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The paper attempts to develop a useful typology of peasant 

societies by focusing on the statal structure in which the peasants 

are involved. The economic dynamics of agrarian states are considered 

and on this basis it is determined that there are at least two types--

capital-domains and labor-domains--and therefore at least two types 

of peasantry. 

The economic variables that specify the types are employed to 

account for differences in the political-legal systems of the types. 

Analysis of selected ethnographic data is presented. A new, and 

hopefully more useful, definition of peasantry is presented. 

The analysis attempts to systematize the melange of theory 

concerning peasant society. The major works, especially Wolf, are 

considered. The analysis incorporates a theoretical framework for 

the study of plantation societies, previously a theoretical 

no-man's land. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Any student who has attempted to digest the diverse literature 

concerning peasant society can attest to the confusion and ambiguity 

that abounds. ~As one moves through the literature it becomes 

increasingly obvious that peasant society; is not a }Jomogenous entity, 

neither throughout the world nor through history ~ What is necessary 
..l- /.1 

in the present situation is a useful ~rg91ogy of peasant societies 

that can help us to deal with the apparent similarities and differences. 

Typological analysis is a basic research tool of the social 

sciences. Ford (1971:59) argues that types are " ••• the basic 

conceptual tool of cultural research. .. Typological analysis 

can often be a deadend, though. While types are easy to generate, 

their usefulness is often limited. t To be of real value a typology 

should have analytical validity~ Kaplan (1964:50-51) makes a 

distinction between "artificial" and "natural" classifications. An 

artificial classification is one that cannot do more than was originally 

intended. The types generated by this method are useful for the 

purpose of presentation, but little else. A natural classification, 

on the other hand, 

• so groups or divides its subject matter that it 

can enter into many and important true propositions 

about the subject matter other than those which 

state the classification itself. 

1 
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This is what is meant by analytical validity. A natural classification 

should be the ideal of any typological analysis. 

The following paper will attempt to develop a useful typology 

of peasant societies. Geertz (1962:13) has distinguished two ---; 

alternative approaches to the study of peasant society--intensive and \ / 
extensive. The former is the "description and analysis of peasantry l 

in itself," the latter being "the characterization of the overall 

sociocultural whole in which the peasant:ry exists." The approach --~ 

adopted in the present paper will be "extensive." 

The extensive approach is the method that can best lead to a 

full understanding of the dynamics of peasant society. As Kroeber 

(1948:284) indicated, peasant society is indeed a "part-society." 

The traditional village studies, while providing useful empirical ~ 
I 

data, will never, in themselves, help us to understand the dynamics 

of peasant society. Microstudies of peasant villages will always 

only elucidate part of the picture, as the villages are only a part 

of a larger system. In this vein, Adams (1970:4) argues that, "an 

automated factory and an Indian village will illustrate characteristics 

of, but not the structure of, the processes that have produced these 

events." The dynamics, i.e. cultural processes, of peasant society 

will never be understood until the larger system of which they are a 

part is understood. This means extensive analysis. 

The first task in an extensive analysis is to specify the 

"socio-cultural whole" in which peasants exist. In looking at past 

definitions of peasantry there seems to be a common thread which runs 

through most of them.;'This common thread is that peasants exist in 
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agrarian states and are the agricultural class of such states (Redfield 

1956, Wolf 1955 and 1966, Wittfogel 1957, Foster 1967) •1 The agrarian 

state is the socio-cultural whole in which peasants exist. To 

understand peasant society we must focus on agrarian states and the 

role the peasants play in these systems. 

Steward's (1955) early work in Puerto Rico and Adams' (1970) 

analysis of Guatemalan peasantry demonstrate the value of the analysis 

of the total state in specific cultures • . This paper will attempt to 

demonstrate this point in terms of the state and peasant society in 

general. J'It is the hy~~h~~!~_of this paper that peasants can be 

differentiated on the basis of the type of agrarian statal structure 

in which they are involved. Therefore the typology will focus on 

agrarian states and the analysis presented in this paper will attempt 
I 
i to demonstrate the hypothesis. j 

In the following analysis the variables that define the types 

will be economic. The types will not be simply organizational, but 

will be shown to have analytical validity. It will be shown that the 

typology will be useful in dealing with the total state or the 

peasants specifically as the typology will be developed into a model 

that delineates the system and the peasants' function in the system. 

The model, like all models, will be an over-simplification of reality. 

Further, the model derives from the general model of economic 

determinism and has all the advantages and disadvantages of this 

approach. 

1A more complete treatment of this problem can be found in 
Chapter III. 

,. 

~f 
/ 
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In Chapter I the typology will be developed. The types will 

be analysed in Chapter II. The analysis will show that the variable 

that defines the type can account for differences in the political-

legal systems. 

In Chapter III we will focus on the peasants. A definition 

of peasantry will be developed from the preceding analysis. The 

benefits that the peasants receive from the state will be considered. 

Chapter IV offers some thoughts ,concerning economic . 
development. Different approaches to the problem will be analysed 

in terms of the types. Differences in the economic role of the 

peasant will be offered as possible reasons for the success or 

failure of the approaches. 

Finally, Chapter V will summarize the analysis and offer 

some conclusions which may be drawn. 



CHAPTER I 

THE TYPOLOGY DEVELOPED 

In this chapter the typology will be developed. The rationale 

of the typology will be considered and the empirical validity will be 

indicated. It will be demonstrated that there are at least ~~es 

of agrarian states and, correspondingly, ~yp~s of peasants. The 

analytical validity of the typology will be shown in the subsequent 

chapters. 

The focus of the typology is agrarian states, therefore the 

first task is to define this concept. F ied (1967:235) has defined 

th~s 

••• a collection of specialized institutions and agencies, 

some formal and others informal, that maintains an order 

of stratification. 

