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Abstract

Te transformation of [easant societies into "post~traditional” weieties
1s a matter of urgent. practizal concern for develngment Planners, especially
in the world's poorest. coamtries. But Peasant sctieties, ard their values,
beliefs, and motives of easants thems:lves, the reasons that lie behind
their respon.e to Folitical ad economia charge, remain obscure topics on
which little sgrecment hay been reached.  In ferticular, cdebates about the
Seasant are often vacue Fnalgans of views ot only  concerning matters of
hisvorical  and theoretical substance,  but  alse nethodelogical  research
Eragrams, patterns of inference g analysis, and even thilosophizal "nodels
Sf man.t M iNuerrare thie mint, a debate that ms ariszn in recent. vears
Is examined, It concurns pesasne villages, values, in [.rticular tha
CONtrasting  approsches  to Doasant - soclety  employed by the pslitical
scientists James o, Scote and Samuel Poprin in their discussion of the
colonful transformatics oL the peasant @wciety of Vietnam., A discuszion of
the views of these twa authors concludes that whila the two approaches should
not be regarded . incempatinle, tha evidenze for either of their detailed
views g insuffi'.:ie:«nt, and that at hottom the debate between them SCems to be
best interpreted as 3 ftillosophiical conflict between opposing models of human
nature,
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The "modernization" of peasant societies is a celebrated theme of contem-
porary history, no longer an acute issue in Eurcpe perhaps, but one of urgent
pertinence in Asia and Africa and Latin Pmerica, wherc politically subordin-
ate, self-supporting land laborers ond cultivators Hiving in sinell village
comuunities make up the majerity of  the pepalation in the world's poorest
countries. Tha impact on asants ol cconomic il molitical change is ot
adequately understood, despite the outpouring ot scholarly studies of peasant
cnltures that has been  stimulated by the Jdemaur! among  raral development
planners and policymakers Lor more accurare informati s. Certainly peasants
have frequently resisted cconomic change and other innovations, sometimes with
violence.  The goals of “development” wul the proposed mlicies whereby they
might be realized have teer fhatply criticized by e nuiber of gifted Third
World intellectuals speaking on behalt of  the Peasantry,  but  these are
spokesmen for a largely silent class: what do the jeasants thems:lves bel ieve
and value or deplore, and wiit reasons lie behind their reactions to economic
and political change? Wiy e rural development programs failed so often,
and how best might peasant resiszance to irnovation b feacefully absorbed in
the process of social change? The anrws to o these guestions are much
disputed; all that is certain is that prasants have throughout history been a
potent political force for both procress and reaction, and that their actions
have ot always mel with tic approval  of  either liberal reformers or the
revolutionary elites who have led them into kattle, in the 16th century German
peasant wars, in the Venri(_(e, or in the more recent revelutions in Russia and
China, Mexico ami Cuba, 2lgeria and Vietnam, Perhaps a central reason for the
existence of 30 much sastained disagreement. on such important topics lies in

the nature of the questions themselves and the assumpticns and hypotheses thot



are advanced in order to address these questions. In recent years a debate
has arisen over the impact of economic and political change on the peasant
population of Vietnam wnder colonial rule: the issues raised by the debate
are, in the minds of its protagonists, quite general, in particular the role
and importance ot peasant merality In rural development, and more broadly
still, the relative merits of two vontrasting approaches to  the study of
peasant institutions. Tt offers the reader an opportunity to examine the kind
of wresolved--and pernaps irresoluble-~dispute that may be ingredient in the
analysis and appraisal of the process whereby peasant societies are

transtormed into “"post~traditional"™ ones.

In 1930 peasant insurgencies of exceptional violence and ferocity eruptec
in several parts of the French colony of Vietnam. The immediate background
for the rebellion has been told many times:! the agrarian order had
deteriorated: rice production had fallen throughout the region; terms of
tenancy had stiffened; landlord corruption was widespread; seeking to
stabilize its revenue, the colonial bureaucracy had increased highly
regressive tax claims on a peasantry that could scarcely afford to My, with
the result that local officials and mandarins resorted to beatings and
jailings and to compulsory auctions of peasant possessions.  The same year
also witnessed the double calamity of the world wide depression and the worst

famines in memory. In the North, which, as contrasted with the relatively



benign climate of tle South, was always the scene of droughts and floods,
plagues, epidemics, invasions of grasshoppers and other pests, a drought de-
stroyed beth crops in 1930, sharecrcppers were left with no rice at ali and
sold apy land, animals, bouses, they had in order to raise money for subsis-
tence, Everywhere  peasants reverted o the techniques of primitive food
gatherers, somctimes tearing up wild roots and eating the bark of trees. A
French physivian visiting the Northern fnnamite province of Nghe-An wrote that
he "had never seen such a sight as that at the soupes populaires; thousands of
walking skeletons with absolutely nothing to eat, trie csdavers whose ribs jut
out wnider U shin®s; icople aied tighting eacn other for food; bands of
starving refiugees roamad the countryuide; the dead were to be fornd scatterad
along the roads.  In April there were reports of theft and banditry.  In May,
small crowis uf peasants, generally armed widh only amulets and sticks, were
to be seen petitioning for tax remissions in the submissive and deferential
style that typitfied the Sinicized culture of Vietnam; meanwhile French
officials began to note that a "mystique de non—paicment” was gaining among
the peasantry. Gradually  there followed incidents of overt violence:
government. officinls were assassinated, post offices and schools destroyed,
administrative buildings and mandarin residences were pillaged, grain
shipments seized and their contents distributed to the poor, tax rolls burned.
In Nghe-An and He-Tinh provinces the insurgency assumad a more ominous form:
aided by trained organizers—-some, pernaps, trom the celebrated Toilers of the
East University in Moscow — a massive popular rebellinn was in progress by
mid-summer; the crowds of lightly armed protestors at times numbered as many
as 20,000 and were, on occasion, even air bombed by the French; by September

the government had lost control of Northern Annam entirely. The victorious



rebels created autonomous village “soviets" and withstood the disciplined
armies of the colonial militia until they were finally crushed in 1931,

