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Abstract

The rise in China of a middle peasant economy, which differs from the pattern of development of
capitalistic agriculture emphasized by mainstream theory, holds out the prospect of the develop-
ment of small-scale agriculture in China. In some villages where foodgrain crops are the main
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products, the middle peasant economy with an appropriate scale of farmland, resulting from
spontaneous and reciprocal land transfers among peasants, and relying on the use of family
labor, can achieve the spontaneous transformation and development of the small peasant econ-
omy, expand agricultural employment, increase the income of peasants, and also improve the
organizational ability of peasants. If carried out on a wide scale, this will fundamentally change
the reality of China’s agriculture as “involutionary” and lead to the development of agriculture
and prosperity in rural society. The middle peasant economy demonstrates the potential for
development within rural society with peasants as the main force, which will not only transform
the countryside but also have a significant impact on the development of the national economy.

Keywords
middle peasant economy, household production, community reciprocity, non-capitalism, agricultural
development
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There is a vigorous debate on the best path toward agricultural development in
China. It is generally believed that small-scale agriculture based on the “household
contract responsibility system” reform is inefficient, and only by promoting scaled
agricultural operations can agricultural production become efficient and thus lead
to agricultural modernization (Zhang and Huang, 1997; Ma and Cui, 2002; Zhang,
2012). The theoretical presupposition underlying this view is that larger scales of
production will make full and rational use of all the factors of production, such as
land, machinery, labor, management and technology, to achieve economies of
scale (Zhou, 2007:128). This is what Adam Smith’s and Karl Marx’s classic theories
argue. Smith (2009: 3—-7) demonstrated that production at scale and the division
of labor can maximize productivity. Marx (1975: 551-53, 738—-80) further pointed
out that because backward small household farms reject accumulating the means
of production and collaboration in production, they would inevitably be replaced
by larger-scale and more efficient capitalist farms. The emphasis in these main-
stream theories on economies of scale has profoundly influenced the agricultural
policy of the Chinese government, particularly the transformation of the collectiv-
ized agriculture that existed before the “reform and opening up” and the recent
large-scale land transfers carried out by local governments.

However, mainstream theory and practice have been questioned by some
scholars. Philip Huang (2014a: 1.1-8) has argued that the notion of economies
of scale in industrial economies cannot be simplistically applied to agricultural
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economies, since the development of agriculture is strictly limited by man-land
relations. In China after the Ming and Qing dynasties, under the pressure of the
reality of “lots of people and little land,” the rural economy failed to develop in
accordance with what Adam Smith and Marx would have predicted. Instead, it
evolved according to Chayanov’s logic, in which peasants continue to input labor,
though with very low marginal returns, until the family’s consumption needs are
met, or what Philip Huang termed “involution” (Huang, 1992, 2000). Huang (2006)
has pointed out that involution in peasant agriculture remained the very basis of
the rural economy in China, while the commercialization of agriculture and the
large-scale migration of the rural labor force along with industrial develop-
ment changed little. In a recent study, Huang (2010: 103-59) finds that there has
been a structural transformation in Chinese agriculture—a “hidden agricultural
revolution”—resulting from changes in food consumption patterns leading to a
shift from low-value and labor-intensive traditional modes of food production to
anew, high-value and “capital and labor dual intensifying” pattern (focusing on the
productionofvegetables-fruitsand meat-fish-poultry). This “hiddenrevolution”pro-
vides the possibility for small household farms in the new era to develop according
toanew “vertical integration” encompassing production to processing to marketing.

In focusing exclusively on the new agriculture under this “hidden agricultural
revolution,” Huang has overlooked the changes in traditional grain production.
Some scholars, however, have argued that in traditional grain production, scale
economies, driven by the government and an influx of capital, have brought about
the rise and expansion of agricultural capitalism, thus transforming rural relations
of production on the basis of small peasant households (Zhang, 2013; Chen, 2013;
Sun, 2013). They believe that the rise of agricultural capitalism in rural areas has
resulted in the differentiation of rural production relations, and might lead to the
proletarianization or semi-proletarianization of peasants in the future. If these
scholars are right about current Chinese agriculture in which grain crops remain
predominant (and that this situation will continue in the foreseeable future),?
then agricultural development in China will indeed likely follow the path that
Marx (1975: 738-80) and Lenin (1984: 53-159) predicted—namely, the proletari-
anization of peasants—rather than the route of small family management based
on “vertical integration” expected by Huang. But is there a third way to agricultural
development in China?

In surveys in rural areas in recent years, He Xuefeng and his colleagues have
found that since the late 1990s and early 2000s, migrant peasant-workers have
transferred farmland to their relatives and friends who stay in the villages and live
by farming, albeit with low incomes, while the migrants have left for work or on
business, leading to the formation of medium-sized agricultural management
groups in rural areas, namely “middle peasants” (He, 2011; Chen, 2012; Yang, 2012;

2 During 2007-2013, the acreage devoted to traditional grain crops accounted for around 68 per-
cent of the total sown area. The area planted in cereals (including rice, wheat, and corn) is increasing
year by year, with an average annual growth of 0.9 percent (see http://data.stats.gov.cn/workspace/
index?m=hgnd).
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Lin, 2012). They believe that in the context where younger manpower and finan-
cial resources flow out from rural to urban areas, the emerging middle peasants
have constituted the main part of the middle class and have been the foundation
for governance in rural society today, thus enhancing social order.

Obviously, Professor He and his colleagues have looked at the significance of
this group in shaping social order from a sociological perspective. In a similar vein,
our study suggests that the newly emerging middle peasants have special signifi-
cance for agricultural economics as they are different both from peasant house-
holds who farm their own contracted land, and from large capitalist farms that
heavily rely on hired labor. The medium-sized agricultural management mode,
resulting from the transfer of farmland within rural communities, constitutes a
unique agricultural economic form, namely the middle peasant economy. The
main concerns of this study are: What is the middle peasant economy? And does
it represent a new direction in agricultural reform in China? Based on fieldwork in
Wauvillage in Anhui province, this study first investigates the situation of the middle
peasant economy from a micro perspective, then attempts to point out its potential
development opportunities and its possible impact on the national economy.3

The Rise of the Middle Peasant Economy

Wau village, located in hilly terrain in the center of Anhui province, consists of 16
natural villages, with a population of 4,142 living in 1,115 families, and 5,900 mu of
arable land. Wu village is characterized by a rice-based cropping pattern of three
crops of rice: early-, middle-, and late-harvest. In earlier years, double cropping of
early- and late-harvest rice was the main form of production. However, in recent
years, as more people have migrated to urban areas, most peasants have chosen to
grow single-cropped “middle-harvest rice,” then wheat after reaping the rice, form-
ing a pattern of rice-wheat cropping rotation. Beginning the 1980s, peasants in Wu
village migrated to the cities in search of work, most prominently in the construc-
tion industry in Zhejiang and Shanghai. During this period, jobs were scarce and
only those with special skills could find work. Then, in the 1990s, encouraged by
relatives and friends who had migrated out of villages earlier, a large number of
villagers flooded into Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shanghai, especially during the period
from 1995 to 2000. Nowadays, the number of migrant peasant-workers in Wu vil-
lage has reached up to two thousand, accounting for nearly half the total population
of the village. They work in a variety of jobs. Specifically, migrant peasant-workers
who are thirty years old or below usually work in factories, such as those making
shoes, garments, and toys, etc., in Wenzhou city, Zhejiang. Most migrant workers
aged thirty and above are employed in the construction industry, working as brick-
layers, carpenters, and unskilled laborers. In addition, there are about two hun-
dred persons who work outside the village but still within the county, engaging in
some business or working as servers in restaurants, supermarket staff, and so on.

3 The authors conducted fieldwork in Wu village for twenty days during October 2014.
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Table 1. Scale Distribution of Current Agricultural Management in Wu Village

Scale of farmland (mu) Number of households (%) Total area of farmland (%)

0 472 (42.3) 0

1-14 545(48.9) 2,000 (33.9)
15-50 79 (7.1) 2,270 (38.5)
51-99 12 (L1) 820 (13.9)
100-150 7(0.6) 810 (13.7)
Total 1,115 (100) 5,900 (100)

Source of data: Interviews with local cadres and production group leaders of Wu village conducted
by the authors in October 2014.

At present, the stay-at-home population in Wu village numbers about two thou-
sand, mainly consisting of people over fifty years old and left-behind women and
children. Table 1 shows the current situation of agricultural management in Wu
village.

More than 42 percent of the households in Wu village have given up farming
(see Table 1). Nevertheless, 545 households (48.9 percent) still engage in small-
scale agricultural production on their 1-14 mu of contracted land, the total culti-
vated area of which accounts for about 34 percent of the total farmland of the
village. In addition, many peasant households are now cultivating on a larger
scale—over 15 mu—which implies that apart from working their own contracted
farmland, they also work the farmland of other peasants which they have obtained
via land transfers. These households have become middle peasants, managing
farmland of a moderate scale.