We can add to this the idea that the state is a type of society 

(Johnson 1973:2) and that states are civilizations in Adams' terminology 

(referred to in CRM 1971:253). According to Adams the primary 

characteristics of civilizations are stratification, i.e. class 

structure with differential access to power, and specialization, i.e. 

a complex division of labor in which not all individuals are involved 

in food production. Thus, we can define the state as a type of society 

in which there is a political-legal organization which maintains an 

5 
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order of stratification and a complex division of labor. 

Conside!:iruJ the_ _e..crmemie- base, there are at least two ty_pes 

of "a-~es--agrarian pnd industrial. It follows then that an agrarian 

state is a state in which agriculture forms the basis of the economy. 

J' convenient index for determining agrarian as opposed to industrial 

states is the percentage of the labor force involved in agriculture 

or agriculturally related pursuits. As a rule of thumb 50\ can be 

usefully employed as the dividing line--50\ or more involved in 

agriculture would be an agrarian society. The empirical validity of 

this index can be seen in the fact that Mexico, a highly industrialized 

but still agrarian society, has 50\ of its labor force involved in 

agriculture (Ross 1971:8). Guatemala, with much less industrialization, 

had nearly 65\ in 1964 (Adams 1970:155). Conversely, less than 4\ are 

employed in agriculture in the United States. (U.S. Bureau of the 

Census 1973:233, derived from table 372). Thus, an agrarian state 

is a type of society with a political-legal organization, containing 

stratified classes divided into two generalized groupings--food 

producers and specialists--the food producers comprising at least 50% 

of the population. 

Peasants, as a socio-economic class, do not just exist in 

agrarian states, they are an integral part of these systems. Our 

definition of state postulates the existence of specialists. In 

other words, not all individuals in the system are involved in the 

production of food. It is a fact of life though that all individuals, 

whether specialists or not, must eat to live. Some group in the 

system must support the specialists. This is the economic function 
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of the peasants. They, as the agricultural class, must produce the 

surplus to support the specialists and thereby the complex statal 

organization. This, as will be shown, is the key to understanding 

the dynamics of agrarian states and the peasants' situation. 

As the term surplus is misleading (see Harris 1959 and Orans 

1966) some comment is necessary to avoid ambiguity. The term will 

be used to designate the amount that is taken from the peasants and 

used to support the specialists. This amount is defined by the 

state. It is not a true surplus in the sense that it is something in 

excess of need, as the peasants could use it to reduce their time 

spent in subsistence activities or to increase their numbers. It is 

only a surplus in that it is institutionally mobilized as such. 

It is realized that the peasants' surplus is not the only 

source of a state's wealth. Other sources include tribute derived 

from conquest and the trading of various naturally occurring goods, 

such as precious metals. With the beginning of industrialization 

other alternative sources develop. In an agrarian state, however, 

the peasants' surplus provides the bulk of the state's wealth and 

without it the state could not exist or develop alternative sources. 

The peasants' economic role can be carried out in at least 

two ways, and this fact is the basis of our typology. The peasants 
<:__ .~-----------------

can support the specialists directly by having a portion of their 

capital production extracted from them in the form of taxes, rent or 

other such mechanisms. This is what Wolf (1966:9-10) has termed the 

peasants' "rent fund" and claims that it "is the production of this 
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rent fund which critically distinguishes the peasant from the primitive 

cultivator." The essence of this dynamic can be seen in the following: 

Peasants are rural cultivators whose surpluses are 

transferred to a dominant group of rulers that uses the 

surplus both to underwrite its own standard of living 

and to distribute the remainder to groups in the 

society that do not farm but must be fed for their 

specific goods and services in turn ~ (Wolf 1966:3-4). 

Wolf (1966:1-17) demonstrates that this mechanism is the basis of 

the economic system of these states. 

The peasants are usually coerced, by one method or another, 

to produce this rent fund. In effect, the peasants are involved in 

what Adams (1970: 53-70) has termed a "power-domain" with the 

specialists. States organized in this manner may be termed "capital

domains." 

Capital-domain states are most familiar to those who have 

studied peasant society. This is the system in which peasants have 

traditionally been involved. It entails a production system based 

on small producing units with relatively small labor and capital 

requirements. The minimum technology necessary is a high energy 

domestic crop, a peasant farmer and a dibble stick. It was a system 

such as this that operated in the earliest states. Capital-domain 

type organization is most often associated with the classic type 

peasant societies as described and analysed by Wolf (1966) • 

There are agrarian states, though, that do not operate in 

the above method. In plantation societies, for example, the statal 
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economy does not rely primarily on the produce grown on the peasant 

units, instead 

• • • in many of the regions where they are established 

plantation crops have been, and still to a great extent 

remain, the mainstays of the national economies. Not only 

do they directly contribute a large proportion of the 

national income of many tropical states but they provide 

much of the government finance through export duties and . 
taxes on profits. Rubber in Malaya, coffee in Brazil, tea 

in Ceylon, sugar in Cuba, to quote only four, are 

individually the principal prop of their respective 

nations. (Courtenay 1965:97). 

The basic technology of this system is the massing of large numbers 

of workers on a large area of land (Wolf and Mintz 1957:384). It 

is the peasants, as the agriculturalists, who must furnish this 

labor. In these systems the peasants contribute a labor input 

rather than a capital input. Instead of a capital surplus the peasant 

must produce a labor surplus. His labor must support himself and the 

specialists. The peasants' labor is transformed into a type of 

"capital accumulation" (Barrett-Brown 1972:38-44) which supports the 

specialists and the statal organization. As will be shown, this 

labor is usually coerced and, following the above rationale, we may 

term states that are organized in this manner "labor-danains."1 

1The practice in some states of required labor on public works, 
sometimes called corvee labor, does not constitute a labor-domain 
state. The type, as developed in this paper, derives from the system 
of agricultural production. 
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In the contemporary scene labor-domain states are always 

plantation societies so our discussion will focus primarily on 

plantation societies. Since the reader may not be familar with 

plantation societies, as they have not been treated systematically 

in the literature, some discussion may be in order. 