This was the course of the "Terreur Rowse" as it came to be called, by no
means the only sizeable peasant rebellion in Vietnamese history, and one of
the many augurs of the August Revolution of 1945, Fit why did such rebellions

occur, what were thelr cawses, wnat cojent system of reasons can be offered

for them heyvond informal orcounts?  The mos emprehercive and familiar expla-
nation -- indecd it heos become something  of  an orthodoxy—derives from a
general theory of peanant socicty and e impact  veon it of capitalism,
markets and centralized states; it is a theory that yicelds in the hands of its
adherents an associated accomnt of why peasants rebel, a theory that has been
applied, with alnittedly differing degree of success, not enly to the Red
Terror in Vietnam but to the famous peasant revolts of earlier times, Amidst
the vexing questions that continue to be asked about peasant participants in
revolutions -- whether they form a genuine economic  and political class,
whether it is the poorest or the middle or Upper perasantry that plays the more
Jdecisive role in such upheavals, whether the ieasantry 1s the leader or the
led amony the revolutionary masses; amidst the diversity of theoretical
constructions that have been used in explaining the sources of revolutionary
activity - "structural," “political-conflictual," "outside agitator,"
"relative deorivationist” -- this view continues to be firmly and widely
espoused.

It is this theory which is elaborated by James C. Scott in his "moral
economy" perspective on peasant institutions3 and attacked by Samuel Popkin

on behalf of his contrasting "political economy" approach, 4 Scott and



Popkin are both Southeast Asia scholars who look to the past in order to
support views about what peasants, and their distinctive goels and attitudes,
ace like in general, and who wish to speak to current problems of peasant
politics and rural development. Both of them deal with Vietpam, not directly
with recent events there, burowith the impact on the Vietnamese peasantry of
the centralized bureauvcracy ol capioilist cocnomy introduced vy the French
colonial regime—-an historical transihrmation, they wuld boath claim, that

contianed the seeds of the revolation of 1340 and the ensuing war of “"national

liberation." Thelr comnon enterprise is o Jdsubly tisky o the peasants of
a half-century ago may not be very similar to those existira in our era of
"transitional societies” straddling the old and the new.,  More than this, the
available information on the particular aspects of precolonial Vietnam with
whicn they are both most concerned 13 spare ad areliable, 5o thal the reader
is not sore how, or on what basis, their views are to e appraised,

But what, first of all, is the "moral cconomy" view of [easent societies

ard their transformation wnder the (& inlitical and economic change?
In the expositions not only of Soott, but of fric wWoli® and Joel Migdal®
and other representatives ot this schoel of thoujht, it commen.es with an
interpretation of peasant villages in preindustrial periods: in thoce times,
it is claimai, peasants lived in "clomed® villages, clearly defined and
semi-autonomous communitics with well-developed mtions of who was, and who
was not, a “citizen," In evhicn there were common lands, "pressures to radis-
tribrte surplus in the operation of a1 religious svstem" — in Vietnam, the
redistribution being periormed tyy head men or notables who conducted rites at

the dinh, the comnunal meeting house where the effigy of the guardian spirit

oI the village was kept -- and collective respensibility for determining the



use of communal lands and the Payment of tax charges assessed upon the village
as a whole by outside authoritics. All this served to create "collective
solidarity,” but there was an aiditional stimulus as well: the peasants who

lived in these villages had common economic problems: preoceapied with secur-

ino the means of subs stence, their position was, in the words of R.H, Tawney,
"like that of a man standing permanently up to his neck in water, so that even
a ripple might drown him".”

What are peasants in this predicament 1ike? On this view, they are first
and foremost seekers of Ftoty and security; they seek to minimize the risks

of even the smallest disaster out of fear of being tossed over the "subsis-

tence precipice” into tarvation and misery. Consequently, they have, = the

moral ecconomists say, little room for the bourgeois calculus of profit which
we  lesrn abaut in cconomics texthooks., Tov he sure, we can interpret their
behavior with the belp of the prineiples of classical economics — those like
the Russian economist ‘hayanov, who have argued that this is not so, that
beasant. economy is not just incipient capitalism, but a distinctive and
special kind or type of economy in which resources are "uncconomically used",
are wrong —- but while peasant households are cconomic units, productive and
consumptive, they are hardly like capitalist firms which can liquidate them-
selves if trouble arises. Peasants struggle daily with questions of survival:
it is not surprising that they are averse to taking risks in the manner in
which they cultivate their fields, or invest in animals or equipment. They
are tostile to markets; they are averse to lnnovation, even if it involves the
most temporary of disruptions of their subhsistence routines. They wish to be

insulated from these hazards, and if possible, to transfer them onto others



who are better able to shoulder them. These attitudes are perfectiy rational,
they make “"abstract" economic sensz, in their context.

Not only this. ©n the moral economy view peasants come to share, as a
result of common cconomic challepaes, a4 certain moral outlook, an ethos whose
central constituents are specitic staandards of Justice and legitimacy, of
fatrness and weciprocity, and U rigli of every villager to subsistence, to
Life itself, a level of resources set by their cultnre telow which it weaid te
inhumane to allow him to fall. This is an tdeotogy that jeasants in precapi-
talist socicties share, an ideology of the survival of the weakest; 1t shapes
and influences the way village institutiosng are created and operate: before
markets and centralized states, there were conmunal chemes of  insurance and
welfare in these villages which ensured that the truly needy would mt qgo
under. No one in communities in which the mitual-assistance ethic is strong
goes wnder unless all do, unless the village as a whole does; The econony of
the village is thus a moral one, humanized and civilized by a common set of
moral standards and expectations.