With reference to the research conducted by He et al., the definition of middle
peasant in this study includes several key factors: 1) a moderate scale of manage-
ment, i.e., over 15 mu (scale formation over 15 mu requires land transfers since the
contracted farmland of each household is generally less than 10 mu); 2) transfers
of farmland among friends and relatives within the village; 3) family-based labor
supplemented by machinery. However, unlike He et al., who have defined the man-
agement scale of the middle peasant as 15-40 mu, we believe that the manage-
ment scale could be expanded to more than 50 mu, and several households could
even reach up to 100 mu and still be regarding as middle peasants. According to
this definition, Wu village has 98 households that can be considered middle peas-
ant. These account for 9 percent of the total households, but they cultivate 66 per-
cent of the village’s total farmland, and have become the key labor power for
agricultural production in the village.

Agricultural Commercialization, Rural Labor Mobility, and the Rise of the
Middle Peasant

The background to the rise of a middle peasant economy has been the agricultural
commercialization and rural labor mobility that has occurred in China since the



J- Zhang, . Cao and Y. Yang/
52 Rural China: An International Journal of History and Social Science 13 (2016) 47-76

1980s. In the early 1980s, the state gradually liberalized the market for agricultural
products and launched reforms to commercialize grain. However, it was not until
2004 that grain prices and grain circulation markets were fully liberalized and the
grain market system was finally established (Xiong, 2013: 70). The marketization
reform brought about fluctuations in grain prices, which affected peasants’ behav-
ior in production. In the early 1980s, grain output greatly expanded for three years
in a row, but a turning point came in 1984 when grain prices began to fall, resulting
in a reduction in grain output in 1985 and stagnant grain production for four con-
secutive years until 1989, when output began to rise again (Du, 2005: 151).
Unfortunately, this situation did not last long. After 1995, the prices of rice and
wheat declined, reaching their lowest point in 2000, which, combined with an
increasing agricultural tax burden during this period, led to greater inputs of labor
and capital investment in agricultural production yet with little increase in income.
Consequently, in 1995-2000, many peasants abandoned their contracted farm-
land and migrated to urban areas in search of work. According to statistics, aban-
doned farmland in Lujiang county, where Wu village is located, in the year 2000
reached 5,609.5 hectares, accounting for 9.26 percent of the total arable land of
the county (Editorial Committee, 2010: 341). The situation was similar in Wu vil-
lage. During 1995-2000, a large number of peasants left in search of work in urban
areas while leaving behind their contracted farmland. By 2003, abandoned farm-
land in Wu village reached nearly 2,000 mu, accounting for 30 percent of the total
arable land.

In that situation, some peasants who stayed behind in the village began to
gather up and cultivate abandoned farmland without paying land rent while the
agricultural taxes and fees were still paid by the households to which the land had
been contracted. The original contractors acquiesced, or even readily agreed, since
leaving farmland fallow would lower its fertility and reduce its productivity.
Therefore, migrant peasant workers have been more than willing to “give” farm-
land to their relatives or neighbors so as to keep the land arable. To avoid having to
pay agricultural taxes and fees, many migrant peasant workers even returned their
contracted farmland to the village committee for re-contracting. Thus, some peas-
ants in the village have had the opportunity to enlarge the land they work and to
become middle peasants. Many of the features and characteristics of middle peas-
ants can be in seen the example of the five middle peasant households in
Yangjiawan natural village. Table 2 provides some information about their per-
sonal experience in becoming middle peasants.

From the five cases mentioned in Table 2 we see that middle peasants emerged
in the 1990s in small numbers, with each household managing farmland on a small
scale. For example, in the early 1990s, only Wang Dafu in Yangjiawan natural village,
who managed nearly 20 mu of farmland, could be regarded as a middle peasant. All
the other peasants farmed their own contracted land only. The rise of middle peas-
ants at that time was constrained by two major factors. The first was the limited use
of machinery in agriculture production. At the time, the general pattern was double
cropping of rice with most of the work done—inefficiently—by hand. Most
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Table 2. Middle Peasants in Yangjiawan Natural Village
Householder Age Family Scale and process Agricultural
manpower machinery
Yang 53 Yang's wife Before 2006, they The family bought
Guoguang stays with their farmed 5 mu of con- 1 medium-sized
daughter who  tracted farmland and and 2 small
isstudyingin  did odd jobs in the slack tractors 2006, and
the county seat, season. After transfer- a harvester and a
butreturnsto  ring-in farmland within  carried sprayer in
thevillageto  the natural village, they 2012, at a cost of
assistYangin  cultivated 30 mu 10,000 yuan.
farming when  in 2006, 80 mu in 2008,
necessary. Yang and 100 rmu in 2013.
hires several
laborers during
the busy season
(i.e., transplant-
ing, reaping)
Wang Dafu 63 The couple In the 1990s they began ~ The family bought
both farm. to gather up and 1 small walking
cultivate abandoned tractor in 1995,
farmland in the natural 2 small tractors in
village, expanding the land 2005, and 1
they farmedto 30 muin ~ medium-sized
2005 and 50 mu in 2008.  tractor in 2008.
Yang 56 The couple They began to work The family bought
Dongshan both farm. the farmland of a brother 1 small walking
in 2003, and farmed tractor in 2004
around 10 mu. Since 2008, and 1 small tractor
they have expanded the  in 2010.
land they work to 30 mu.
Yang Haijun 62 The couple Before 2008, Yang The family bought
both farm. worked outside the 2 small walking

Yang Jianshe 56

Yang farms and
does odd jobs
during the off
season.

village and his wife
farmed their contracted
farmland; in 2008 Yang
returned to the village
and took over 30 mu
of relatives’ farmland.
In 2003, they began to
farm their brothers’
and nephews’ farmland
of 20 mu without
expanding the scale.

tractors in 2008.

The family bought
1 small walking
tractor in 2003.

Source of data: Same as Table 1.
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peasants had trouble cultivating more than their contracted land since they had to
harvest the ripe rice and transplant the new crop within a very short time. Second,
the commercialization of agriculture increased market risk and led to fluctuations
of grain prices at low levels over the long term. Around the year 2000, the price of
early rice and late rice fell to 70 yuan/50kg, and as a result, peasants made little
money by raising grain, and even faced the risk of loss at times.

After 2003, with the adjustment of the national macro-economic policy as well
as the abolishment of agricultural taxes and fees, the grain market system was
basically established. Thereafter, the grain market was stable and grain prices
steadily rose. Peasants were motivated to expand the scale of their operations and
both the number and scope of middle peasants increased rapidly. This is precisely
what happened in Wu village, where middle peasants expanded the scale of their
agricultural operations. Many peasants who used to work exclusively on their own
contracted land actively participated in land transfers and developed into middle
peasants. In Yangjiawan, the number of middle peasants increased from one to
five within half a decade. These households expanded the scale of their operations
year after year with the purchase of agricultural machinery and an ever-increasing
investment in agricultural production.

In this sense, agricultural commercialization has been an important mecha-
nism for the rise of the middle peasant. The market risk arising from the commer-
cialization of agriculture accelerated the non-agricultural transfer of the rural
labor force, creating conditions for the appearance of the middle peasant.
Although a greater agricultural market risk also limits the development of middle
peasants, with the basic stability of the grain market in the new era, there has been
a rapid expansion of the ranks of the middle peasants. The steady development of
the agricultural commodities markets has become an important driving force for
the expansion of the middle peasant phenomenon.

Essential Features of the Middle Peasant Economy

Unlike the Marxist tradition and scholars like He Xuefeng (2011) which emphasize
the class nature of the middle peasant group, this study focuses on its significance
to agricultural economics. Therefore, this section analyzes its essential features
with respect to land, capital, and manpower.

First, a middle peasant household generally cultivates land on a large scale—
over 15 mu—which has mainly been transferred from migrant relatives or neigh-
bors within the natural village. Because of the principle of reciprocal relations
B¢ &, most middle peasants pay little or no rent for transferred-in farmland.
However, since both the blood relations and geopolitical relations of peasants
rarely extend beyond the limits of the natural village, middle peasants are con-
strained by the limited farmland that is available within the natural village and by
their family’s labor capacity. As a result, few of them are capable of cultivating
more than 100 mu. As Table 1 shows, about 60 percent of the middle peasants in
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Wau village cultivate between 15 to 50 mu of farmland. In general, 15-50 mu is a
scale which most couple can cope with. More than 50 mu requires more labor
capacity than most households can bear. In addition, the average amount of farm-
land of the sixteen natural villages in Wu village is 368 mu, while there are six
middle peasants (see Table 3) in each natural village on average. Since the transfer
of land is highly related to villagers’ blood and geopolitical relations, and since vil-
lagers always have similar relationships in local society, 15-50 mu of farmland is an
appropriate scale for a middle peasant.