Padilla (1960:24, see also Thompson 1959:33-34) has described 

a plantation society 

as a kind of class-structured agrarian society whose major 
• 

economic institutions are geared to the large-scale 

production and marketing of an export crop or crops 

for profit, and whose population depends directly or 

indirectly on the plantation for its livelihood and 

realization of its economic wants. Those who control 

the commercial crop control the land and have social 

power, holding and exercising political authority as a 

means to effective social control over the land and the 

produce. 

Contemporary plantation societies are a part of what is called the 

Third World. They are found primarily in the tropical areas of the 

world in Latin America and Asia, and previously in the southern 

United States. Plantations are so ubiquitous in Latin America and 

the Caribbean that Wagley (1960) was moved to label this culture 

sphere "Plantation America." These labor-domain states are a direct 

result of European colonization. 

In every area of European colonization, where ecologically 

possible, plantations were established. These plantations employed 
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forced Indian labor if it was found suitable, and in sufficient 

densities. In some areas, such as the Caribbean and southern United 

States, the Indian population were found unsuitable and African 

slave labor was imported. The type of labor that was employed 

produced two distinct situations in terms of the development of the 

peasant sector. Steward (1959:9-10) has indicated that "open peasant 

communities" developed in areas of slave plantations and the classic 

"closed-corporate community" developed i~ areas of forced Indian . 
labor. Thus, in the West Indies we can see the development of the 

open-community (Marshall 1968) and, conversely, the development of 

the closed-corporate community in Guatemala and Java (Wolf 1957). 

In contemporary labor-domain states the peasants work either 

full-time or part-time at the plantations. Part-time workers are 

still in effective control of some amount of land. They usually 

produce crops for their own subsistence or, in some cases, cash 

crops, usually the same as the ones produced by the plantations. 

I Full-time workers are landless and Mintz (1953) has termed 

them "rural proletarians" because they derive their subsistence 

totally from plantation wage labor. Mintz claims that these workers 

are not peasants, but something different. They differ only in degree 

and not kind from the part-time workers, however. Beckford (1972:19) 

indicates that the plantations affect the peasants in two ways--

demand for labor and competition for resources, especially land. 

The full-time workers are the logical end product of this process. 

This is not to say that all peasants in labor-domain states 

will necessarily become full-time workers. In some areas, where 
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labor demand is seasonal, as in Central America and Peru (Courtenay 

1965:56, 80), it is more profitable to keep a "labor reserve." This 

means a supply of workers who can support themselves part of the 

year on their own land and work at the plantations as needed. 

Sometimes small parcels of land are given to full-time workers to 

achieve the same end. Again, the difference is only in degree, and 

in this paper the full-time workers will be considered as peasants. 

In Guatemala these full-time workers are called colones. 

In most cases these workers have left their highland villages and 

reside on the plantation itself. This can vary, however, if there 

is an Indian village nearby. LaFarge (1947:xiii-xiv) and Moore 

(1966:349) found colones living in large villages near the plantations. 

Schmid (1967:120, 275) found that the colones he interviewed had a 

much higher standard of living when compared to the part-time workers. 

Housing was superior and the colones had a much higher literacy rate. 

In contrast to the workers, the plantation owners are 

accorded social position. This would be expected as status results 

from control. In a study of twelve large plantations in Guatemala it 

was found that the majority of the owners had a high school or 

university education and their standard of living was quite high, 

even luxurious (Manger-Cates 1966:97). As in most areas, there is a 

huge cultural gap between the owners and their workers. 

Plantation type enterprises can be differentiated on the basis 

of ownership. Throughout the world there are at least three types--

1.) private or family owned; 2.) corporate owned; or 3.) government 
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owned. Privately owned are usually of the hacienda type as described 

by Wolf and Mintz (1957). The owners of hacienda type plantations 

usually evidence a paternalistic attitude toward their workers. 

These plantations are usually labor intensive, as opposed to capital 

intensive, due to the owners' limited capital. 

Corporately-owned plantations fit Wolf and Mintz' (1957) 

criteria as true plantations. They are a product of world industrial 

trends and often called "factories in ttte field." There is an 

emphasis on capital intensive techniques. Usually the required 

capital is not available in the native country and is furnished by 

foreign interests. While the corporations employ capital intensive 

methods they still need labor and "operate on the assumption that 

labor is plentiful and cheap" (Wolf and Mintz 195 7: 400) , especially 

during harvest time, as there has been only limited success in 

mechanizing this operation (Courtenay 1965:55). The corporate

owners adopt an impersonal attitude toward their workers, in contrast 

to the paternalistic attitude of many private owners. 

In some cases governments have taken control of the 

plantations in their countries for the benefit of the people. This 

occurs especially after revolutions. Examples of government-owned 

plantations can be found in Guatemala, after the 1945 revolution 

(Melville and Melville 1971) and in Cuba, where all are government

owned, and for a short period during Sukarno's rule in Indonesia 

(Beckford 1972:5). 

Before concluding we should make note of one critical 

difference between plantation states and capital-domain states. 
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Plantation states produce almost exclusively for the world market. 

The major plantation commodities are specialized cash crops that are 

often of little local value. Plantation states were originally 

established to produce raw agricultural materials for the Western 

metropolitan centers and this remains their function today. As 

Greaves (1959:13) states, 

While Columbus did not discover a sea route to the east 

by which Western Europe could obtai~ the scarce tropical 

products it treasured, experience soon showed that he had 

discovered alternative sources where European colonists 

could produce many of the highly-valued commodities which 

had hitherto been obtained only in small quantities over 

the long trade routes from Asia and Africa. 

Contemporary plantation states provide raw materials or basic foodstuffs 

and beverages for the industrial nations (Courtenay 1965:7). 

It is hoped that the preceding review will give the reader a 

more complete picture of labor-domain states as they are represented 

today in plantation societies. The material covered should indicate 

the similarities and differences between labor-domain and capital

domain states. In passing it should be noted that while plantation 

societies are the most common examples of labor-domain states there 

have been other manifestations. 

jThe Inca Empire was most definitely a labor-domain state. 