The moral economy of the prasant could be seen a“ work in many of the
precolonial villages of Vietnam: communal lands were eriodically leased out
to those who had suffered had crop years, to those otherwise in trouble, the
helpless and the Jdestitute, the ajed and  the widewed; tax charges were
constructed 5o that the botter off took upon themselves the greater burden;
similarly, landlords or patrons would adjust their claims on their tenants
according to the nature of the harvest; in times of dearth they would j: .- ide
food, medicine, assistance with burial an? birth ceremonies, give loans at low
interest; in times of prosperity they would, of coirse, demand much, but this

was not regarded as exploitative by the peasant who valued consistency,



stability, security far more than a big killing. Those who were wealthy would
give feasts, formatly for purposes of ancestor worship, but which had the
effect of spreading theit good fortune amony the villagers; if the rich did
not meet such obliyaticns, they would te pilioried by local opinion, become
the object of maliciows; jnip and accusations of witcheraft., Insofar as the
villagers were bound o externs] authioritics -—- the King, the Emperor, or
their regional nandarin reprosontativas —- by ties of obedience, similar
conduct would te rxpocted by peasants of Uhene rulers and officiais in their
taxatior policies. ‘Mis was the New Deal weicty of peasants before capital-
ism and industrialization, and, it 1s claimed, remnants of it can still be
seen in our time, in Jova, where "a successful member of the comaunity should
share uis wealth with the comuunity and et ovher members of e community
share in the enjoyment of his wealal, "8 g (olumbia, where Indians are
"unwilling to exploit the opportunity to =01l rood to the highest bidder" and
“when questioned...exwvlain thot, freqgent sales are considered as morally
improper tehavior," and elsewhers aroend the world where peasants cling to
the rem:ins of the "little tradition” and are marked by "a restraint on indi-
vidual self-seeking in favor of family and community,"10

Prolonged contact with more developed societies, whether this contact is
induced by colenialism or by "economic development", shatters this harmonious
balance once and for 2ll.  The clow.. villages of pnasants are pried open,
Fenetrated by the damaging and coercive influerce of new forms of administra-
tion and economic exchange, new legal systems. new odels of conduct, to the
inevitable detrimeit cf peasant welfare.  The process by which this occurs ——
not unlike the mechanisms articulated by Weber and TSnnies, Durkbeim and

Spencer, wheraby societies dominated by "aseripuion" or “status" or by



"vertical relations" are transformed into those marked by "contract", by
"diffuse" and "organic" social and economic relations - takes different forms
in different circunstances,

In Victnam, colonialism, for all the bounty it bronght in  improved
communioations, Jinease control, transport, rationa? ized gricultiaral techni-
ques, education and law, took away almost as much:  lor these save Innovations
transtformed the provinces of Indoching, in the words of one prominent wmoral
ceonomist, into "capillaries of a netwark of Cinanciel arteries leading to the
banks of London and Faris," utterly dependent on transactions in the metro-
pole, rendering the histories of the colonivs a ‘provincial variant of world
counoeic history,"1) The effect of this change was ) ol iminate the
"lecal  itfosyncracies of fragmented subsistence econemies," to expise  the
peasantiy, nitherto protected from market thenomena, indeed tuscile w them,
to  economic instabilities, flukes,  and casualties;  the guarantees and
risk-sharing of the older order werw Teroded” s stripped away; the welfare
schemes, the system of feasts, were Jradually veplaced; the communal lar de
were nationalized and sold off; the wnclosure of what vere once free forests
and fisheries providing the peasants with secondary occupations and fall-back
reserves in times of crisis, together  with  the closing of  the trontier,
deprived village life of yvet another dinension, The colons, with their
colossal bureaucracy, introduce] chatrnctive regulations whose rationale was
not grasped by the poor, aad oon army ot census  takers,  land surveyors,
registrars, road overseers, vaccingtors, irrigation wXperts, lorest rangers,

sub-inspectors of woxcise, veterinary assistants.  Most onerous of all novel

admiristrative forms, of course, was what these mass registrations best

facilitated, the imposition and collection of tates whose scope tas previously



unimaginable: head taxes, land taxes, salt taxes, alcohol taxes. Local
landlerds and elites had acsquired new habaits: with the introduction of money
taxatior. and contracts, as well as o French court enforcing such contracts
(and defaults) instead ot the "locally validated" consensus of carlier davs,
landowners were able Lo reqaire of Chedr tenants what the perasants dreaded
most:  fixed rents and tigid terms ot tenaney inditferent tn the cycles of
good and bad harvest:s. Instead ot displaying prternalism, londlovds began to
seek out tenant: who minimized olaims on them; with the increased rate of
population qgrowth vesulting [rom lowered mortal tvy irtroduced by French medi-

cine, improved sanitation and poblic heslth meas.res, their bargaining power

_y_}__r\_:\i‘l“ Lhe tenantry wes furtiner strengthened: it tenants could not. afford
to pay higher rents, they coull be replaced. ‘e baluance of exchange between
landlords and tenants ohifted decisively in favor of the lendlerds, leading to
the cmes sence of enornovs  inequalities  in landboldings: overnight large
numbers  of  smailholder peasants  fell prey to the  anipulations, the deed
Juggling and the fraudulence of landowners who held power over the courts;
corruption increased everywhere, especially as regards the tax identification
cards that were necessary for travelling or securing a job. Those small-
holders who had hecome lenants were slowly pushed into the wage laborer class
by further ecoromic pressures, swelling the class of the dispossessed and
rootless, By the late twenties the poverty in the countryside grew acute,
especially in the North, vhore there was competition with draft animals for
food, and men in harness did the harrowing to avold use of the water buffalo.
Peasants resorted to eating ant eqgs, crickets, water bugs and bees;12

Popkin cites the calculation of Rene Dumont (made in the same period) that

10



"rats, pond fish and bugs accounted for 5 percent of the calories of most
peesants and cereal grains 95 percent": this was in Tonkin where "the 93
percent ot the peasants sho comprised the landless, the dwarf tnldings and the
peasants in the subsistence ronge owinad less than one third orf all tand,™ ana
where landowners would sprinkie cinders into the edil e fortilizer W prevent

13

starving day lavorers from surieptitionsly vating it,-?