Second, there has been some increase in capital investment though such invest-
ment is still small and has mainly been confined to the purchase of small and
medium-sized agricultural machinery. In Wu village, very few small peasants own
farm machinery, but several families tend to share a small cultivator or rent
machinery from others when necessary. But a middle peasant usually owns 3 small
or medium-sized tractors (known as “the standard” among middle peasants) at a
cost of around 2,000-3,000 yuan and 8,000 yuan respectively. Medium-sized trac-
tors are mainly used for plowing and ditching, while small tractors are used for
small-scale land leveling, hauling, etc. In addition, peasants usually have a small

Table 3. Distribution of Middle Peasants in the Natural Villages of Wu Village

Natural Number of Farmland Numberof Farmland Proportion of
village households  of the middle  of middle middle peasant
natural peasant peasants farmland in
village  households (mu) each natural
(mu) village (%)

Keguai 81 380 7 286 75
Yangjiawan 50 270 5 230 85
Shengli 47 234 5 157 67
Zhoujiawan 93 491 5 270 55
Xujiawan 72 346 6 280 81
Wangjiagou 40 258 7 196 76
Meixi 86 408 6 310 76
Ludong 76 403 6 198 49
Meijiawan 60 372 8 232 62
Nangiao 51 355 6 206 58
Liuwan 75 433 4 204 47
Wuwan 99 472 8 318 67
Lijiawan 88 410 5 258 63
Duanjiawan 45 274 4 179 65
Qiaojiawan 97 470 10 380 80
Xiguai 56 342 6 196 57

Total 1,115 5,900 98 3,900 66

Source of data: Same as Table 1.
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tractor to meet unexpected needs. In any case, the total value of three tractors isno
more than 15,000 yuan.

It is unnecessary for a middle peasant to own large agricultural machinery such
as large tractors, harvesters, and so on, which cost around 100,000 yuan each. For
those who cultivate less than 100 mu, such an investment is really irrational and
unnecessary. A large tractor works quickly: it can cultivate 60 mu per day while a
medium-sized tractor can cultivate 20 mu at best. But a large tractor performs
poorer at leveling land and weeding when comparing with small and medium-
sized tractors. As for harvesters, most peasants prefer to hire a large harvester (at
about 60 yuan per mu), rather than to buy one themselves.

Third, the manpower of middle peasant households mainly consists of the fam-
ily members; in most cases, only the couple. Aside from this, there is a domestic
division of labor. Generally speaking, the husband undertakes the major heavy
agricultural work, while the wife is responsible for housework, including cooking,
cleaning, feeding the chickens, ducks, pigs and so on. During the busy farming
season, the wife also assists the husband with the farm work. By using small agri-
cultural machinery, this domestic labor division between husband and wife does
not interfere with finishing most of the jobs required, and there is no need to
search for extra help. But in the busy farming seasons (primarily, sowing and har-
vesting time), there might a need for help in order to finish on time. Exchanging
labor and mutual help with neighboring peasants are the most common solutions.
For example, if a middle peasant helps his neighbors with land leveling and ditch-
ing after finishing his own work, the neighbors would offer help in return during
harvest time.

The above-mentioned three aspects of factors of production describe the main
features of the middle peasant economy. The middle peasant economy emerged in
the wake the migration of rural manpower into non-farm work. Its essential fea-
tures consist of the system of mutually beneficial land transfers within the village,
small-scale investment in machinery, and the full use of family labor. This also
demonstrates that in the formation of the middle peasant economy, the allocation
of land, labor, and capital do not exhibit the characteristics of capital accumula-
tion. To a certain extent, the rise of the middle peasant economy can be seen as the
spontaneous adjustment or even upgrading of the small peasant economy under
changing man-land relations.

The Non-Capitalization Mechanism of Household Production, Community
Reciprocity, and the Middle Peasant Economy

According to Chayanov (1996: 41-62), peasant household production differs from
capitalist production in that peasants do not hire any labor outside the family and
work in order to meet the family’s consumption needs, while capitalist production
is profit-driven and is characterized by the rapid and active expansion of production.
Polanyi (2007: 37-58) defined production for the purpose of meeting the family’s
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consumption needs as household production. He believed that household produc-
tion is different from profit-oriented production since the former follows the prin-
ciple of self-sufficiency while the latter aims to maximize profits through market
exchange. The theories of both Chayanov and Polanyi can mislead people into
thinking that the idea of agricultural production aiming to meet household con-
sumption is solely a question of subsistence, and that only production for the pur-
pose of market exchange can meet the needs of commercialized agriculture
(Huang, 2014b). However, in practice household production and commercialized
agriculture may not be mutually exclusive. Rather, participating in market
exchange is a reasonable choice for peasants to meet household consumption
needs in the context of agricultural commercialization. Research by Huang (1992;
2000) has demonstrated that the development of commercialized agriculture can
strengthen the principle of household-based production. Since the 1980s, not only
has agricultural commercialization in China deepened, but the production
practice of the middle peasant, namely, household-based production, has been
strengthened and has contributed to an expansion of production.

Household Production and the Self-exploitation of Family Manpower

The expansion of the middle peasant economy, driven by the agricultural commod-
ity market, has not led to agricultural capitalism-ization, but rather has evolved
along the lines predicted by Chayanov. That is, the self-exploitation of family labor
has been strengthened alongside the expansion of the scale of production so as to
meet growing family consumption demands.* The following three cases offer a pic-
ture of labor and agricultural management of the middle peasant at different scales.

Casel

Zhou Zhiping, male, sixty-two years old, together with his wife manages 30 mu of
farmland (including his own contracted land of 7 mu). His elder son got married
and the new couple works outside the village, leaving their 4-year-old child to be
looked after by Zhou and his wife; the younger son is single and also works outside.
Lacking specialized skills, Zhou has never worked outside the village. In 1996, he
took over several abandoned farm plots in the natural village and cultivated more
than 10 mu without paying any rent. At that time, little machinery was used in
farming; Zhou relied on oxen instead. In 2005, Zhou got more farmland from his
migrant relatives and neighbors, and the land he worked expanded to 30 mu. Then

4 Itis worth noting that, according to Chayanov, as the pressure to meet the family’s consumption
needs increases, the self-exploitation of the family labor usually implies diminishing returns for each
unit labor. However, in the middle peasant economy, the expansion of the scale of farmland has
changed this situation. As the result, the self-exploitation of family labor will increase gross output as
well returns per unit of labor (a subject discussed later in the article).
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he sold his cattle and bought two tractors—one with 6 horsepower and the other
15—at a cost of 10,000 yuan. Since then, he has paid rent to his relatives and
friends for their contracted land at the rate of 50 kg of rice per mu.

Seven mu of the farmland Zhou manages is devoted to double-cropped rice,
while the rest is in rice-wheat rotation. In addition, he has 2 pigs, 20 chickens,
20 ducks, and 0.5 mu of vegetables in a private plot. His wife is responsible for
housework, gardening, raising their grandchild, and feeding the pigs, chickens, and
ducks. She has little free time, so the farm work is mainly undertaken by Zhou alone,
without hiring any workers. He plows with his own tractor and does the seed sowing,
insecticide spraying, and fertilizing work on his own. During harvesting, he always
hires a harvester; during sowing and harvesting his wife assists him in the field.

Labor input:® For an experienced peasant such as Zhou, working 1 mu of
double-cropped rice needs 12 labor days, so 7 mu of double-cropped rice requires
84 labor days. Similarly, 1 mu of japonica rice and 1 mu of wheat need 5 labor days
and 4 labor days respectively; thus, cultivating 23 mu of rice-wheat farmland needs
207 labor days. Hence farming 30 mu needs a total of 291 labor days a year, includ-
ing 50 labor days shared with his wife.

Zhou Zhiping’s annual household income is around 30,000 yuan. The family is
basically self-sufficient, with many of its living costs kept in check by the vegeta-
bles, grain, meat and eggs that the family produces. The family has a net income of
20,000 yuan a year after subtracting the expenses for raising the grandson, the cost
of maintaining social relations A 1% J 32, and paying utilities. Zhou Zhiping also
saves money for his younger son, and wishes to support his marriage, which could
cost 200,000 yuan (including the cost of the ceremony and building a house).

Case 2

Jin Musheng, male, forty-five years old, farms 50 mu, only 2.5 mu of which is his
own. His son is nineteen years old and is studying at a technical school in Hefei,
Anhui, and his 6-year-old daughter is attending preschool. As an uneducated cou-
ple, Jin and his wife have stayed home farming and have never worked outside
their village; the only time they’ve been to the city was when they took their son to
school in Hefei. In 2000, Jin took over some abandoned farmland and cultivated
30 mu with a small tractor. In 2006, the land he worked grew to 50 mu and he and
his wife started to pay rent of 200 yuan per mu, and later on, they bought a
medium-sized tractor, which cost them 9,000 yuan.

Jin, together with his wife, usually plants 10 mu of double-cropped rice and rice-
wheat on the remaining 40 mu. In the spring, Jin raises about 600 ducks in the rice
paddy, and about 700 geese in the summer. The couple does the farmwork all by
themselves, and never hires any laborers. Thus they have little free time during the
day. In addition, Jin often catches fish and prawns in the river in the evening.

5 In this article, one labor day equals 6 hours of work.
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Labor input: As in the case of Zhou, working 10 mu of double-cropped rice
requires 120 labor days, and working 40 mu of rice-wheat rotation needs a total of
360 labor days; raising ducks and geese each requires three months, or in total about
180 labor days. Therefore, the couple needs to input 660 labor days a year in total.

The Jin family’s total income is about 70,000 yuan and its annual net savings are
around 30,000 yuan after deducting the school expenses of the two children
(about 30,000 yuan), and 10,000 yuan for social contacts and living expenses. As
the family house is an old cottage built in the 1980s, Jin plans to build a two-story
building next year, which may cost about 200,000 yuan.