After conquest of new territory, by the Inca, all agricultural land 

was divided into three categories, each for a particular purpose. 

One part was set aside for the service of the king, one for the gods, 
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and one held in common for the use of the peasants. And from Rowe's 

(1946:265) description we get the following: 

In the Inca empire all taxes were paid in labor; 

money was unknown and no payments were made in 

kind. The taxpayers were required to cultivate 

certain fields, the produce of which supported 

the Government and the Inca religion 

(emphasis added). 

The less complex nature of the system in the Inca Empire makes the 

general concept of the labor-domain system more easy to understand. 

From Father Coho's original account of the Inca system 

(quoted in Rowe 1946:265-266) we can get the impression of how a 

plantation type production system is interpreted in a theocratic 

culture as opposed to the secularized cultures of today • 

• The people assembled to cultivate them [the fields] 

i~ the following way. If the Inca himself, or his 

governor, or some high official happened to be present, 

he started the work with a golden tacella or plow ••• 

However the Inca soon stopped working, and after him the 

other officials and nobles stopped also, and sat down 

with the king to their banquet and festivals which were 

especially notable on such days. 

The common people remained at work, and with them the 

curacas-pachacas, who worked a while longer than the nobles; 

thereafter they supervised the work, giving any orders that 

were necessary •••• the work [to be done was divided] by 
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lines, each section being called a~' and after the 

division each man put into his section his children and 

wives and all the people of his house to help him • 

When they cultivated the fields of Religion, their songs 

were in the praise of their gods, and, when they 

cultivated the king's fields, in his praise. 

From this description it can be seen that contemporary labor-domains 

differ from the Inca system only in scale of operation and mode of 

cultural justification. 

What is proposed then is a two-fold typology of agrarian 

states--capital-domains and labor-domains. It should be emphasized 

that the types are ideal in the customary sense (see Kaplan 1964: 

[

83) and closely coincide with what Sjoberg (1960:20) has termed 

the "constructed type." Constructed types abstract what is typical 

of the systems being analysed but are grounded in empirical 

reality. This is the essence of the proposed typology of agrarian 

states. Not all labor-domains or capital-domains will necessarily 

display all the characteristics discussed in this or future chapters 

but it is highly probable that they will. Real states will fit 

one type or the other to the extent that plantation production or 

peasant production dominates the state's economy. 

Thus far we have developed the typology. We have claimed 

that there are two types of agrarian states and indicated how they 

are different. This is not the end of the task, however. Now the 

analytical value of the types must be demonstrated. In other words, 
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what does the typology help us to understand or explain about the 

dynamics of agrarian states or the peasants' situation. The 

remainder of this paper will be an attempt to demonstrate the 

analytical value of the typology. 



CHAPTER II 

THE DYNAMICS OF THE STATE 

As indicated in the previous chapter, for the agrarian state 

to exist the peasants must furnish the surplus to support the 

specialists. Some method of insuring that the surplus will be 

transfered is a structural prerequisite for the existence of an 

agrarian state. This is one of the functions of the political

legal system of agrarian states. In this chapter it will be shown 

that the dynamics of the political-legal system can be accounted 

for by this need. The manner in which the specialists are supported, 

i.e. capital or labor input, will account for the differences in 

the political-legal systems of the types of agrarian states. Either 

method produces a different need in the system which necessitates 

a different response. As an aside, the analysis will also indicate, 

I think, that as the core of the social organization in tribal 

society is the kinship system the core in statal societies is the 

political-legal system. 

A. Capital-Domain States 

In capital-domain states the peasants support the specialists 

by direct capital inputs into the system. This creates a need within 

the system to insure the transfer of the produce to the specialists. 

18 
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For the state to survive some mechanism must be developed that forces 

the peasant to transfer his produce. This transfer mechanism forms 

the basis of the political-legal system. The most effective method 

is to take legal control of the means of production, i.e. land, 

from the peasant and then allow him to use the land in return for 

his paying of taxes, rent or other liens. The system is enforced 

by the power of the state through legal sanctions. 

The development of some type of ; transfer mechanism was of 

critical importance for the evolution of the state. A system of 

food production that could yield a surplus was obviously a necessary 

precondition. A surplus in and of itself, though, is of no value 

unless there is some mechanism to transfer it to the specialists. 

(

A transfer mechanism was the structural key that allowed the 

development of the state. 

Within the political-legal system there is a key role that 

functions to effect the transfer. The transfer agent is the critical 

variable in the system. This role has differentiated through history 

into a complex subsystem of roles of which one type is usually 

indicative of a particular society. A sub-typology of capital 

domain societies can be developed using this variable. This is the 

basis of Wolf's (1966:50-59) typology of peasant societies, although 

he does not specify it as such. His types are actually sub-types of 

capital-domain societies. 

Wolf has isolated three types of systems in which peasants 

have traditionally been involved--prebendal, patrimonial and 

mercantile. He considers each to be a system of land tenure, which 



( 

( 

20 

it is, but in essence each is a type of transfer mechanism and the 

basis of a political-legal system. 

The prebendal type is characteristic of the early theocratic 

states and other highly centralized bureaucratic states. The role 

of the transfer agent is filled by the government official. The 

official, through the power of the state which claims domain over 

the peasants' land, taxes the peasants' production. The official 

usually keeps a portion of the "prebend" for himself and passes the 

remainder into the state coffers to underwrite its operations and 

feed the specialists. 

The patrimonial type is the well-known feudal system. The 

transfer agent is the feudal lord, who is given hereditable control 

of the land and its occupants within his patrimony. The noble 

receives tribute from the peasants in return for allowing their 

occupancy and use of the land. The tribute then passes into the 

system through a complex system of feudal obligations. 

Mercantile domain is the type which is characteristic of 

contemporary capital-domains. In this type land is treated as a 

commodity to be bought and sold. It is the landlord-moneylender 

who assumes the role of tranfer agent. They have the right to 

collect tribute in the form of rent and interest from the peasants. 