The Mmoral economists™ find ro difViculty in explainitg L peasant's
perception of these alterations in the wrarian owder: crusied in a vise of
Jreater Lax claims designed to stabilize the income of the eolonial state and
a declining capacity to my, having lost whatever ecoromic guirantecs had been
provided by rhe humane economy of the precapitalist viliages, the peasants
arrivuj‘ at aoplain conclusion: the woral orier, the "subsistence ethic"”, the
claim on the landlord to compliance with the amininal demads o justice: all
this wag being abised tofore their eyen. Dowme peasants perhaps adopted  the
mores of thelr new mastets, sought to odapt thumselves Lo new morals, and came
to regard those vho had ot as sufferivy from a view of the world that did ot
corresponed to their "true” or "real" intercsts, s suttering fiom a species of
"false consclowsness”, a collective se cception or mystification disquised
as an objective fact or law of nature.  But it wos bhe assinilated who were
wrong: there was e self-deception; the measants Tived, as they had lived for
centuries, inoa soo-made, but different, werld of meaning from their conquer-
ors, different but gqenuine 511 the came, rot . Laing from incapacity to see
Tucidly but simply groundit on Jifferent valuoes. This was another worid,
another "web of significance” and a5 viewed from within it, the agrarian order
had lost. its morality. ‘There was no longer any obligation to abey the land-

lord or the state. Viewed from without, this reasoning may have appeared



archaic or eccentric, but its authenticity was not doubted by the great land-
lords and budding capitalists: most of them took up residence in the cities,
installed grilles on their windows, collected rents through agents, surrounded
themselves with tomgh: intox.cated by alcohol and opium, and pressed for a
bigger police trxlget,

Why then, on thiv view, did the Peasants rebel? The detailed reasons are
no doubt complicated, inveilving a nunber of factors, such as the degree of
peasant orcanization and the strength of the countervailing "repressive appar-
atus of the stave,” but from the perspective of the peesant, the reasons were

not wnlike those of other peasant rebels, say, she Fnglish wural laberers of

the 1830s who took part in the "Captain Swing” uprisings or the sans culoct

5

of 1793 who spoke of "taxation pupulaize” and the "droit de subsistence": the
Peasants cebelled out or moral outrage, to restore a pattern of rights and
oblijations they realized wore being swept away and would  soon disappear
unless they act d: theirs was a revolt of desperaticn, in the words of
Barrington Moore, “"the dying wail of a class over whom the wave of progress is
about to roll,"14

This is the moral cconomist's story.  ‘The entire approach to peasant
institutions embodied in it is exposed to cauterising scepticism by Popkin in
a sequence of severe questions. If the moral economist is right, the primor-
dial peasant village untainted by centact with markets and central states is a
stable and efficient, an harmonious and hwmane society. But if this were 0,
how did the ethics, the hotms, operate to overcome iaevitable conflicts over
resources? Or is it to be seriously supposed that ro such conflicts existed?
If the ajricultural surplus was spent on feasts and other procedures for

levelling diffecrences in wealth, 1in providing the worst off with subsistence,

12



how is that there were inequalities of wealth in the first place? How could a
peasant become rich {f the surplus was inmxiiately redistributed? At the
haart of the wmoral ecoron, view s the claim that peasants suspicious  and
calculating enowili to meticulously asiess risks and costs in agricultural
pursuits would place thelt saad carned surplus into the hands of village
notables to e given (o others less awell-off or tortunate than themselves.
But this strains the magrination:  taking put in villagje-wide insurance and
welfare wchemes implics an exceptionally strong faith and trust in those who
are supposed Lo redistribute (ot abscond) common rescurces, and in the equity
of the rules and criverra wsed in the orecess.  Villages, too, can go  bank-
rupt. Is it likely that caotious and raticnal  weasants would trust the
notables enough to blithely surrender their carnings in this way?  Would the
rich and powertful, the ratables themselves, Al legedly fearful of small talk or

excrement piled about the base of thelr touses, give away their own wealth to

STEN

the needy -- indeed to other Ants who might just be freeloaders taking
from the social product without contributing their own labor? And if our own
age of systematic public olicy has failed to discover incontestable, clear,
fair ana equitable oriteria of "need," is it not 2Ktraordinary to suppose that

the preinduscrial peasantry possessed them?  Of course, the peasants may have

had a good enough idea of some necdy cases —— widows, orphans, the old and the

sick—but these are transparent actances: for the rest of the vast mase of
competing claims ot need, is it not entirely more likely that whatever "rutes"
existed were "malleable and renegotiable,® subject to the influence of whoever
happened to be in power? And what Joes all this suggest? Does it nou suggest

that "collective welfare schemes" were, to say the very least, piobably

extremely limited? Does it not suggest that wncertainty about the fate of

13



their surplus in the hands of notables or other "wise c¢ld men” led peasants to
direct their resources into private Investment instead, into -ld age
insurance, like <hildren. or into equipnent or animals which vield imnediate
economic returns? Ts this ot far mere Jikely i view o/ the historical facts
about precapitalist peasarts which indicate a ok of cosperation and mutual
trust?