Case 3

Liu Hua, male, fifty-three years old, works 100 mu. Both of his sons are married,
and they and his daughters-in-law are working outside the village, leaving two
grandchildren at home, an 8-year-old and a 4-year-old. Liu has remained in the
village farming ever since late the 1970s and early 1980s when the household
responsibility contract system was introduced. In 1995, he got some abandoned
contract farmland from a production team and cultivated 40 mu of farmland in
total, and bought a small cultivator. In 2003, he bought a small tractor. Later on, in
2007, he expanded the farmland to 70 mu and bought a large cultivator, which cost
him 8,000 yuan, and in 2011, he bought a carried sprayer for 1,000 yuan and
expanded the land he worked to 100 mu, all from the production team, for which
he pays 50 kg of rice per mu annually.

Liu Hua uses the rice-wheat rotation system on his 100 mu of farmland. His wife
does not help with the farming since she has to take care of the two grandchildren.
Since his wife is responsible for looking after the children, doing the housework,
growing vegetables and raising chickens, Liu undertakes most of the farm work
alone. They may hire a few laborers when necessary.

Labor input: Working 100 mu under the rice-wheat rotation system needs a
total of 900 labor days. Hired hands provide 10 labor days for sowing, 20 labor days
for fertilizing, and 10 labor days for harvesting, making a total of 40 labor days. Liu
does the rest of the farm work, which totals around 860 labor days.®

6 This means that Liu Hua has to work 14 hours a day on average all year round when the average
manual labor work day is around 6 hours. There are two reasons for these long working hours. First,
labor input in agriculture is not evenly distributed. In slack farming seasons, the work is easy, and a
peasant can complete one day’s workload, such as draining water from the rice fields, with little effort.
However, during the busy farming season, a unit of labor is equal to several times the workload in the
slack farming seasons, since more heavy manual labor is needed during this time. Second, Liu works
hard. He works in the fields almost every day; as he put it, “as long as you want to do it, there is always
work to be done in the field everyday.” Liu’s strength is far beyond that of ordinary people. For exam-
ple, he rarely takes a rest when working in the fields. Other people would be exhausted after spraying
insecticide for a whole day and would need one or two days of rest to recover, but Liu Hua can still
work as usual after a day of spraying insecticide. However, very few peasants can bear the heavy work-
load of someone like Liu.
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Liu’s annual family income is about 80,000 yuan. After deducting 20,000 yuan
for daily expenses and the cost of the two grandchildren’s education, Liu nets
60,000 yuan. In 2006, Liu built a two-story house, which cost him 240,000 yuan,
40,000 yuan of which was borrowed from others, but he paid off the loan in 2010.
In 2010, Liu spent more than 300,000 yuan building houses for each of his sons,
while the sons contributed 100,000 yuan each.

From these three cases, it is clear that middle peasant production mainly depends
on the labor of the couples themselves, and that the intensity of labor rises in step
with the expansion of the scale of operations. Although these peasants own some
small and medium-sized agricultural machinery, which helps them cope with the
expanded scale of operations, the increased investment in machinery does not
reduce the labor input. On the contrary, the input of labor has increased. This is
because the small and medium-sized agricultural machinery as auxiliary production
tools not only effectively improves working efficiency, but also promotes the self-
exploitation of the peasants’ labor. In Case 2, in the beginning Jin Musheng owned
one small tractor, but as the scale of production expanded, he had to hire others with
tractors to do the plowing. But after he bought a large tractor, he could do all the work
by himself without hiring anyone. In these three cases, the annual input of manual
labor increased to 291, 660, and 860 days respectively as the scale of production
expanded from 30 mu to 50 and 100 mu, not counting the input of labor in family
sideline production and housework. This implies that middle peasants are virtually
full-time laborers throughout the year, and sometimes engage in very intensive labor.

Most middle peasants in Wu village do not have to hire laborers except those
who cultivate about 100 mu of farmland or more. But even in these cases, the num-
ber of hired hands is very small. As shown in Case 3, laborers hired by Liu Hua
accounted for less than 5 percent of the total labor input, while Liu’s annual labor
time amounted to 860 labor days. Obviously, this means that he more or less did
the work of three persons.

For middle peasants, hiring workers to handle production is inefficient, not only
because of the high cost, but also because it is hard to supervise hired hands. Take
double-cropped rice planted in Wu village as an example. Generally, the average gross
income from planting double-cropped rice is higher than that from the rice-wheat
cropping rotation pattern, which could be more than 120 yuan per mu.” But double
cropping of rice requires more manual labor, especially in early August, when the late

7 In Wu village, the total output of double cropped rice is about 900 kg per mu (including 400 kg
of early rice and 500 kg of late rice), which yields an income of 2,340 yuan based on a purchase price
of 2.6 yuan/kg. In the case of rice-wheat cropping rotation, the yield of japonica rice is about 600 kg
per mu, which is equivalent to an income of 1,560 yuan, and the wheat yield is about 300 kg per mu
(this low yield is because Wu village is low-lying and thus susceptible to flooding), equivalent to an
income of 660 yuan based on a purchase price of 2.2 yuan/kg. Therefore, the total income of rice and
wheat is 2,220 yuan per mu. In this sense, when compared with the rice-wheat cropping rotation,
planting double-cropped rice results on average in 120 yuan per mu of additional income.
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rice must be planted by hand after reaping the early rice in late July. But the maximum
workload that one couple can bear is around 7-10 rmu of double-cropped rice; anything
more than that will require hiring help, which is costly. Because the number of laborers
available during the busy season is limited and the highest temperatures are reached in
July and August, the wages of a laborer are 160 yuan for completing a workload of 1 mu.
In addition, laborers receive three meals a day and alcohol and tobacco, driving the
total cost up to 200 yuan, which can offset the increased income from planting double-
cropped rice, and even result in a decrease of average income by 80 yuan per mu.

In short, in the pattern of the middle peasant economy, making full use of fam-
ily labor (even when the intensity of the work far exceeds the norm) rather than
hiring labor is a rational choice for maximizing the family’s income from labor. In
addition, this production mechanism centered on the self-exploitation of family
labor also limits the scale of middle peasant farming. That is, the scale cannot be
so large that the labor needed exceeds what the family can provide. That is why
land worked by middle peasants in Wu village generally stands at around 15-50
mu. In a few exceptional cases, if sufficient labor is available, the scale can expand
to 100 mu (such as in the case of Liu Hua).

In the middle peasant economy, maximizing the income generated by the fam-
ily’s own labor will effectively ease the growing pressure on the household’s con-
sumption budget. In the three cases discussed above, the income from the family’s
labor is mostly saved, apart from whatever is spent to meet the family’s daily con-
sumption needs. This remaining income is not immediately invested in expanded
agricultural reproduction but is saved for some important household matters,
such as children’s education, marriage, building houses, and so on. Such consump-
tion is essential to the reproduction and development of the family, which in most
cases eats up all of the household’s savings.

The above discussion also shows that, in the middle peasant economy, the
household’s consumption needs constitute an important impetus for middle peas-
ants to continuously intensify the self-exploitation of their own labor. As Chayanov
(1996: 49) noted, peasants are driven by household consumption needs to input
labor, and they will expand their production capacity as such demand grows.

Therefore, the middle peasant will always rationally arrange the cropping struc-
ture and scale of operations according to the labor capacity of the family, following
the fundamental principle that no labor should be hired or at least that the use of
hired labor should be minimized, thus maximizing profit via ceaseless self-
exploitation of family labor so as to meet the family’s growing consumption needs.

How does the middle peasant expand reproduction? According to Marx, in
peasant household production, the surplus is completely consumed by household
consumption, and thus this mode of production can only maintain simple repro-
duction, and lacks the conditions for expanding reproduction. Contrary to this
prediction, however, in the rise of middle peasants in Wu village we see that the
expansion of the scale of production is a fact. Clearly, there is a distinctive repro-
duction mechanism behind this phenomenon.
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Community Reciprocity and Expanded Reproduction of the Middle Peasant
Economy

The rise of middle peasants in Wu village, especially their expanded reproduc-
tion, does not present a process of increasing capital accumulation nor the con-
tinuous expansion of the scale of production. Rather, it is the reciprocal assistance
within the village that underpins the rise of middle peasants and their expanded
reproduction.

In rural society, a natural village is a society of acquaintances where the essen-
tial internal relationships are built on blood and geography: “the combination of
blood relationships and geography constitutes the original status of the commu-
nity” (Fei, 2006: 58). Although the large-scale rural-to-urban migration of peasants
has breached the limits imposed by geography, the natural village still remains a
society of acquaintances (Gui and Yu, 2011). In such a society, people interact with
each other in accordance with the basic principle of community reciprocity. In
engaging in agricultural production and living in local society, there are many
things that individual peasants cannot handle on their own, such as weddings and
funerals, building houses, irrigation and harvesting, etc. These can only be carried
out with the cooperation and assistance of other villagers. In Wu village, when
there is a funeral or a wedding, all the village members will give a helping hand by
buying food, cooking, arranging the venue, serving relatives and friends coming
from outside the village and so on. In addition, community reciprocity is embod-
ied in peasants’ daily life and agricultural production, such as exchanging labor,
assistance with daily work, caring for children, exchanging food, temporary lend-
ing of money or tools, and so on. Unlike the relations of commodity exchange
under market conditions, this reciprocal relationship is multifaceted and long-
term: “giving and receiving sustains mutual assistance and cooperation between
people” (Fei, 2006: 60). In this sense, rural society constitutes a stable human-
relationship-based circle of mutual help.