The landlord funnels this into the system in his role as consumer 

and taxpayer. 

Due to its central importance, the role of the transfer 

agent is one of prestige and power. The persons filling these 

roles are usually able to acquire wealth, as wealth comes from 

control (see Fried 1967:189). These roles are among the most 
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desirable in any agrarian state. 

While these roles can bring wealth to those who fill them 

they can also bring a large amount of acrimony. It is these 

individuals who are most directly responsible for appropriating the 

peasants' surplus and are often despised by the peasants and 

reformers alike. Failure to recognize their central position in 

the economic system of the state can lead to utopian thinking, 

however. 

One of the major goals of most revolutions in agrarian 

societies is land reform, which in essence eradicates landlords as 

a class. What is often not recognized, though, is that another 

transfer mechanism must be developed, and problems immediately 

develop. In China, after the revolution, landlords were eliminated 

as a class. The land redistribution program was completed in 1956, 

with 46 million hectares of land being redistributed (Walker 1965:5). 

As a result the transfer mechanism was disrupted. Very soon there 

was a grain shortage in the cities and the industrial workers could 

not be fed (Chao 1970:5). This necessitated the development of a 

new mechanism. The response was government control of production 

and consumption, in the form of collectives and communes. Wolf 

(1966:57) terms this situation an administrative domain. 

The new mechanism was structurally different, but functionally 

the same. This situation is similar to that of Russia and any other 

state that has attempted to eliminate landlords. While the transfer 

mechanism can be changed, its function remains built into the system 

of any capital-domain state. The political-legal structure must 
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always be organized so as to satisfy this need. 

-jk B. Labor-Domain States 

Labor is the basis of the plantation system and is furnished 

by the peasants. It is a fact, though, that the peasants will 

usually not work at the plantations unless forced (Beckford 1972: 

19) as they would prefer to cultivate their own land exclusively. 

This creates a need within the system to assure an adequate labor 

supply. The need produces a political-~egal system that functions 

to alleviate the problem. 

Historically, two types of mechanisms have been used to -
coerce labor--legal and economic. Legal coercion is accomplished 

by governmental dictum. A common example is the so-called "Vagrancy 

Laws." These are laws which force the peasants to work on the 

plantations to avoid legal sanctions for the crime of "vagrancy." 

These laws were justified by their benefit to the society in 

general and to the peasant as an individual. They supposedly 

"converted the potential delinquent into a worker useful to himself 

as well as the society in which he was living." (Morales-Munoz 

quoted in Mintz 1951:140). The most extreme form of legal coercion 

is slavery as it existed in the 19th century. 

Economic coercion is a more subtle method. It is 

produced by a political-legal structure that keeps the peasants in 

a continuous state of economic underdevelopment. The peasant is 

then forced to the plantation to supplement his income in order to 

meet his subsistence needs. This is an effective method, probably 
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more efficient than legal coercion. A person can choose to disobey 

a law but he will not usually choose that he and his family not eat. 

A similar method can be found even in an industrial country such as 

the u.s., where a certain amount of migrant labor is needed for the 

large agricultural units. 

In the history of labor-domain states there seems to be a 

transition from legal to economic methods, the political-legal 

structure evolving concomitantly with changes in the society. These 

mechanisms and their changes can be seen in the historic and 

ethnographic data of any plantation society. Sufficient data is 

available from Central America and the Caribbean area to demonstrate 

the operation and metamorphosis of the mechanisms in specific 

societies. 

Plantation societies had their beginnings with the colonial 

expansion of Europe in the 16th century. In every area of European 

settlement, where ecological conditions were appropriate, plantations 

developed. Agricultural produce was needed to feed the colonists 

involved in the mining of gold and silver and for the newly expanding 

markets in the metropolitan centers of Europe. These early 

plantations employed legal sanctions to obtain native Indian labor if 

available in sufficient densities or slave labor from Africa. 

In Central America1 the Indian populations were of sufficient 

density and could be exploited. After the Conquest the Indian 

inhabitants were granted in trust, by the Spanish king, to the 

Conquistadores or other worthy individuals. These grants were termed 

1
Historical material from Whetten (1961:117-123) unless 

otherwise specified. 
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encomiendas and often consisted of entire villages or groups of 

villages. The encomenderos were to convert the Indians to Christianity 

and for this "service" they were allowed to exact tribute from the 

Indians in the form of goods or labor. In theory, the amount that 

could be demanded was limited and for anything above this amount 

the Indian was to be compensated. This requirement was ignored, 

however, and the Indians became virtual slaves, being bought and 

sold, inherited and rented. 

The encomienda system was abolished in the 17th century when 

the Spanish monarch ordered that all tribute be paid directly to him. 

By this time, however, a new technique of legal coercion had been 

developed, the mandamiento system. This system allowed the civil 

magistrates to order groups of able-bodied Indians of designated 

villages or municipios to work on privately owned plantations for 

stated periods of time. The major difference in this system was that 

the Indians were now paid for their work. The new wages were of 

little permanent benefit, though, as they were extremely low and, 

more significantly, paved the way for economic coercion. 

The new wage labor fostered the development of anticipos. 

This was an advancement of wages to the Indian which insured that 

he would work, during harvest time and other peak periods, for the 

plantation owner who gave him the credit. The anticipo was especially 

effective during fiestas when the Indians often needed, or wanted, 

extra money. Through the anticipo large numbers of Indians 

accumulated debts which assured their labor. Payment of the anticipos 

was strictly enforced and if the Indian refused to work he was 

incarcerated. 
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In Guatemala, the mandamiento system was legally abolished 

in 1894 by the liberal regime of Barrios. By this time, however, 

the anticipo had become the accepted system of labor recruitment. 

To make the system more effective, the concept of inherited debts 

was added. With this, even death did not end the worker's obligation. 

The accrued debts were simply transferred to a man's sons. 

Debt peonage was the standardized method of labor recruitment 

at the inception of ethnographic work among Guatemala's Indians. 