The theoretical structure erected by the moral economist, witl its quaint

invocation of a bloadicss and Jhostly Msubsiscence ebhic" somehow o suring o

minimun incomn, is a house of cards theo collapses inder the slightest breath
of criticism. It rects pon unsupperied o nexamined premises”: it founders
on historizal facts in my ditterent Limes and locations™; a "more focurate
view of prasants and their institutions is vequi ced, 10

The new approach whick Popiin entitles the "political ecenony"  approach
is, like 3 orival, 2 comsrehensive vicw of measant society anl the impact
upon It of capitalism wnd contralized states.  Nat while it too begins with
the claim that jeasencs are ratiopal Ments, It turns the approach of the
meral economist upside down. Popkin thinks that we cannot ope o adequately
understand peasants, their institations or their politics, unless we start
with inaividuals, their decisions and  their Plans, and rot with nebulous
"group belicfs" or "group norms" spun cut of hypotheses about the "peasant
mind."  We must ask how  these individual decisions mold relations between
family members, betweon Patrors and clients, landlords and tenants, villagers
and outside authorities. e masant is liks any other “uman peing: he "maxi-
mizes exvected valuc," seeks rreonal galr. just like a businessman or a poli-
tician. Karl folanyi's clainp that "the alleged bropensity of man to barter,

truck and exchange is almost enticely apocryohal” is just a reflection of the

14



wishful thinking of the anti-market intellectual; in fact, as Schumpeter
wrote, “the peasant sells his calf just as cunningly and egotistically as the
stock exchange member his joctfolio of shares."16 The peasant does not
follow a "safety first™ rule; he ases like any other rational agent "invest-
ment. logic” and cost benefit analysis (00 only implicitly); he does not wish

..

to "maximize security" but gain and profic to himeelf or to what Popkin calls
his "family £irm"; he dnggles decisions about the long and the short run; he

not only insures but wambles as o well, not just to attain some preassigned

"subsistence level' bot to oraise it

This is the abstract medel of peasant attitudes and qoc which Popkin

proceads to apuly o precolonial Vietnam by elaborating it in such a way that
it is "conristent with the Vietnamese date for both the traditional and modern

periods."17 His conception of wiliage lite is comparatively simple and

flows from a auall o premises.  Uncertainty, not only concerning the
Crop but also the trustworthiness of other peasants and of notables, led
peasants in thece villages to distrust one another and, in the absence of
clear rules of «distiitiiring tax charges and comaunal lands, to focus on invest-
ing in themselves and not in the “"public secter”. The tear that some will get
something for rothing, the fear of frecloeders, led to little cooperation or
cotlective action designed to provide welfare or insurance or to raise produc-—
tion levels in the village: "cooperation” was an invention of the victorious
Communist. Party cadres in the late fifties. "Village rules in Vietnam...show
no evidence that the village as a village compensated or eased the burden of
individual tousebolds in a bad year"; "willage welfare was limited and insur—
ance was provided not only by the village but by small groups governed by

rules of strict reciprocity"; indeed "village procedures were not progres—

15



sively redistributive but favored the rich"; "village power was used to
control other peasants,"18

Conflict and competition for scarce resources, including the use of
communal lands, was extensive: the arable land in the village vas dispersed
into tiny plots which the individual preasant would try to increase in any way
he could, at the expense of his neighbor, if need te. Far if he were sucCess—
ful i doing so, be wuld fry to make his way up the ladder of the village
nierarchy and become a notable. Whys  Becanse the council of notables exer—
Ccised nearly toral control over the villaje, acting as its court,  signing
birth and marriage and death certificates, overseceing the acsessment  and

5y even choosing which villagers

distribution of tax charges and, in some cs
would te drafted, or more notoriowsly, sent to work in the malarial French
rubber plontations in the South.,  Far from . prental committee doling cut
assistons  tw the needy, the comncil virtually ruled the villaje for its own
enrichiment: notables wouldd participate in rigging the bidding for communal
lands, in manipulating tax lists, in diverting funds intended for maintaining
public works into their own hands. The system of feasts may have had a redis-
tributive effect, but its true function was to enable the feast-giver to dis-
play the requisite wealth in order to be a candidate for the council. As for
relations between tenants and landlords, clients and pitrons, whatever mater-
nalism eristed was a part of a landlord Strategem of divide and conquer,
desiqned to prevent the frasantry from joining together or forming a wnited
clientele: In general, the better off and the clites of the precolonial
villages colluded to inhibit or retard literacy, collective bargaining and
participation in markets, to which the peacants, as rational decision makers

were not, as the moral economists 53y, averse or hostile. The problem of the
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dispossessed and destitute was not solved by channeling common resources into
the hands of the needy; the problem was dealt with by the expedient of deeming
such persons "Mon=vitlagers” and banning them from the village. This was the
true and most practiced wolution to "asubci-tonce crises.  As for taxation,
"aside from tax relief for casily  identifiaile  categories,” "there
was a clear pattern of opposition to progressive taxes by villaje leaders
cager to mirimize their own share of the taxes and to ensure their short run
welfare at the cxpense of the poor”; there was "no evidence of the actual use
of progressive taxes or of tax floors within capitalist villages,"19

A more profound or stark contrast with the moral economist's view is
scarcely imaginable.  Popoin's argument, however, dees not deny that there was
a measure of "collective tolidar ity and wiity in the precolonial villages; he
claims, rather, that this phenomenon was imposed from above; it resulted from
the relative poace of  deadlocked conflict - oligarchic control; it was
imposed by thosu who had been mest successtul  in securing and precsing their
political and economic alvantage. It merely disguised the Hobbesian struggle
beneath the surface.  To suppose otherwise, to suppose that it was imposed
from below, by the force of norms and "moral expactations” armed with the
threat of abrasive gossip, that it tepresented a ity of interests and fric-
tionless social relations, is to be bamboozled by the less than candid remin-
Iscencer of landlocds, or worse——becanse  committed by historians—-to the
reconstructions of Paul Mus and his stodents20. sentimental pipe dreams
which smooth cver the mivage conflicts that wost have characterized, indeed
been endemic, in precolonial Vietnawese prasant villages, and which therefore
throw dust in the eyes of those who wish to wderstand the nature of the tran-