It is under this reciprocal-assistance relationship in the village that middle
peasants came into being and expanded the scale of production. A major part of
middle peasants’ farmland comes from the reciprocal transfer of land within the
village. The normal pattern is that migrant peasants and left-behind elders who are
unable to farm, and who have no working-age family members aside from those
who work outside the village, transfer their contracted farmland to middle peas-
ants either rent free or for only a small amount of grain. In Wu village, before the
rural tax and fee reform in 2004, since there was little money to be made from
farming, middle peasants did not need to pay rent or assume the agricultural taxes
and fees for transferred land. After the tax and fee reforms, incomes for farming
began to rise and people who transferred land began to ask for rent, which was
usually paid in kind, such as 25 kg or 50 kg of rice per mu. For instance, Xu Xinbao,
a middle peasant in Xutun natural village, farms a total of 70 mu, of which 9 mu is
of his own and the rest has been transferred to him by his relatives and neighbors
in the village (see Table 4).
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Transferor Areaof  Dateof Reason fortransfer  Relationship Rent
farmland transfer to Xu
(mu) Xinbao

Xu Shuman 5.5 2003 The whole family Brother None
was working outside
the village.

Xu Shude 4.5 2000 The whole family Brother None
was working outside
the village.

Xu Changping 9 2006 The son left the Cousin 250 kg rice
village for work
while the elders
remained home.

Xu Pinsheng 3 2006 The whole family Nephew 200 kg rice
was working outside
the village.

Xu Hui 10 2010 The whole family Neighbor 50 kg rice
was working outside per mu
the village.

Xu Qiang 2 2011 The elders could Neighbor 50 kg rice
only farm 1 mu (to per mu
meet their own
consumption needs).

Wang Qingfa 1.5 2010 The elders could Neighbor 50 kg rice
only farm 1mu (to per mu
meet their own
consumption needs).

Wang Zhen 7.5 2000 The whole family Friend None
was working outside
the village.

Wang Lin 9 2007 The whole family Neighbor 50 kg rice
was working outside per mu
the village.

Wang Maohua 9 2011 The whole family Neighbor 50 kg rice
was working outside per mu

the village.

Source of data: Same as Table 1.
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There are five middle peasant households in Xutun natural village where Xu
Xinbao lives, farming 80, 40, 20, 20 and 50 mu respectively. Like Xu, they also
received the farmland via transfers from their relatives and neighbors. Based on
the closeness of the relationship, the rent on transferred land follows a “differen-
tial pattern” % /5 4% i) whereby brothers and neighbors who are on especially
good terms do not require rent while cousins, uncles, or other neighbors require a
rent of 25 to 50 kg of rice per mu. However, the rent is not the result of bargaining.
Rather, it is more symbolic, as a “gift” given to those who provide the land by the
middle peasants after their income from labor has been boosted. As Xu Xinbao
said, “We didn’t discuss the rent beforehand. Although they said we were acquain-
tances and there was no need to be so serious, I paid the rent the same as others
paid.” Xu usually pays the rent (rice) during the New Year. Although Xu'’s brothers
and childhood friends do not accept rent, he still gives them 50 kg of rice and veg-
etables he has grown at New Year’s for use during the Spring Festival. In addition,
Xu often helps some older men in the production team. For example, he helps the
old men with plowing and transporting, and also with some other urgent matters.

For migrant peasants, transferring farmland to middle peasants avoids aban-
doning the land, while the oldsters who are left at home can also be cared for. In
this sense, the social benefits of land transfers are far greater than the negligible
income from rent. In this way, land transfers have become a new basis for mutual
benefit in the village. In addition, reciprocal relationships within the community
constitute a stable trust mechanism. Although the two parties involved in a land
transfer have no contract regarding lease terms and rent, there is no market risk at
all. Furthermore, the rent is usually paid after the rice harvest (usually around the
Spring Festival), which implies that it is unnecessary for middle peasants to invest
much in order to expand reproduction. Therefore, due to the operation of the
human-relationship reciprocity mechanism in the village, middle peasants are
able to expand the scale of production and increase the family’s income from
labor throughout the year at a very low cost.

Thus, in the pattern of farmland transfers with the middle peasant as the core,
there is no capitalized operation in which “farmland is priced in money and
exchanged in the market” (Zhou, 2007: 281). As farmland transfers are embedded
in the internal reciprocal relationships in the rural community, the optimal alloca-
tion of land resources achieved in this process has clear community boundaries,
which reflect the optimization of benefits to the community.

However, the transfer of farmland relying on reciprocal relationships in the
community also limits the expansion of middle peasants. The reciprocal relation-
ships in the community are based on natural villages as the basic unit, rather than
being trans-regional (Wang, 1997: 136). Therefore, it is difficult for middle peasant
to transcend the geographical scope of the village. Furthermore, there are typically
several middle peasants in a natural village, all of whom must rely on their net-
works and relationships in the natural village to expand reproduction, which is
another important reason why the farms of the middle peasants of Wu village are
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generally on a scale of 15 to 50 mu. Xutun natural village, for example, has a total
of 346 mu of arable land, of which 280 mu—81 percent of the total—is worked by
six middle peasants, while the remaining 66 mu is managed by more than ten
elderly householders in the village. According to Xu Xinbao, the arable land in
Xutun village has already been “carved up” and it is impossible to expand the scale
of production.® Obviously, community reciprocity is local, and this sets limits on
the expansion of the reproduction of the middle peasant economy.

Non-Capitalization of the Middle Peasant Economy

As mentioned above, it is family labor and community reciprocal relationships
rather than capital investment that have boosted agricultural production and
expanded reproduction, and thus given rise to the middle peasant economy. The
middle peasant economy thus entails a non-capitalized process of production. In
this process, increased investment in small and medium-sized machinery and pay-
ingland rent do not change the production mechanism of the middle peasant econ-
omy.Smalland medium-sized agriculturalmachinerystrengthen the self-exploitation
of family labor instead of replacing it. Land rent does not change the reciprocity
involved in land transfers, but instead strengthens community connections since
rent acts as a “gift” circulating in the community. Therefore, the self-exploitation of
family labor and community reciprocity also restrict middle-peasant capitalization.

Is it possible for the middle peasant to break through the barrier of household
production and community reciprocity, and leap forward into capitalist farming?
The key is whether the middle peasant can turn the production surplus into capi-
tal and expand the scale of production beyond the boundaries of family labor and
community relations so as to achieve continuous accumulation and the expansion
of the capital surplus.

As we have noted earlier, many middle peasants in Wu village gradually
expanded the land they worked from about 10 or 20 mu to 30 or 50 mu, and a few
even to 100 mu, which seems to suggest that may be possible to expand middle
peasant production even more. But overall, the middle peasants in Wu village have
generally maintain a scale of production at 50 mu or less, which is within the scope
of a workload that family members can bear, and also does not involve establish-
ing contacts and relations beyond the boundaries of the community. Any further
expansion of the scale of production would need larger-scale land transfers across
community boundaries, for instance, and could involve a completely competitive
market in land transfers. However, this would require higher transaction costs and

8 There are two reasons why Xu Xinbao has up to 70 mu of farmland to plant. First, Xu has more
relatives and friends than most other villagers. Second, he has steadfastly remained in the village
farming and began to transfer in land much earlier than others. Having many relatives and friends and
having started to transfer in farmland early are also two important reasons why other large-scale mid-
dle peasants of Wu village have relatively more transferred land.
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higher rent. In addition, an absolute expansion of the scale of production would
entail higher expenses: hiring more workers, greater investment in machinery and
other agricultural means of production, and so on. In short, a great deal of money
would be required to meet the need for capital for land, labor, and machinery.

However, as mentioned previously, the purpose of the production of the middle
peasant is solely to meet the family’s consumption needs, hence almost all of the
family’s income is spent on household consumption such as children’s education,
marriage, building houses, and so on, with only a small amount left over for pro-
ductive investment such as the purchase of small and medium-size agricultural
machinery (not more than 10,000 yuan). Furthermore, due to the limited agricul-
tural surplus, the middle peasant often needs to save money for years to meet
these family needs. Therefore, under the basic principles of household production
in the middle peasant economy, there is very little surplus that could be turned
into capital. In essence, then, the middle peasant economy can be regarded as a
non-capitalism-ized form of economy.

The Middle Peasant Economy and Agricultural Development

It seems very difficult to connect peasant-family production for the purpose of meet-
ing the family’s consumption needs with “development.” According to Marx and
Smith, small peasant family household production would result in diminishing
marginal income and stagnation in agricultural growth. Philip Huang (1992: 11-12)
pointed out that during the economic transformation in rural China, due to the pres-
sure of “lots of people and little land,” small peasant households had to continuously
input family labor even though with very low marginal returns, which finally led to
involution, or “growth without development.” The result was a great deal of rural
surplus labor and low levels of income. That, combined with agricultural involution,
was the root cause of the slow or even non-development of agriculture in China over
the long term. Overall, under the condition of “1.3 mu per capita and no more than
10 mu per household,” it was difficult to change the involutionary nature of China’s
agriculture (Huang, 2006). However, the rise of the middle peasant economy might
present a possibility for change. The increase in the opportunities for employment of
rural labor, the growth of peasants’ income, and the improvement of the organiza-
tion of peasants, all of which have come with the middle peasant economy, have
fundamentally changed the involutionary reality of agriculture in China, creating
the possibility of at last achieving real agricultural development.

