoretical specification had serious consequences for the Marx-
ist political strategy towards peasanthood and agrarianism. Mitrany recollects the
remarks on ‘the idiocy of rural life’ in the Communist Manifesto, and asserts
frankly that:
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Marx and his disciples ... paid attention to the peasants only because they
looked upon them with a dislike in which the townsman’s contempt for all
things rural and the economist’s disapproval of small-scale production mingled
with the bitterness of the revolutionary collectivist against the stubbornly indi-
vidualistic tiller of the soil.*?

From the communist viewpoint, peasantry has been a somewhat perplexing
phenomenon. It was a subordinate — and often indolent — mass in the develop-
ment which made the industrial proletariat into a revolutionary vanguard. The
red-green alliance, though, was often necessary — for tactical reasons — in the
first phase of revolutionary mobilisation, as Lenin realised in Tsarist Russia.®
Peasant individualism would eventually, however, become a brake on revolutio-
nary fulfillment. So the proletarianisation of peasantry was both economically
inevitable and — in the longer run — a political necessity: Marxism blended politi-
cal strategy with the application of a general law of economic concentration,
whereby industry and peasant agriculture were envisaged as being subject to
similar trends.*® Thus peasantry was not, as Mitrany correctly stated, analyscd
from the angle of social organisation, where the peculiarity of peasant farming
relative to the capitalist economy would have been more clearly visible.4®

The peasant masses, moreover, did not welcome the eventual advancement
of socialism by way of their own proletarianisation, and rejected the dominant
socialist parties around the turn of the century. This rural failure of the proletarian
movement brought about the crisis of the ‘Agrarian Question’, which troubled
international communism for several decades.*® The agrarian movement, parti-
cularly in Eastern Europe, was more ideologically affiliated to the early Russian
Narodnikism.? This populist tradition employed the slogan ‘not Capitalism, not
Socialism’, and envisaged the collective advancement of peasantry directly from
the communitarian institutions of the villages.*® It is effectively argued by
Georgescu-Roegen, however, that Agrarianism employed a rather vague intuitive
approach to the specificity of agriculture, and failed to develop an adequate analy-
tical theory of peasant economy.* Chayanov had been an influential heretic
in the debate on agrarian economics during the first three decades of the century
within Russia itself. But in 1930 he was arrested under the accusation of being
a pro-kulak ideologist. Peasantry remained a weak link in Marxian theory and
practice, and the perspectives of Chayanov played an equally insignificant role
within the orbit of organised Agrarianism.

The general class position of peasantry did not become settled, thercfore, in
theoretical terms. Within the socialist movement, the agrarianist testimony of
Marx was subject to equivocal interpretations. His famous answer to the un-
certainty of Vera Zasulich was, alas, rather undecided, and the celebrated phrases
on peasaniry in the 18th Brumaire labelled them a “sack of potatoes’; an unorgani-
sed reactionary potential and — in actual fact — a social basis of Bonapartism.
This point deserves closer attention as being highly relevant to the problem of the
present paper.
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The peasant masses were, in Marx’s conception, a partly inarticulate remnant of
pre-capitalist society, a ‘bag of potatoes’ not yet class, but gradually becoming so:

In so far as millions of families live under economic conditions of existence
that separate their mode of life, their interests and their culture from those
of the other classes, and put them in hostile opposition to the latter, they
form a class. In so far as there is merely a local interconnection among these
smallholding peasants, and the identity of their interests begets no community,
no national bond and no political organization among them, they do not form
a class.?®

From the angle of a common mode of production — different from the non-
peasant order — these smallholding Parzellen-Bauern did constitute a class. From
the angle of internal social organisation they did not. Ecological isolation, back-
ward technology, and lack of experience contributed further to their relatively
low degree of ‘classness’ — subjectively ‘for itself' as well as objectively ‘in
itself’. But in these qualities they were a rather specific socio-economic entity
in mid-19th century France. Whether they were representative of other peasant
communities would be a matter of historical contingency to which the formal
Marxian scheme gave, as we have seen, very inadequate clues.

Moreover, it would be highly misleading to regard peasantry as a homogenous
entity. The peasants are nowhere a single undifferentiated mass, but constitute
a conglomeration of varying social groups; they are often divided by conflicting
interests — originating from land tenure and distribution of property — to justify
a general perspective on ‘classes of peasants’ rather than ‘peasantry as a class’.
Accordingly, crucial distinctions have had to be made by Marxian leaders working
in primarily agrarian settings. Thus Lenin as well as Mao Tse-tung identified at
least three major groups of peasantry:*6

— the poor peasants, comprising sharecroppers and semi-proletarians with too
little land to be able to make a living only on their own farm.

— the middle peasants, comprising smallholding peasant proprietors who em-
ployed family labour only.

— the rich peasants, comprising semi-feudal landlords and capitalist farmers who
were dependent upon hired labour.