sition to new forms of life, colonial and post—colonial al ike, that followed.
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For Popkin it is erroneous to think that the commercialization of agri-
culture, the expansion of markets, the introduction of new legal and admini-
strative forms associated with the French  presence  "damaced, ™ "decayed"
"eroded," “penetraced,"” or "harmed" some mnited and resistent  anti-market
“little tradition” of the peasant. For this would b Lo grossly underestimate
the degree to which the ograrian elites were able to bend the colonists and
their novel institutions to their own alvantage: it was in fact the peasants
themselve:s--the cleverer aiong them—who initiated alliances with the colonial
regime in order to acquire superiority in disputes with other peasants or to
maintain their stranglehiold cver them.  The allegadly firm, hierarchical and
submissive Confucian ethics of murual support did ot appreciably hamper rich
peasants from exploiting the colonial court svstem to further their ends of
revoring or tonilening the terms of tenancy they imposed on the poorer peasan—
try; dncdod the French intervened upon occasion in order to improve the lot of
these poorer peasants and to lessen the power of rapacious notables but were
unable to do much good. But in any event it was not the market or capitalism
that was necessarily damaging to peasant institutions; induced “"colonialism
was ujly, but the quality of the minimum subsistence floor improved in most
countries" «ad this despite mounting population and an increased tax bur—
den, 21 The problem, as Popkin claiins of Cochinchina, "was not that capi-
talism in its economic dimensions threatened the Prasants because they lezked
the economic competence to handle markets, risk ard entrepreneurship: rather
the problem was that a colonial dual-language system vith extreme inequality
of accuss to courts and pioperty rights provided eiormous ucertainty for

peasants with economic, but not sociopolitical competence."?22
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Sociopolitical competence: organization, access to the law and to the
bureaucracy: it is here that Popkin thinks w: should look for an explanation
of the peasant rebellions in Vietnam, rot in ideology or moral alsapproval of
capitalism, As an author sympathetic to Popkin's view writes: "In Vietnam it
was not capitalism that led o revolation but the constrained capitalism of a
landed elite that used the molitical covantages of colonial rule o restrict
the workings ot the market and protect itself against both mwolitical and econ-
omic change.,"<3

The moral economist is ogregiowsly wrong in claiming that peasant rebel-
lions are "defensive" and "reactionary,® secking to recreate the post: how
could the success of the Communist Party and the National Libwration Front be
due to the revival ot 1 traditional wnity if ne such ity existed in the
first place? For an alequate explanation, Popkin tells us wo must return to
"peasant investment logic': "peasant investment logic applics to villages and
patrons, as well as to markets...these same principles apply to molitical and
religiow transformations of s=ociety: there is g nifying investment logic
that can be applied o markets, villoages, relations with grarian elices and

collective action —- whether the collestive asti r is to build villages or to

rebuild them as o mrt of 1 new :*on.'luLy."L‘)‘; Peasants sought to oscape the
political moropoly held by rmotables and to oreate rural institutions which
would raise levels of produstion and thas their standard of living, not merely
recreate the semi-feudal ways of life that had precedead.

wWhat was neade! wa

someone ty srdanite them. topkin shows that there
was no deartl of what re Carls “jpolitical entrepreneurs"  to satisfy this

demand by the end of the thirties, no lack of organizers who would deliver, in

exchange for peasant support, improved institutions. He provides the reader
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with an illuninating account of the insurrectionary forces that competed among
one another for control of the peasantry: the Catholic Chur~h, whose priests
were "quintessential" political entrepreneurs, and who succeeded in converting
many among the countryside "not only because of the appeal of the religion it-
self, but because of tangible, material benefits — science, cannon, European
education—-that the priest could offer as proof of the religion's valid-
ity"=5; the Cao Dai, a syncretic sect with hundreds o’f thousands «{ odher-
ents, many ot whom were alninistrative employees of the French, organized upon
the model of the Catholic Church — it had a Pope and a Holy See, & hierarchy
of over eleven thousard ottices, an armed forces and a welfare branch as well
as a pantheon of sazints including Joan of 2rc, Viector Hugo and Charlie Chap-
lin, saints, Popkin says, with a "common radical-political streak" -- and
which sowght to revive pride in Vietnamese culture and to restore irdigenous
political cnd economic influence; the Hoa Hao, an anti-colonial and millenar~
lan reliniows movement based upon the teachings of the "mad bonze" Huynh Phu
&, a charismatic monk who "differed from other prophets because he knew how
to ‘'mass merchandise' his mes.":zgc"ZG and who derided the rich, the deca—
dent, and tho ‘civilized', emphasized simplicity, liberation, prayer, authen—
ticity, family obligations — "Buddism of the Home" — and who was assassi-
nated at the e of 28 by Communists, his body subsequently hacked into three
pieces and buried in separate gJraves to ensure ajainst his return to life;
and, iastly, the Communist Party, on the crigins ancd development of which the
author repoerts much absorbing  information he disccvered when he conducted
field rescarch in Vietnam in the late sixties for the Simulmatics Corporation

under contract to the US Department of Defense.
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None of these movements —- they were recally more like potential states or
counter-states -- sought to restore a golden past: "wnen we examine these
movements in Adetsil, the ways In which they atfracted peasants and raised the
resouree s to Lurld their aryjanizations, we observe that all four attracted
peasants by helping them w bresk their fependence on and control by large
landowners and/or villaze ofticlals" Lo wnaermine the fower of thie notables,
whose pewer, as against the nopal wenonists, had ot decayed but had  heen
strengthened by colonial olicics, o ofter protection “against the inequities
of French courts, maraoding wotables and large landlords who manipulated the
System to keep thelr tenants in o geace of dependency, 27 They did w by
providing  peasants with "toclo-political  competence” by using "politicai