LaFarge (1947:7) describes the owners' successful efforts to keep 

the Indians in constant debt through easy credit, especially at 

fiesta time. Bunzel (1959:11) comments upon the owners' attempts to 

keep the Indians in debt even while working at the plantation. 

Tax (1963:106-107) gives further testimony to the efficiency of the 

systems. He indicates that, at least in Panajachel, anticipos were 

forced upon the Indians if they would not accept them voluntarily. 

In 1934 debt peonage was abolished by the Ubico regime. 

This was immediately followed by the institution of vagrancy laws. 

All citizens who did not have a trade or profession, or were not 

cultivating specified amounts of land were required to work for others 

for specified periods of time each year. To be exempt a farmer was 

required to cultivate at least four manzanas (6.9 acres) of land 

devoted to corn, wheat, potatoes, or vegetables, or three manzanas 

(5.2 acres) of coffee, sugar cane or tobacco. If the farmer owned 

less than ten cuerdas (2.8 acres) he had to work 150 days per year 

for someone else. If he tilled more than 10 cuerdas, but less than 

the amount specified above, he owed 100 days of work. These laws 
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assured that the Indian labor would continue, as the amount of land 

required to be exempt was greater than most Indians owned. The law 

was aimed primarily at the Indians as the requirements for land 

given to corn, wheat, or vegetables--the principal crops of the 

Indians--were greater than for other crops. 

Predictably, in 19th century Puerto Rico, when slaves were 

in short supply, similar vagrancy laws were passed. (Mintz 1951: 

138-141). These laws forced any person ; "free or unfreed, who had 

neither property, profession, nor position by which to live" to work 

on the sugar plantations. After emancipation, the freedom of the 

ex-slaves in the West Indies was still curtailed and those who 

attempted other alternatives such as own-account farming or urban 

trades were denounced as "idlers" or "vagrants" · (Lowenthal 1972: 

59) • In the southern United States the so-called "Black Codes" 

were passed after the Civil War in an attempt to force the freed 

blacks to continue to work at the plantations (Beckford 1972:92). 

These codes also contained the ubiquitous vagrancy stipulations. 

Guatemala's Vagrancy Laws were revoked in 1945 by the 

revolutionary government of Arevalo. This did not disrupt the 

plantation system as might be expected, however. The Indians, while 

no longer subject to legal coercion, were and continue to be, subject 

to economic coercion. Due to the subsistence crisis in the 

highlands, analysed by Early (n.d.), plantation labor and the 

resultant wages has become an integral part of the Indians' 

subsistence. As Wagley (1941:74-75) has indicated, the "annual trip 
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to the plantation has become a necessary part of their [the Indians'] 

modern economic life." Speaking of Santiago Atitlan, Early (1973: 

222) indicates that 89-99\ of Atiteco households are no longer capable 

of self-sufficiency in corn production due to loss of communal land 

through national legislation and population increases. This forces 

the Atitecos to seek subsistence outside of their community. Most 

find this in plantation wages. The mechanism of coercion is different 

but the effect is the same. 

Marshall (1968:261-262) describes a similar situation in the 

West Indies, where after the slaves were freed they were kept in a 

state of economic underdevelopment to insure their labor at the 

plantations. Farmer (1957:96) indicates the existence of a similar 

condition in Ceylon. And Geertz (1963:9-10) states that as the 

plantations in Java became well established landlessness increased 

and more peasants found themselves working seasonally as plantation 

laborers. 

(Economic coercion becomes effective when the plantations 

gain control of most of a state's arable land, i.e. the means of 

production. In Guatemala, for example, 40\ of the arable land is 

controlled by 1/10 of 1\ of the total farm units (Dombrowski, et al. 

1970:264) and in Jamaica, l\ of the farm units occupy 56\ of the 

total farm acreage (Beckford 1972:23). If no other viable economic 

alternatives are available, the peasant must work at the plantations 

to derive his subsistence. If other alternatives are available 

the system can break down. This is happening in Brazil where the 

high wages offered by the emerging urban industries are draining 

the plantations' labor supply (Courtenay 1965:82). 
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Our analysis of legal and economic coercion can be summarized, 

in economic terms, by the following passage: 

Because of its extensive land requirements the plantation 

normally can be established only in "open resource"situations 

in which all of the land is not already in permanent 

settlement. But herein lies the problem, for the 

population res;dent in a situation of open resources is 

in a position to secure an independent existence on 

the land and is then not normally available for plantation 

work. Thus compulsion becomes an essential mechanism of 

control •••• Subsequently, by engrossing as much land as 

it possibly can, the plantation soon transforms the "open 

resource" situation it finds on invasion to a "closed 

resource" situation which guarantees a labor supply even in 

the absence of legal compulsion. (Beckford 1972:34). 

If at some specific time economic coercion does not produce 

an adequate labor force it could be assumed that the forces of the 

political-legal system would act to remedy the situation. The 

Melvilles (1971:174) describe such a situation in Guatemala. In 

1965 some of the cotton plantations experienced a temporary labor 

shortage as the Indian peasants were occupied with the harvest of 

their milpa crops. As could be predicted, the army went into some 

of the villages in the Department of San Marcos and rounded up 

workers at gun point. 

The preceding review indicates quite clearly how the political

legal system of labor-domain states operates to insure an adequate 
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labor supply. While changing structurally through time, with various 

manifestations of legal or economic coercion, the system remains 

functionally the same. The operations of the political-legal system 

are nothing more than a reflection of the basic need to insure an 

adequate labor supply. 

C. Summary 

The above analysis demonstrates that the dynamics of the 

political-legal system in agrarian states can be accounted for by 

the need to assure the transfer of the peasants' surplus. The 

difference in the political-legal systems of capital-domains and 

labor-domains can be accounted for by the difference in the peasants' 

role in these states. In capital-domains the mechanism must insure 

the transfer of the peasants' capital surplus and in labor-domains 

it must insure the transfer of the peasants' labor surplus. The 

central importance of the political-legal system as the basis of 

the social organization of the state can be seen. Feudal states, 

slave states, plantation states, mercantilist states, etc., are 

nothing more than manifestations of the basic fact that peasants 

must support the state's specialists and this support must be assured 

by a structural mechanism which pervades the organization of the 

state. 