Even if further distinctions have often been employed — particularly in Mao’s
writings — these three ‘classes’ were conceived to constitute the major poli-
tical forces in the countryside. It should be noted that they do not constitute an
ordering along a single dimension: The ‘middle peasants’ are not conceptualised
as standing between the ‘rich’ and the ‘poor’ ones, but rather belong to another
category in the agrarian economy.*” This follows from Lenin’s definition of peasant
classes by relations of production; i.e. the ‘feudal’ relationship, which com-
prised the landlords and the sharecroppers; the ‘capitalist’ relationship, which
comprised the kulaks and the rural proletariat; and the ‘communal’ relationship,
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which comprised the ‘middle peasants’ of the mir. The rural class structure then
emerges as a composite of groups from different modes of rural economy, even
if Shanin’s recent examination of the period in question demonstrates the notable
mobility between different peasant categories. 8

Lenin’s major concern, of course, was the revolutionary potential of the various
peasant classes. It is sufficient to note here that while he first regarded the classes
of the capitalist sector as forces for the dissolution of feudalism — eventually
with the kulaks as the vanguard of the bourgeois revolution — he later realised
the mobilising potential of the communal ‘middle peasants’ in the revolutionary
process. In a more clearly non-capitalist setting Mao primarily focused on the
‘poor peasants’, while he recognised the important role of the ‘middle peasants’
in revolutionary practice.*® This experience has led students like Alavi and Eric
Wolf to formulate a theory about the particular militancy of the ‘middle peasants’,
based on the tactical mobility which these groups possess through land ownership
or peripheral location, relative to more dependent peasants. Some degree of struc-
tural autonomy in relation to lord and market and management of plot is thus
regarded as a necessary prerequisite for rebellious action.5® The transformation
of a peasant ‘class’ from an economic category to a political group should, then,
be briefly considered.*!

Alavi (1973) argues that this transformation is mediated by primordial ties
like kinship, ethnic identity, or other pre-existing institutions. This implies that
the vertical cleavages of peasant society — cutting across class lines — have to
be broken down into horizontal political cleavages along class lines through the
mediation of primordial loyalities. Vertical alignments of economic dependence
are intrinsic to many peasant societies, and the typical conflict groups are thus
organised as vertically integrated segments — factions — on the basis of patron-
client relationships. The transformation concerns the change of this factional struc-
ture into horizontal alignments and cleavages of class. The WolffAlavi theory
stresses the mobility of relatively autonomous peasant groups in the initial phase
of such transformation.

This perspective definitely complicates the argument about peasant classes.
There is no immediate correspondence between economic categories and political
groups — between ‘class-in-itself’ and ‘class-for-itself’ — since political arti-
culation and manifest antagonism are contingent upon strategical positions and
alliance options. The argument thus leaves no general answer to our principal
problem, but transforms it into a matter of historical specificity. However, this
would still be a somewhat obscure — and therefore premature — conclusion, all
the more so since it does not yet include the peculiarity of the peasant world
among its terms.

7. The Awkward Class

We have argued that the class structuration of peasantry may show various quali-
ties, and that class analysis — in any of the conceptual traditions outlined above
— is only partly to the point. The peasantry obviously has some common interests,
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sharing ultimate life situation and culture in contrast to other parts of society.
Under certain circumstances, when their situation is especially precarious or
changeable, peasants may cooperate in political ‘class’ action as a common arti-
culation against rural overlords, urban bourgeoisie, or burcaucratic officialdom.
But the structural characteristics of peasant society may be a counterveiling force
to such class-like articulation: the vertical segmentation favouring a corporate
loyalty to household, homestead, or estate; the localistic orientation due to ecolo-
gical situation; and the atomistic fragmentation due to isolating conditions of work
and geographical setting. The partial encapsulation of local community also
implies that the class characteristics of peasantry are a matter of degree and of
concrete historical situation; even withdrawal from market relationships, back to
the closed corporate unity, may be seen as a strategic reaction to pressure from
outside.®* Shanin demonstrates clearly, moreover, how a mélange of kin, econo-
mic, and social relations changing seasonally and over time accounts for the low
or even multiple ‘classness’ of peasantry.®® His analytical summary deserves
quotation:

The main quality in the peasants’ position in society consists in their being,
on the one hand, a social class (one of low ‘classness’ and on the whole domina-
ted by other classes) and, on the other, ‘a different world’ — a highly self-
sufficient ‘society in itself', bearing the elements of a separate distinctive and
closed pattern of social relations. The peasantry is the social phenomenon in
which the Marxist approach to class analysis meets the main conceptual dicho-
tomies of non-Marxist sociological thinking; Maine’s brotherhood versus econo-
mic competition; de Coulange’s familistic versus individualistic; TOnnies’ Ge-
meinschaft versus Gesellschaft or Durkheim’s mechanic (segmentary) versus
organic societies ... This unique duality (‘class’ and ‘society’) leads to con-
ceptual difficulties, yet may well serve as a qualitative definition of the peasantry
— especially when differentiating this entity from wider, more amorphous
groupings such as ‘middle classes’, ‘exploited masses’ or ‘remnants of feuda-
lism’,55

This determination seems theoretically fruitful. It implies an intrinsic tension
between horizontal class identity on the one hand, and vertical verzuiling into
local communities — which are tied to the wider order as ‘part-societies’ — on
the other. While the (more or less rudimentary) class character of peasantry stems
from the contradictions within the wider socio-economic system itself, the commui-
nitarian features express the specificity of social organisation and mode of pro-
duction.

