“The Peasant Betrayed - Agriculture And Land
Reform In The Third World”, by John Powelson and
Richard Stock et al. Lincoln Institute of Land
Policy, (1987), Oelgeschlager, Gunn and Hain.

AFTER studying 26 societies. the authors of The Peasant Betrayed come
1o the somber conclusion that land reform programs whether spon-
sored by regimes of the Left or the Right have “harmed the peasant
more than helped him.” More importantly the authors discovered that
only when the peasants drew on their own strength were their gains
likely to be permanent. Land reform in the main, they say, has been
granted by a benevolent government or been achieved through the
power of the peasants. Only land reforms negotiated from peasant
strength have survived.

Powelson says he had not expected this finding, which is contrary to
much ol the literature. He favours land reform as a “prerequisite for
cquitable cconomic growth - without it a whole generation of landless
poor will live short and nasty lives with little dignity and less
security.”

But land reform is not implemented to give the peasant a place in
society, he contends. The pattern in most Third World countries is o
centralize power and then transfer the agricultural surplus to the State
through its monopoly power and price controls.

Powelson states that the result “almost without exception is that out-
put decreases and the peasants are impoverished. The most harm is
caused by interfering with the peasant. The most is to be gained by
granting them freedom to do what they have done so well for so
many years.”

WHERE farming is Ieft to farmers, output increases and the welfare of
peasants greatly improves. This laissez faire approach is rarely used.
Powelson sayvs. He details the ways governments pressure the peasants
10 give up the surplus and to reshape their lives along the lines of new
vovernment edicts.

In most cases. the record shows. the land is taken from oligarchs and
transterred 1o the State. Incentives are reduced. The State i Lesser

Developed Countries is not a defender of the national interest. nor off

the poor, he says, “except when the poor have the leverage to demand
it” The governments in LDCs tend to be less accountable to the poor
and often have litde respect for the key role they play.

Land is worth the capitalized value of its revenues (e.g. crops). If

burcaucrats skim these revenues away. leaving the farmer with no
more than he could carn as a landless laborer, his newly acquired land
is worth zero. If the same happens in a government cooperative, his
munl\cr:h\p is worth zero.

A\ 20 year review of 26 nations demonstrates that except in two. the
peasants are worse off than before. Only in Taiwan and South Korea,
where the peasants had more political leverage, were conditions dif~
ferent. Even here though, the authors believe that the benefits would
have been greater if the government had not interfered in the
market.

“All peasant socicties have their own systems ol credit, supply.
markets, savings and investments and communications of technol-
ogy.” Yet the State often supplants rather than supports these
indigenous institutions and thereby disrupts village life.

I'he governing elite also favour the urban residents over the rural
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blems in Egypt. Tanzania. the Philippines, Mexico and other countries
we have studied.” and respond o Food First authors” Joseph Collins
and Frances Moore Lappe who wrote Whar Difference would a Revolu-
tion Make? after an extended visit to Nicaragua.

Collins and Lappe contend that the Sandinista government did not
promote “Land to Tiller” programs on purpose in order to sustain the
production level (which often falls after such programs) and to prevent
possible incquities in parceling out land. Powelson says that the
experience was the opposite of what was intended. “Production and
output dropped substantially on state farms™ - unlike the private
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the

Sandinista say.
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Powelson

says

the Food First authors could y

“provide a great service” by “confinging) themselves to promoting the
priority of food first for less developed countries.”

This book, Peasant Betraved, in Tact demonstrates. as Collins an
Lappe contend. that governments in LDCs and international agencies
discriminate against agriculture = even in land reform programs.
“Many LDCs could feed their poor ifthey devoted greater resourees 1o

iculture.” Powelson says.

But he also argues that Lappe’s bias - that food should be produced
for Tocal consumption first rather than planting plantation crops -
may be in Nicaragua “a formula for poverty.” He responds. “In a
classic case of comparative advantage. countries adept at plantation
agriculture - exporters ol sugar. collee. tea cotton ete. - can feed their
poor better it they export these crops and buy basic food stufls with the
proceeds. The kevis notwhich crops io grow = exporis or food consumption
= but one of increasing the income of the poor.” (emphasis added)

HE CONCLUDES by asking the question: "So then, who advocates
for the peasant

Neither Marxists nor capitalists: neither the USA nor the USSRz not
even most non-govermental agencies such as Oxtam. Only the
American Friends Service Committee is eited forenhancing the power
of the peasants without getting into politics. Marxists have the better
rhetoric but neither Left nor Right are concerned about peasant
cmpowernient

“Power to the masses™ to the authors means “frecdom for the masses
10 structure their own socictics. to select private, state or cooperative
larmin

“as they like. Despite the Marxist rhetoric. “peasants have
never selected a state farm except under coercion.”

I'he authors conclude "that no foreign government or international
ageney qualifies as an advocate tor the peasant = e promotes the
peasant’s control over his own structures and  treedom in his
decision making.”

I'here is ample opportunity to test these theories again in an era
where we see formidable changes in two Marxist nations = China
(where the government is giving incentives 1o the peasants) and the
USSR (where “perestroika™ may allow more private farms) and even
in the USA where thoughttul concern about the inequitable distribu-
tion of wealth and access to land may Tead to change.

This book is a wonderful addition to the library of those who wantto
first identily and then slay the dragons of land reform

® E. Robert Scrotani is a Fulbright scholar, a Ford Foundation Fellow in World His-
tory at UCB, an NEH Fellow and a member of the history faculty at Berkeley High
School, Berkeley, California.
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