skills and bereaucrati - cotnection wogive the peasant: access o (and lever-
] t

aje ajainst) the ine ationg that had Previowsy kept them at o disadvantage,"
Including warkets, and copertally by Giving peasants “village level insurance
and tax, welfare and communal Land  procedures that were more extensive and
beneficial than those of either the  precotonial  or colonial periods."28
noa sense, then, these movements created the kind or institutions the moral
economists wrongly imajine to nave existed In the past, They sought to extend
the insurince o0 welfare available to the perasant, rather than restore tradi-
tional mtterps, e morerats competed amonyy thoemselves but only the Commun-—
ists were sutticiently versed in "political entrepreneurship" and in sophisti-
cated Lecrniques of Jeaderahic o organization W provide a blend of "selec—
"

tive incertives

that browght togetivr the diverse qroups—-religic 13, ideolog-
1cal, ethnic, molitical--within Vietnam. As #151inst the o, al economist, the

explanation of this fact Jdoes not lie in "moral propulsion" but in "political

Sompetence",
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It is, perhaps, fair to say that no class or element in society has ever

received such mixed motices from anthropologists, historians, and sociologists

n

as have the peasentry. 'The "peasant mind been depicted as "child-1ike"

"uncontaminated,” "non-linear," "presocrativ,”  peanant social  struocture  as

“seamless” and solildly fo nded won frmemorial, "natugal” patterns of marriage
and the family, peasant atbitudes toward product bon and wchange of goods as
disdainful of acquisition, ambition, ot toney, daging andt welling,  lomantic
serman schelars saw Lthe ancient peasant villages o, Jaei of prlmitive commuan-
foin, as did Reusseau to a degrec, where in contradicbinetion o e wicked

1 human

ways ol the tewn, the purcst and finest oxpre sion o0 e
nature was exhibited, where libervy, fraternicy, cqual yoweie truly exempli-
fied -- merhaps for the last time, Many of Russian populiste and slavophils
saw the Russian closed village, the rli_r, as the self-sustaining cconomic wit
that wonld be the salvation of Russia: recalling that Marx and others had
taught that there ape inevitable stages of economic change in any scciety,
they taid that owing to the alroeady existing communistic mir, a direct transi-
tion to somhistizated commmlon without the travails of an intermediate stase
af industrialization was possible.  Baron Haxthausen, the noted German obser-
ver of Russia, expressed his belief in 18147 that the imniseration involved in
the European Industrial kevolition couls be avoided  in Russia, for the
grasping individualisa awd "atemization" of bourgeois society could never
arise in the r_n_i_z-'.g‘3 Nineteenth century travellers to the colonies of the

great British and Dutch empires or o the societies the American Indian tribes
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claimed to have "obscrved" communities in which a man could always help
himself to his neighbor's store when needy; some of them spoke of peasant
villages as held togetier with wmiversal nds rooted in blood relations; ard
some doubted  whether  the concept o property could be  applied tn these
villages at all.  The father op syndicalism, Goorges Sorel, wrote that "to the
village not to the town, we must turn far the elucidation of the notion of
association in the sense of the Socialish progran™ and the modern writer who
quotes him claims that “once should ot treat lightly the tought rhat  the
Jreat similarity between the socialist principle 'from each according to his
abitity, to wach according to his needs' and the woonomic philosopy of the
villaje is responsible for the rather paeriing fact that Marxism aold it
first ticket to a peasant, not o an industrial, soclety"; "craft and wile

alone could mot have achieved thiv tour o torce”;  toqether with this

W .

sronomic poile~ophy™ the small size of the viliage imposcs "on ethical temper
whiczh Hegel would have reqarded as the only genuine one: the individual is
actual onlv in “he ddentity of all its interests with  the total,"30
Robert Redfield describdd the Meoxican xasant  society of ‘ivpoestlan as "a
smoothly functioning and well inteqrated sciety made up of a contented and
well  adjusted peopie.”3! A reeent author has  described peasants vho,
despite economic hardships, cannot be restrained from discussing the
philosoptiical problems of the self and of freedom of the will.32 And so
on.

Popkin's ook is an aldition to the numerous efforts to demolish these
idealized conceptions and to present g sharply different picture: Marx and
Engels bluently spoke of the "idiocy" of rural life and of “barbarism within
civilization"33—the Peasants, Marx added in  the Eighteenth Brumaire,

el _2Ee
could never surmount their mutual ostility to form a genuine class; peasants
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were relics bound to disappear with the growth of capitalism; the peasantry's
reactionary endorscment of institutions )ike the churcn, the army, the Emperor
were merely "the hallucinations of its “eath struggle; Lenin anl Prekhanov
attacked the Narodniki with cimilar violence for believing in myths about the
village; > Maxim Gorky asked bimselt "but where 05 the goad-natured,
thowghtful Kassion prasant, Indefatigable wscarcher atter trath and justice,
who was oo convineingly and Peautitully depicted in the world of Iyth century
Rugssian literature?” and answered that e could rmot, after wmuch scarching,
find such a man, diocovering instead a "tough, cunning realist, who, when it
was favorable o him, knew goite well how o make himself out as a simpleton®
a man “"half-savage, stupid, heavy™, "lazily, carelessly, incapably slumped®
over the land, adding that "tioce who ook on themselves che bitter Herculean
work of cleaning the au,2an stables of Russion it b cannot constder "tormen-
tors of the people,' from my point of view they are rathor victimg."35
Uscar Llewls and Edward Banticld have tern o shreds many of  the assumptions
of Redficld and his followers and supplanted them with the grim categories of
“the culture of poverty" and “amoral familism"; 36 arher field workers have
come awiy from peasant commnities with memories of peasants as Filthy and
fatalistic, supine and Ignorant, dishonest, malicious, rancorous, sunk in