The juridical assignment of estate bundaries around this ‘other world” (cf. the
second section above) may account for concerted peasant action beyond the
local horizon, so far as specific conditions for organised struggle against the
stigma of structured social inequality evolve. This illustrates — once more —
how the transformation of corporate local groups into determined ‘class’ bodics
of action is mediated by primordial institutional frameworks.>¢
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The immediate conditions for the growing ‘class quality’ of peasantry are the
intrusion of commodity relationships on the one hand, and the inclusion into
the national polity on the other.” These processes of integration — in the ccono-
mic and political field respectively — make the non-peasant order directly rele-
vant to everyday peasant life, and stimulate the formation of supra-local link-
ages and organisation of a non-communal kind. From the viewpoint of peasant-
hood, however, this emancipation is a very ambiguous process. The intrusion of
commaodity relationships — and the concomitant individualisation of agriculture —
generally split up the peasant communities, and accentuate the internal differenti-
ation of the socioeconomic structure.® The growth of the market does not only
imply integration in the wider society, but it implies that agriculture loses its
role as the dominant field of production, and is left behind in a secondary position.
Accumulation of capital increasingly takes place in the dominant industrial and
financial sectors, to which agriculture becomes subordinated, but to which it
provides urbanised labourers, drained off from the surplus population of the
hinterland,

Technical modernisation, cultural diffusion, and integrative communication
systems draw the peasantry into the national society and strengthen their possibili-
ties for associational and political articulation at the national level, The clue to
this (potentially) favoured position in an integrated nation-state is sheer numerical
weight, But at the same time this emancipated position is threatened, since the
technical improvement which has transformed agriculture is also diminishing the
proportion of the population that is engaged in agriculture, and where industrial
competition may render the peasant economically useless.®® This process means
that the increasing demand for agricultural produce which accompanies urbanisa-
tion requires greater productivity in agriculture, while this only can be attained
by methods which imply a reduced number of peasants.

This paradoxical development implies that peasantry is an intrinsically ambi-
guous phenomenon, although the situation is not universally valid. Boserup argues,
to phrase it moderately, that the pressure of rural population growth under cer-
tain conditions may stimulate innovations in agricultural productivity, particularly
when primitive slash-and-burn cultivation is the initial technique.5® The paradoxi-
cal trend may also be veiled and distorted when industrialisation 1s inadequate to
absorb the surplus labour force. Still it might be concluded, regardless of historical
contingency, that the increasing class structuration of peasantry is concomitant to
evolutionary propensities which obliterate the generic quality of peasanthood.

8. The Problem Restated

In most general terms, the conclusion which emerges from the previous discussion
coincides with Giddens’s opinion that:

It should be evident that ... class ... structuration is never an all-or-nothing
matter. The problem of the existence of distinct class ‘boundaries’, therefore,
is not one which can be settled in abstracto: one of the specific aims of class
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analysis in relation to empirical societies must necessarily be that of deter-
mining how strongly, in any given case, the ‘class principle’ has become esta-
blished as a mode of structuration,®!

We have analysed the class quality of peasantry from a similar perspective, but
it should be added that this formulation applies to the formal structuration of
class; as an aggregate of individuals in a similar position. Such ‘quasi-groups’
—~ in the Ginsberg/Dahrendorf terminology — are not manifest social realities,
but they become so by the formation of common patterns of behaviour and
articulation of interest. The quality of social class is thus accentuated by the
effects of a social formation upon social relationships when the contradictions of
the societal order put social entities in visible contrast to each other. This some-
what conventional view is, however, rendered rather intricate by the fact that
peasant communities and households basically are genuine social groups, charac-
terised by primary face-to-face interaction. Eric Wolf is thus definitely right when
he states that the lack of an adequate theory explicating the relation between class
and group bedevils the study of peasantry.52

But this problem should be taken to the core of the peculiarity of peasanthood:
The question is not — at least not unconditionally — the normal one about
how a ‘class in itself’ is transformed into a ‘class for itself’, but how class struc-
turation intrinsically dissolves the communal group character of peasant inter-
action and thereby transforms the social entity into a different mode of being.

It also seems futile pretending to answer this question in abstracto, since it
involves the complementary reverse of conceptual specification: the wvariety of
peasant societies, the diversity of historical roots, the contrasts of contextual
patterns. The argument is thus brought to the limits of the problem of the pre-
sent paper.
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