Expansion of Rural Employment and the Growth of Peasants’ Income

The industrialization launched in the 1980s has had an important influence on the
rural economy. The increase of non-agricultural employment opportunities made
rural labor a relatively scarce resource, the income per unit of labor began to increase
significantly, and peasants families increased their income via migrating to urban
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Table 5. Scale of Farming in Wu Village by Age Group

Age group (years) Households Farmland (mu) Average scale per
(number) household (mu)

30-39 2 105 52.5

40-49 20 1,025 51.2

50-59 32 1,200 375

60-69 39 1,450 371

70-79 5 120 24

Total 98 3,900 39.8

Source of data: Same as Table 1.

areas for paid jobs, all of which provided a possibility for the rural economy to
achieve real development and prosperity. But industrialization did not completely
solve the problem of surplus labor in rural society. At present, there is still a large
population which cannot be absorbed by industry and commerce in the cities but
can only continue to carry on small-scale farming to support the family in the village.
Thus, the development of the rural economy brought about by industrialization has
not fundamentally changed the involutionary reality of agriculture.

Generally, among the migrant peasant workers from Wu village, only those
who are young and skilled can find stable employment and earn a good income.
For those who have no specialized skills or are over the age of 50, it is usually hard
to find a steady job. Instead, as a rule, all they find is temporary and unskilled
work on construction sites, and most of them still have to farm in order to main-
tain a livelihood. Only rarely can peasants over the age of 60 find non-agricultural
employment. In any case, they still have sufficient labor capacity to farm on a
moderate scale. The middle peasants in Wu village mainly consist of these types
of persons.

The majority of middle peasants in Wu village are in their 50s and 60s (only two
middle peasants are under the age of 40) (see Table 5). People this age have a very
hard time finding employment in the labor market, yet they are still able to farm
on a scale of 20-50 mu.

In recent years, what used to be the prevailing peasant economy pattern of
“1.3 mu per capita and no more than 10 mu per household” has changed since the
contract farmland for each household has been reduced to about 5 mu per house-
hold as a result of the children living apart from their parents. In this sense, where
grain is still extensively planted, such a small scale of farmland for each household
greatly limits the development of their labor capacity, leaving them in a state of
“underemployment.” Taking rice production as an example, with the universal use
of small agricultural machinery, rice cropping per mu, from sowing to harvest,
requires 6 labor days at most. So householders who manage less than 5 mu of
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contract farmland only need to put in less than 60 labor days a year in planting
double-cropped rice or rice and wheat in rotation. Even taking into consideration
the labor involved in household sideline production such as growing vegetables,
raising chickens, and so on, the amount of work of a household would be less than
100 days a year. Hence the saying among the peasants that “There are twelve
months in a year—three months for farming, three months for the Spring Festival,
and the remaining six for leisure.”

Therefore, the expansion of the scale of production entailed in the middle peas-
ant economy will greatly improve the use of the manpower of those who are farm-
ing in the village and provide more opportunities for agricultural employment.

Looking at Table 6, we see that as the scale of production expands from 20 mu
to 100 mu, the household’s labor input increases from 210 to 860 labor days. Even
though agricultural production is seasonal, middle peasants input labor through-
out the year, achieving almost full employment all year round, which has funda-
mentally changed the situation where rural manpower once could not be fully
employed. In addition, with the increase of labor input time, the annual income
from the labor of the peasant family has also increased from about 20,000 yuan to
80,000 yuan, which is close to or even more than the annual income of the young
people who are working outside the village. Most middle peasants who manage
20-50 mu of farmland have a stable household annual income of 20,000-50,000
yuan, which is roughly equal to the income of a migrant peasant worker and is
enough to guarantee a decent life in their village. More importantly, unlike migrant
peasant workers, who have to face separation from their family members, the mid-
dle peasant can enjoy a more complete family life. In short, the rise of the middle
peasant economy has greatly alleviated the problem of the surplus of rural man-
power and the resulting low growth of peasants’ income, thus reversing the long-
standing agricultural involution.

Peasant Cooperative Organizations and the Reorganization of Agricultural
Production
Ever since the implementation of the household contract responsibility system,
agricultural production in Wu village has been decentralized and unguided, based
on the independent management of individual peasant households. But in recent
years, alongside the migration of young and middle-aged people into the cities
while many older men and women who are illiterate have been left behind, there
has been a spate of problems concerning rice pest control and other issues, such as
using the wrong pesticide, having no idea about how to control the dosage, etc.
This has not only decreased output, but also led to pesticide poisoning accidents
in some cases. In order to solve these problems, in 2009 a plant protection service
cooperative, led by the Wu village committee, was established to help villagers
control plant diseases and insect pests.

The Wu village committee applied to the County Agricultural Bureau for finan-
cial support and got 20 sprayers, including 14 knapsack sprayers and 6 carried
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Table 6. Labor Input and Income Distribution of 10 Middle Peasants in Wu Village

Middle peasant Age Farm size (cropping structure)  Annual average Family annual
labor input  income
(labor days)  (thousand yuan)

Yang Jianshe 56 20 mu (10 in double-cropped 210 18
rice & 10 in rice-wheat rotation)

Zhou Zhiping 60 30 mu (7 in double cropped- 291 231
rice & 23 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Mei Huaqiang 65 40 mu (5 in double-cropped 375 432
rice & 35 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Jin Musheng 45 50 mu (10 in double-cropped 660 70
rice & 40 in rice-wheat rotation;
raises 600 ducks & geese

Wang Dafu 60 50 mu (10 in double- cropped 480 50
rice & 40 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Mei Guogiang 53 55 mu (5 in double- cropped 510 50.15
rice & 50 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Zhou Benlin 53 60 mu (8 in double- cropped 564 50.6
rice & 52 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Xu Xinbao 59 70 mu (7 in double-cropped 651 60.2
rice & 63 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Xu Jimin 49  8omu (10 in double-cropped 750 70.17
rice & 70 in rice-wheat
rotation)

Liu Hua 53 100 mu in rice-wheat rotation 860 80

Source of data: Same as Table 1.

sprayers. In addition, the committee spent 5,000 yuan for protective clothing,
masks, gloves and other protective equipment as well as for the maintenance of
the sprayers. The cooperative mainly comprises middle peasants. It is managed by
a council of twenty members—four village cadres and sixteen middle peasants
(one from each of Wu's natural villages). The cooperative set up two points for the



J- Zhang, . Cao and Y. Yang/
70 Rural China: An International Journal of History and Social Science 13 (2016) 47-76

observation of pests and diseases, and hired three agricultural technicians from
the County Agricultural Bureau to provide supervision. The technicians regularly
provide information on diseases and insect pests to the cooperative based on
results from the observation points, and provide specific technical guidance on
when to spray pesticides, what pesticides to use, appropriate pesticide dosages
and application methods, and so on. Based on that guidance, the cooperative buys
pesticides and carries out unified pest control work.

The prevention and control work is carried out mainly by disease and pest con-
trol teams, which the cooperative has set up in each natural village. Each team
consists of three members from middle peasant households and is led by the coop-
erative director of the natural village. The prevention and control costs, including
the cost of the pesticides and a service charge, are borne by the peasants. Pesticides
are purchased by the cooperative at a price slightly below the market level. The
service charge, 20 yuan per mu, is for the services provided by the operators who
carry out the work. The cooperative does not charge any other fees.

Compared with pest and disease control done by individual peasants on their
own, the work carried out by the cooperative is more scientific, rational, and effec-
tive. In applying pesticides on their own, many peasants think the more pesticide
the better, and often fail to properly use pesticides according to the specific cir-
cumstances surrounding plant diseases and insect pests. They may spray pesti-
cides seven or eight times during each cropping cycle at a cost of 72-86 yuan,
while the cooperative, if it were to handle pest control, would apply pesticides five
times, at a cost of only 66 yuan (including the cost of the pesticides and the service
charge) per mu of rice. Moreover, peasants usually spray chemicals after plant dis-
eases and insect pests have already taken hold, while the cooperative puts more
emphasis on monitoring and prevention. Therefore, the cooperative is able to con-
trol pests and diseases in a timely and effectively manner.

The plant protection cooperative in Wu village plays a crucial role by providing
uniform prevention and treatment, and reducing peasants’ tendency to blindly
apply chemicals. Thus it effectively promotes the prevention and control of dis-
eases and pests and increases grain output. Since its establishment, the coopera-
tive has expanded year by year, and in 2012 for the first time covered all the arable
land in the village. In addition, the cooperative regularly organizes training in agri-
cultural technology in counties and townships, and many educated and skilled
middle peasants attend such sessions and then teach other peasants after return-
ing to their village.

In Wu village, peasants’ cooperative projects extend far beyond the scope of pro-
fessional plant protection services. For example, Xu Xinbao initiated an alliance with
some middle peasants to sell grain, hoping to strengthen their bargaining position
with grain dealers. They succeeded in getting 0.1 yuan per kg more for the rice they
sold, thus to some extent thwarting dealers from forcing down the price.