CHAPTER III 

THE PEASANTS 

Thus far the analysis has concentrated primarily on the 

operations of the state as a whole. In . this chapter we will shift 
' 

our attention to the peasants. A major problem area in the field is 

that of definition. The complexity of this problem led Halpern 

(Halpern and Brodie 1967:48) to remark: 

Despite much previous discussion, concern continues to 

exist about the precise meaning of the term peasant, 

and the universe of inquiry it subsumes. 

Wolf (1955:453) has correctly pointed out that "definitions are tools 

of thought and not eternal verities," but as some tools are more 

useful than others, some definitions are more useful than others. 

A useful working definition that is both exclusive and inclusive is 

necessary. 

In attempting to define the term peasant anthropologists have 

focused on different criteria. Redfield, the first serious student 

of the problem, focused on cultural criteria. He defined peasants as 

••• rural people in old civilizations, those rural 

people who control and cultivate their land for subsistence 

and as a part of a traditional way of life and who are 

influenced by gentry or townspeople whose way of life is 

like theirs but in a more civilized form. (1956:31). 

30 
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The essence of Redfield's conception is the peasants' attachment to 

the land and their symbiotic relationship with the citv, especially 

in terms of the Great Tradition and the Little Tradition. 

Wolf (1955, 1966) focuses on economic criteria. Peasants 

are seen primarily as a socio-economic class rather than a cultural 

group. The primary characteristics are that the peasant: 1) must 

be an agricultural producer; 2) be in control of his land; and 

34> be producing for his own subsistence: and to satisfy the demands of 

the larger society. Wolf sees the existence of the state, in contrast 

to the city, as the crucial factor. 

Wittfogel (1957) has emphasized political criteria. He 

conceives of peasantry as a political status in agrarian statal 

societies. From this point of view the peasant's relations to the 

outside world are traced along the lines of his political obligations 

to lords, bureaucrats, priests, or kings. These political ties form 

the basis of the land tenure system the peasant finds himself involved 

in. It is the political organization of the society that defines the 

peasant's status in Wittfogel's conception. 

The aforementioned definitions emphasize different criteria-

cultural, economic, and political. None, however, are mutually 

exclusive and each basically emphasizes different attributes of the 

agricultural producer class in agrarian, statal societies. Firth 

(1946) and Foster (1967) have attempted to extend the accepted limits 

to include fishermen and pottery-makers, but even these are 

agriculturally related groups. 

Focusing on the peasants' role in agrarian states we can derive 
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a definition that, while new, will retain the essence of the previous 

attempts.~From the typology presented it follows that peasants can 

be defined as: that socio-economic class of an agrarian state 

engaged in agricultural production or agriculturally related pursuits 

which support, in large part, the non-agricultural specialists in 

the society and thereby the complex statal organization, either 

through a capital or labor inpu~This definition has been implicit 

in the previous chapters and is basica1ly a synthesis of them • 
• 

The definition relies on functional criteria rather than 

structural. It systematizes the previous melange, while preserving 

their essence. It includes such problematic groups as Firth's 

fishermen and Foster's pottery makers, as both are agriculturally 

related groups and taxes, one method of appropriating surplus, are 

of importance in the budgets of both groups (Firth 1946:290-291, 

Foster 1967:170-171). The real value of the definition, however, 

lies in the value of the overall framework from which it was generated. 

The definition is implicit in the typology and if the typology is 

useful the definition will be useful. 

Our definition, and the p:r;eceding analysl:s, has focused on 

what the peasants contribute to the maintenance of the state. To 

balance the discussion some mention should be made of what the 

peasants receive in return. The peasants do in fact receive a return, 

a fact which is often overlooked. The return is most often in the 

form of services performed by the state's specialists. 

Looking at feudal society, for example, we can see that it 

was not a one-way street. There were specific services and payments 
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that the European feudal lords owed their peasants. Dalton (1971: 

225) presents the following list: 

1. granting the peasant the right to use land for his 
subsistence needs. 

2. military protection 

3. police protection 

4. juridical services to settle disputes 

5. feasts for the peasants at Christmas and Easter 

6. food given to the peasants on days when they work 
on the lord's demesne. 

The most important services are military and police protection, and 

juridical services. These services are provided for the peasants by 

most agrarian states and are often taken for granted. If it were 

not for the existence of the state, however, the peasants would have 

to provide these for themselves, as in tribal society. 

Another important service provided by the state is ritual. 

In China, for example, Fei (1945:167) reports that in the case of 

drought, flood, or plague 

• • • the people go to the district government and appeal for 

magical help. By ancient tradition the district magistrate 

was the magician of the people. In case of flood he would go 

to the river or lake to demand the receding of the water 

by throwing his official belongings into the water. In case 

of drought he would issue an order to stop killing pigs and 

would organize a parade with all the paraphernalia suggesting 

rain, such as umbrellas and long boots. In case of locust 

plagues he would parade with the idol of luiwan. 
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To a person enculturated in 20th century Western culture this may not 

seem important, but to the peasant it is crucial. 

In labor-domain states the peasants receive the above 

services plus, in the contemporary scene, wages. Granted, the wages 

are low, but they must be for the system to operate. Courtenay 

(1965:45) estimates that labor costs can make up as much as 60\ of 

the operating costs of plantations. 

. 
The above data indicates that the peasants do get a return. 

It is not a one-way street. Whether the return is adequate in 

specific situations is another question and one that is difficult 

to answer due to the incommensurability of goods and services. 