The significance of the cooperatives in Wu village lies in the fact that the middle
peasants are the core, and thus the problem of the organizational foundation of the
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cooperatives has been solved. After the rural reforms of the 1980s, how to reorganize
the peasants to develop agricultural production has been a difficult problem. At one
point, expanding peasant cooperatives to achieve “vertical integration” from pro-
duction to processing to marketing was considered a possible solution. However,
under the constraint of low agricultural output value, it is difficult for scattered indi-
vidual peasants to spontaneously create cooperative organizations, leading Cao
Jinging (2000:166—67) to conclude that “peasants are good at splitting but not good
at uniting” Furthermore, since the main manpower has migrated out of the coun-
tryside, what is left are oldsters, women, and children, making cooperation among
peasants even more difficult. Many local governments began to actively encourage
the development of cooperative capital in the countryside (Tong and Wen, 2009;
Feng, 2014), however, this always leads to the problem of a “discrepancy between the
name and the reality” when it comes to cooperative systems (Xiong, 2009). In other
words, the obstacle to peasants’ organizations lies in the structural difficulty of
matching the main body of the organization with its organizational capacity.
However, in the case of the middle peasant economy, this difficulty can be readily
solved. The decreasing investment and increasing profit resulting from scale pro-
duction make middle peasants eager and able to cooperate. In addition, the
increased efficiency and benefits brought about by real cooperative relationships
also strengthens their faith in the efficacy of cooperation. Having a cooperative
organization with middle peasants as the main body, moreover, makes it is easier to
organize small peasant producers. For example, in Wu village some middle peasants
have cooperated with small peasants and interconnected the whole village into an
agricultural service network. This pattern of cooperation effectively solves the prob-
lem of joining up the top-down agriculture technology extension system with scat-
tered peasants.

To summarize, the rise of the middle peasant economy has profoundly changed
the pattern of the organization of agricultural production in the village. What has
made this reorganization possible is the establishment of peasant cooperatives
with middle peasants as the main body.

Reconstruction of Agricultural Management Entities and the Possibility of
Sustainable Agricultural Development

Another significant factor in the middle peasant economy is the reconstruction of
agricultural businesses, or management entities 45 - {4, making possible the
sustainable development of agriculture. At present, with the massive migration of
rural labor to urban areas and an agricultural labor force consisting mostly of old-
sters and women, there has been public concern over the management of agricul-
ture in the future. As a result, the Chinese government has encouraged capital to

enter the countryside to spur development of large-scale agricultural production,

9 During the annual “two sessions” in March 2012, fifteen academics jointly raised the issue that in
the future, no one may want farm, an issue that has aroused widespread concern in society (http://
news.xinhuanet.com/edu/2012-03/19/c_122849415.htm).
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and hence to create a new type of agricultural business entity. Obviously, this
implies distrust of the agricultural production capacity of the existing rural labor
force, and it also ignores the rise of the middle peasant economy in the rural areas
as well as its effects on agricultural development.

As mentioned earlier, the middle and old-aged labor force, usually in their 50s
and 60s and based on the family unit, still has enough capacity to engage in agri-
cultural production at the scale of 20-100 mu. And thus the middle peasant econ-
omy formed on this basis can effectively solve the problem of abandoned farmland
in the village. In Wu village for example, farmland managed by middle peasants
accounts for 66 percent of the total farmland of the village, the rest being accounted
for by individual small peasant households. As a result, the village has very little
abandoned farmland. In short, the problem of abandoned farmland that Wu vil-
lage confronted after the mid-1990s has been completely solved.

Speaking of middle peasants in general, due to their potential for self-exploitation,
an expansion of arable land always leads to an increase of income from family
labor. Middle peasants are thus strongly motivated to maintain and expand the
scale of agricultural production, and actively carry out agricultural production and
investment, cooperating in production, and learning new agricultural technolo-
gies. The achievements wrought by cooperation in Wu village fully demonstrate
that middle peasants have great potential and advantages in organizing coopera-
tion in production as well as learning about and promoting agricultural technol-
ogy. Furthermore, the introduction of the middle peasant economy has played an
important role in driving and guiding small peasant production and organization.
As the Wu village experience shows, during the process of agricultural production,
middle peasants can be directly helpful to individual small peasants, but also
when small peasants ride the coattails of middle peasants, they can change the
unorganized character of production which leads to loss of efficiency. Therefore,
the rise of the middle peasant can both compensate for the problem of the
“absence” of rural labor caused by large-scale migration, and effectively overcom-
ing the disadvantages of small-scale production and lead small peasants to engage
more effectively in agricultural production. From the perspective of agricultural
development, the rise of the middle peasant contributes to the reconstruction of
the agricultural management entities. As representatives of the new productivity
in the countryside, the middle peasants have been the main engine for agricultural
development.

In view of China’s basic national conditions wherein the small peasant econ-
omy will persist for a long time, agricultural development driven by the middle
peasant does not undermine the stability of the peasant economy. The agricultural
production pattern composed of middle peasants and small peasants can succeed
in achieving self-improvement and the development of peasant economy. At the
same time, it can also help prevent excessive class differentiation and the semi-
proletarianization of peasants, the latter often regarded as an inevitable conse-
quence of agricultural development driven by capital.
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Possible Effects of the Middle Peasant Economy on the National Economy

The rise of the middle peasant economy entails another prospect for the develop-
ment of small-scale agriculture in China: in ordinary villages where people live by
raising staple grain, the middle peasant economy with its moderate scale of opera-
tions, spontaneous and reciprocal land transfers, and reliance on family labor, can
achieve a spontaneous transformation and development of the small peasant
economy, expand agricultural employment, increase the income of peasants,
improve the organizational capacity of peasants, and finally achieve the develop-
ment of agriculture and prosperity in rural society.

The middle peasant economy fully demonstrates the potential for development
in rural society. This development differs from increasing peasants’ income by
sending rural laborers to the cities at the cost of a loss of the means of production
and subsequent rural decline. It also differs from the capital-led development pat-
tern of large farms, which always leads to a capitalism-ized distribution of the agri-
cultural surplus and class differentiation in the countryside. The middle peasant
economy instead leads to agricultural and rural development with peasants as the
main body, which will have a significant impact on the development of the
national economy.

Since the reform and opening up, China has adopted an export-oriented devel-
opment strategy to develop manufacturing industry by relying on the comparative
advantage of cheap labor, and on this basis has achieved rapid economic growth
over the last several decades. At the same time, there has been a large-scale migra-
tion of rural manpower to the cities, resulted in an urbanization rate (based on
place of residence) of 53 percent in 2013. However, considering the large popula-
tion of China, there are still about 630 million people, including 250 million agri-
cultural producers, who live in rural areas (see http://data.stats.gov.cn/workspace/
index?m=hgnd). These agricultural producers are mainly middle-aged and older
peasants, as well as a few younger people without skills or with skills that can
hardly meet the requirements of urban industry. Therefore they have to live by
farming. However, the small-scale cultivation of grain limits the extent to which
their agricultural labor capacity can be brought into play, and the low returns to
small-scale cultivation also lead to a subsistence-level income. The rise of the
middle peasant economy has substantially expanded employment opportunities
for these left-at-home rural laborers and has significantly increased their family
income, thus enabling them to overcome the obstacles to developmental and
achieve social stability in the countryside. In addition, since China is still at the
lower end of the international industrial chain, mainly represented by low-value-
added and low-profit labor-intensive industries, migrant peasant workers in the
cities receive poor benefits and low wages. This situation will remain unchanged
until China achieves an industrial transformation and rises to the high-value-
added and high-profit end of the industrial chain (He, 2014). Therefore, nowadays
migrant peasant workers rarely find stable employment and welfare. They have to
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work in the cities when they are young and return to villages and take up farming
when they grow older. An alternative path is for the younger people to work in
cities while their parents farm back home, thus creating a small-scale economic
system which could be characterized as “half worker and half peasant” (Huang,
2006; He, 2014). In this sense, 260 million migrant peasant workers come to work
in cities not once and for all, but instead circulate between urban and rural areas.
Since villages form the base for peasants making this sort of “round-trip migra-
tion” between urban and rural areas, the middle peasant economy is important for
maintaining a stable village life and production system. The middle peasant econ-
omy maintains the fertility of the land and facilitates farming, and reproduces the
system of reciprocity of the village as a community of acquaintances, thus
enabling migrant peasants to return home to continue their stable and orderly
village life after they fail to settle down in the cities. And as the life cycle brings
about changes in different households, some middle peasants will quit farming
when they grow older and weaker, which will enable returned migrant peasant
workers to take over and seamlessly become middle peasants. In this regard, there
can be a positive interaction of peasants between urban and rural areas, which
will turn the countryside into a reservoir and stabilizer for China’s modernization
and will provide a buffer for social conflicts and instability during China’s indus-
trial transformation.