CHAPTER IV 

A LOOK AT ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

In this final chapter we will look at the process of economic 

development. As anyone who has studieq the literature can attest, 
' 

this problem is a highly complex one. The problem is too complex to 

deal with adequately in the present paper. What is intended in this 

chapter is a brief sketch as to how the model might be applicable 

to the problem. It is basically a suggestion for further research, 

as the points raised in this chapter are worthy of a separate paper. 

This chapter will be an attempt to point the direction for that 

research. 

Economic development is apparently more difficult in a labor-

domain society. As Beckford (1972:83) has indicated 

The nature of social and political arrangements creates 

several biases toward a continuous state of underdevelopment. 

Inherent social instability impedes investment, the rigid 

pattern of social stratification restricts mobility, the 

concentration of social, economic, and political power 

prevents the emergence of a highly motivated population 

and racial discrimination inhibits the fullest use of 

the society's human resources. 

In other words, Beckford finds the entire plantation system as 

responsible for the problem. In terms of our model there is one 

35 
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dynamic that can account for the reasons Beckford specifies and may 

be the real dynamic that precludes successful development. That is 

the role of the peasant. 

In labor-domain societies the peasants' role is to furnish 

labor. It is the plantation system as a whole that generates the 

agricultural produce that supports the state. Therefore most 

development programs focus primarily on the plantations. The peasant 

continues to be seen primarily as a la~or input, as would be expected. 
' 

This approach has been crystalized into a currently fashionable 

theory of economic development, the so-called dual-economy model 

(Lewis 1964, Fei and Ranis 1964). The model postulates a modern, 

dynamic sector, i.e. the plantation sector, which should be the focus 

of development and a static, traditional sector whose only function 

is to furnish labor. 

Under the dual-economy approach the peasants' already tenuous 

situation deteriorates. It must be remembered that the peasants are, 

often, already in a state of underdevelopment to insure their labor, 

i.e. economic coercion, and the development strategy compounds the 

problem. Jacoby (1971:78-79) argues concerning the dual-economy 

approach 

This approach, attractive as it may seem to many, entails 

the great risk that it will further increase the gap 

between the privileged and poor f~rmers and conveniently 

hide the less productive behind a screen of limited 

social and economic improvement~. It will ultimatelv 

perpetuate the state of backwardness since it deliberately 
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isolates the bulk of the peasant population from current 

economic life. 

Returning to Beckford's argument, quoted previously, we can 

see that the real dynamic that stifles successful economic development 

in labor-domain states is the plantations' need for labor and the 

peasants' role to fill this need. The factors that Beckford sees as 

responsible for the problem can all be seen as factors within the 

' system that help to insure the peasants' labor. The social 

stratification and the concentration of "social, economic, and 

political power" enable the dominant class to force the peasants to 

labor at the plantations. The social instability, i.e. actual or 

potential rebellion or revolution, can be accounted for in large 

measure by the peasants' tenuous economic situation which, as we 

have seen, is one method of coercing labor (economic coercion). As 

these factors are built into the structure and dynamics of labor-

domain states, successful development may be precluded. If success 

is possible, theories will have to be more creative than the dual-

economy model, which is not so much a theory as it is a justification 

for the status quo. 

From the previous analysis one suggestion presents itself. 

It was indicated that in Brazil ·the system is breaking down because 

of the alternative source of wages in the new urban industries. This 

may be a solution to breaking down the system in other countries. 

The provision of viable economic alternatives, other than plantation 

labor, could break the cycle and foster successful development. 
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It appears quite possible that the real dynamic that inhibits 

development is the peasant's role in the labor-domain system. 

Conversely, in capital-domains the peasant's role may facilitate 

development. The individual peasant is the primary producer of 

agricultural surplus in a capital-domain. Any development program 

must focus on him, for his economic development is part and parcel 

of any successful development program. If there is to be 

industrialization, for example, in any peasant-based society today, 

this must be paid for by increased agricultural surplus. The 

increased surplus must come from the peasant producers and for this 

increase their economic development is essential. This can preclude 

social unrest, relax the rigid social stratification, and 

redistribute the "social, economic, and political power." It is 

probably no accident that the first agrarian states that succesfully 

developed into industrial states were capital-domains (although, to 

be sure, not all capital-domains became industrialized), and the 

states with the most crucial development problems are, for the most 

part, labor-domains. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The key to understanding the dynamics of agrarian states is 

the simple fact that the state's specialists must be supported. 

Alternative means by which this can be accomplished provide the 

basis for the typology and account for the dynamics of the political

legal systems of the types. On this basis, the paper proposes a 

classification of agrarian states into at least two types--capital

domains and labor-domains. 

It is the peasants, as the agricultural class, who must 

support the specialists. Peasants can be differentiated on the 

basis of the statal structure in which they are involved which, as 

demonstrated, is a function of the manner in which they are called on 

to support the specialists. From the typology we can begin to 

understand why peasant society is not a homogenous entity, neither 

throughout the world, nor throughout history. 

The analysis of the types demonstrates that social 

situations, such as landlord-peasant relationships, are not totally 

the result of human whim. Agrarian states are integrated social 

systems that have definite structural requisites. Any reformer must 

view social situations in structural terms if changes are to be 

effective. If, for example, the peasant-landlord situation is to be 

39 



40 

abolished the entire social system will need to be changed. Repetitive 

social situations usually have a structural function. 

The theoretical framework developed in this paper is applicable 

to any agrarian state at any point in history. It attempts to 

systematize the previous, diverse literature concerning peasant 

society and extends the framework to include plantation workers, until 

now a theoretical no-man's land. The model can be subjected to 

further testing and reformulation. At, a minimum, it provides a 

tentative framework which can guide future research of an extensive 

nature. 

Agrarian states are significant socio-cultural forms. Within 

these systems peasants live out their lives. In the past many 

anthropologists have attempted to understand and explain peasant 

behavior in too constricted a framework. To adequately deal with 

peasant society and culture the framework must be expanded. Agrarian 

states, in their entirety, must be the focus of study. It is hoped 

that the proposed typology and analysis will be a contribution toward 

this end. 
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