Conclusion

Based on an analysis of the micro experience of the middle peasant economy in
Wau village, Anhui, this article has explored the prospects and possibilities for the
development of small-scale agriculture in China. The middle peasant economy,
which emerged in the context of the commercialization of agriculture and the
large-scale migration of rural laborers, features a reciprocity system of land trans-
fers within the villages, small-scale capital accumulation, and full use of family
labor. Commercialized agricultural production in the middle peasant economy
has not led to the capitalism-ization of production, but instead has strengthened
the self-exploitation of family labor along with the expansion of the scale of pro-
duction to meet growing household consumption demands. In addition, because
of the reciprocal transfer of farmland within the village, it is unnecessary for mid-
dle peasants to invest much money in expanded reproduction. Thus, in the con-
text of household production and community reciprocity, the middle peasant
economy is a non-capitalism-ized form of economy. In this form, the increasing
employment opportunities for rural laborers, the growth of peasants’ income, and
the improvement of the organization of peasants have all fundamentally changed
the involutionary reality of agriculture in China, making possible the further
development of the Chinese peasant economy. The middle peasant economy car-
ries out agricultural and rural development with peasants as the main body, fully
embodies the potential for rural development, and acts a reservoir and stabilizer
in alleviating social conflicts during the process of modernization.
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The logic of agriculture development embodied in the middle peasant econ-
omy is different from the pattern predicted by mainstream theory, namely that
capitalist agriculture will irreversibly replace the small peasant economy. Rather,
the logic is more akin to the development model of “vertical integration” in a new
agricultural structure as described by Huang. Huang and others were correct in
pointing out the potential and prospects for endogenous development of peasant
agriculture in the context of a market economy (Huang, 2010; Gao, 2011, 2012).
However, they focused on the new agriculture under the “hidden agricultural revo-
lution,” while ignoring the changes in traditional grain planting and other alterna-
tive routes to further development. The rise of the middle peasant economy shows
the potential and prospects for ordinary villages where staple grain crops are the
main products, and it will enlighten agricultural reform in China, where grain pro-
duction dominates agriculture at present and in the foreseeable future as well.

References

CaoJinging B4 (20000 FIMTIAMTHE (Chinaalongthe YellowRiver) . Fiff: gL Z2iH
At

Chayanov, Alexander t5 W iR (1996) R RZHF4 41 (The theory of peasant economy) .
RIEPE, dbnt: oh g i AL

Chen Baifeng FiAf1I& (2012) AR A (37 b K i 5 R I B J2 —— 3t i 2 Sk B
#” (The marketization of China’s rural development and the middle class—Based on a sur-
vey of Chetou township in southern Jiangxi). FF- /S X 3: 31-46.

Chen Yiyuan ik (2013)  “HEA T CREER I SR LE FAR ML
% LIKFEFHE N7 (Rethinking the rise of the capitalist family farm and the differ-
entiation of agricultural operation units—the case of rice production). FF i i 1€ 4:137-56.

Du Runsheng AHEAE (2005) FiEAZHE: FERMARGAZEERRKELE  (Du
Runsheng’s statement: documents on important decisions on institutional change in rural
China). Jb3¢: AR AR

Editorial Committee of the Lujiang CountyLocal Gazetteer JFF VL 11 /7 E 4w B2z i< (20100 JH
1TEL & (1986-2005) (Gazetteer of Lujiang county, 1986-2005). & iE: - 3 (L 454t

Fei Xiaotong %%Zi# (2006) % 1+ H1[H (From the soil: the foundations of Chinese society).
b BEEARH A

Feng Xiao /) (2014) “REEL N GIEMGIERLN S L 0#H——L “SIEHLEET S
BT AV A1 (The local logic of alienation in the system of peasant cooperatives—Based on a case
study of “cooperatives packing the flow of capital into the villages”). H [E R A WL 2% 2: 2-17.

Gao Yuan R R (2011 “HiHETHH/NR L AF FE: OS5 HiR 2 X7 (Small
peasant farming and villages in a market economy: micro-practices and theoretical implica-
tions). FFHUR 4K 12: 113-28.

(2012) NI P AR e B A2 —— LA ZR A8 W T BRI A4 96107 (The inter-
nally generated path of development of small peasant agriculture: the example of Gengdian
village, Liaocheng city, Shandong province). #' [ £ ##f 7 9:172-94.

Gui Hua FE# and Yu Biao 5RJ% (2011 “HUA% . HIZAS V& HIA R S5 MEBT” (Scattered
social structure: the composition and properties of geopolitical villages). T Z-Hff 4T 1: 44-54.

He Xuefeng PRE W (2010 “HUHAOBLE KA HIFTZ KX/ (An analysis of rural
social classes after the abolition of agricultural taxes). #1: 2%} 3: 70-79.

(2014) “it 7 [E I A6 5 B ALIE 2 (On the Chinese path of urbanization and
modernization). H [E R WL 1: 4-12.

Huang, Philip C. C. R (1992) KIL=AMKMNEES 2 M KR (The peasant fam-
ily and rural development in the Yangzi delta, 1350-1988). b5 : H 41/,




J- Zhang, . Cao and Y. Yang/
76 Rural China: An International Journal of History and Social Science 13 (2016) 47-76

(2000) L/ NRZ 5 #1227 83T (The peasant economy and social change in
north China). Jb5{: AL

(2006) “Hill BE A6 T 2 Tk i 25 B Rk (Institutionalized involutionary agricul-
ture with “half workers and half cultivators”). %13 2: 30-37.

(2010) H [ 1B 14 42 MV #5iy (China’s hidden agricultural revolution). At 5% : 2 H
FAL.

(2014a) FHTE LRI £ Wt &S5 iE: Jise. g 585E (B—) (Social and
economic change in rural society since the Ming and Qing dynasties: history, theory, and real-
ity vol. 1). At ¥ ¥R AR AL,

(2014b) “FKEER Yy & E ALK R H B2 (Are “family farms” the way to
develop Chinese agriculture?). J T 2:176-194.

Lenin, Vladimir 71| 7* (1984) F|75°44E (35 =45) (The collected works of Lenin, vol. 3). H
RGP, dat: AR

Lin Huihuang MR (2012) “YLICEREIK Rifish 562 5 101981—2010—— LA
RE YA N84T 4 (Social mobility and class differentiation of the peasants of the Jianghan
plain, 1981-2010—Based on a survey of Shuguang village, Hubei). JF i} ££ 3: 47-70.

Ma Xiaohe hI5&/A] and Cui Hongzhi FE4L7 (2002) “B7 L HURAEHIAE, {2k Xl
A PRS2 B (Establish the land circulation system and promote scale management of
regional agricultural production). & 3t 7 11: 63-76.

Marx, Karl &5 508 (1975) ¥IAIS (Das Kapital). FH 524m 3 /7125, AbE0 A R H AR

Polanyi, Karl #>2Jg (2007) KA. WATARIEGE 5L TR (The great transfor-
mation: the political and economic origins of our time). 4. XIFHBE, U T AR
H AL

Smith, Adam YF 24 1% (2009) [EE & (The wealth of the nations). 8K /7. E I #F,
bt B RS

Sun Xinhua FMFTE (2013) “RbARME AL 5 R B 2 T0 77 A —— LR AR b % A
RAHEFZ R R FHIE” (Agricultural enterprization and the semi-proletarianization of
peasants: reconstruction of production relations in rural society after transferring land to
industrial and commercial enterprises). 137 71/

Tong Zhihui 4> and Wen Tiejun IiEEZE (2009) “BEAFHIT N 2 5K EH
HETE P ——FEx Tl A VEHLIE B 52 %8 (Capital and departmental capital to
the villages and the route to the small peasant household economy—doubts about the spe-
cialized cooperatives route). F¥ JEU X, 4: 5-26.

Wang Mingming F#4%4 (1997) X Jif8 (The course of the community). R¥EHE: RKidt
PN e

Xiong Wansheng A& J7HE (2009) “GAEHL: VBRI B SRR E MG R (Cooperatives:
an unintended consequences of institutionalizing processes). 114> £ 57 5: 83-109.

(2013) R R : X TFRER & TSGR T R4S/ PEAERE (System: a structural interpreta-
tion of the order of the grain market in China). Jb5{:  HF B B K 5 H Rt

Yang Hua % (2012) “tACBYZE: RS f BB E —— b B R kAl
A AL 22 S 7 (The “middle peasant” stratum: the intermediate stratum in contempo-
rary rural society—the sociological thesis of “China’s hidden agricultural revolution”). FfJi
X 3: 71-87.

Zhang Hongyu FKZL5 (2012) “HULERN5E ML E” (Modern agriculture and a
moderate scale of management). K AY £ 35 5: 3-6.

Zhang Qian K (2013) “H (B4 b % 84 Ay 7 45 X 1) LA 27 (Comparing local mod-
els of agrarian transition in China). " [E £ 4} 7% 10: 5-35.

Zhang Zhonggen 5K 4R and Huang Zuhui M (1997) “FIRREE: &R HLEL
2 [ B iR 12" (Scale management: an important way to increase agricultural comparative
benefits). FM B ARE G 5:4-6.

Zhou Cheng J& 1 (2007) T-HhZE 5225 H (Elements of land economics). Jb5%: & 45 EP

1.




	The Rise of the Middle Peasant Economy: Non-Capitalistic Agricultural Development and Its Mechanism—The Case of Wu Village, Anhui
	中农经济的兴起:农业发展的去资本主义化及其机制 ――基于皖中吴村的调查