apathy and meanness

The debate between Popkin and the “moral economists" is narrower and less
extreme than these 2arlier skirmishes. But  for all the force of his
criticisms cgainst some noted peasant studies, Popkin's attack may not be as
effective as he supposes, for the more discerning among tie mora aconomists
focus upon, and formulate views about, aspeccs of peasant life different from

those he deals with. Consequently, his charges are not alway:s relevant and



his claim to offer a "better" explanation of peasant institutions stands in
need ot rturther detense. Thus, Scott, who is singled out by Popkin for
Mirticular attention, while ke does indewd attempt to Jdescribe the transition
from closi to open villajes as one that  invelves morally  objectionable
conguiduences to peasants and 5 "haratal® ot peasant weltare:r  while he says
these things, he is not alwavs Hoscussing "harm” as defined by the “objective

g

wellare comparisons™ or convent ionally measured incomes that Popkin anploys as
aoyardstici. Bis toous isoupon the "world of meaning" he believes, correctly
r ot o be characteristic of peasant comuunities,  The oxanination of this
Pterior werld, he thinks, cequires attention w Jditferent varietics of evie
denee than those osed by politicsl ccoromists and other "methodological indi-

"

vidiaiista": we mnst,

he writes, "confer on jreasants as we confer on elite
Political witors oo o watter of course o history, a political consciousness,
and a perception of the woral strocture of his socicty™; “the peasant as a
political actor Is more than a statistical abstract of available calories and
outgoing rent and tax harges — more than a mere Sonsuner s Lt were, whose
politics may be deduces trom his cdaily oo tiake,” to the contrary, "woven
into the tissue of peasant behavior...whetber in normal local routines or in
the violence of an uprising, is the structure of a morel niverse, a common
notion of what {5 just."?7 Ceotl wishes to grasp vhen he calls the "phen-
omenalogy™ of et politics, the "view from the bottom," the "inside” view
ol peasant  institutions; he s thus principally concerned to isolate and
descrite peasant reasons for actions, as contrased with the causes or func-
tlons of such actions.  "If the aalytical goal of o thesry of exploitation is

to raveal something about the perceptions of Lhe axploited -—- about their

sense of exploitation, their motion of justice, their anger—it must begin not
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with an ahstract normative standard but with the values of the real actors.
Such an apprrach must start Menomenolegically at the bottom and ask what the
peasants' or workers' definition of the situation is. When a peasant consi-
decs 20 pes cent of nis harvest a reasonable rent and 40 per cent an njust
rent, how dJdoes he arrive at this Judgment?  What criterion of fairness does he
use?  On this basis it should be possible to construct the operational moral
economy of a subordinate class."38  Gue this tesk will et be furthered by
the approach of “treating the easant parely as a kind of marketplace indivi-
1

dualist who amorally ransacks Yo cnvirorment 50 as to reach his personal

gnal" -- a3 criticism avant la lettre of Popkin =- for this would be o "miss
the critical mocial contest of peasant action."39

scott's enkire investigation in colored By this precceupation of achiev-
Ing an "inuide" view or peasant socier . It is true that he Says that ration-
al "subnistence oriented" pearants confronted with o risky and lostile Hri-
cultural enviramment will moasiaize security out of fear of dearth, and that
these same conditions will "give rise" tn a2 specific moral outleok,40 g
question whether this is so:  to brobe the exact content af the "safety first"
principle imputed to peasants, to pancture the vague assertion that economie
circunstances somehow "give rise" (in & single mind, let alone in a group) two
a determinate ethic, to ask low such an ethic can possible “"mold" village
institutions: all this is a wseful service of Popkin's.4l  But when Seott
says that the "subsistence ethic" shapes village instituticns it is not clear
that his claim can v decisively overturned by amassing instances where
"redistributive mechenisms" and village-wide insurance and welfare schemes did
not. function sothly or failed to get off the ground. This is because Scott

seems to frequently describe, not so much actual institutions, but rather
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peasant ideals and preferences, peasant perspectives on what is "legitimate"
or "illegitimate" "just" or "unjust," in tenancy arrangements or patron-client
relations, or the distiibution of taxes and rents; he does not say that these
preferences wire always incarnated in concrete conditions; they were, he says,
embodied only where the othic was "strong": "the social s:rength of this
ethic, its protective power for the village poor, varied firom village to
village, from region to region. [t was...strongest in areas w.ere traditional
village forms were well developed and ot shattered by colonial ism."42
And there may be odditional reasons for the variation in strength of the
ethic: as even Popkin's main cthiographic sources indicate?3 there were
{and perbaps continue to be) striking dissimilarities in the social structure
of the villages in North and South Vietnam; those in the North ware "closed"
and tightly integrated to a far greater degree than their “"open," dispersed,
countarparts in the South, not only because of common economic dilemmae but
also because of the tear of comion enemies—-the weather, wild animals,
pirates, bandits, raiding parties of neighboring villages; it is plausible on
Scott's view to suppose that the strength and the mode of social expression of
the ethic differed as well.

As for those cases where he admits that the ethic did not "work" at all,
the extent to which his work does not succutb to “romanticism" is revealed
clearly enowgh: he fully recognizes that self-interest may have served to
undermine the influence of the standards of justice and legitimacy, the right
to subsistence guarantees, the principle of reciprocity; indeed, in some
places he nearly goes so far as to explain the maintenance of the subsistence
ethic on grounds of self-interest: ‘“we must," he writes about the provision

ot the minimum income, "guard against the impulse to idealize these
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arrangements. Where they worked, and they did not always work, they were not
so much a product of altruism, as of necessity"; for example, "where land was
abundant and labor scarce, subsistence insurance was virtually the only way to
attach a labor force; where the means of coercion at the disposal of elites
and the state was sharply limited, it was prudent Lo show some respect for the
needs of the subordinate popule:ion®; In other casus, paternalism may have
provided a means of preventing the splitting or desertion of the
villag(_)s."“<l Nowhere does Scott say that the precolonial villages were
egalitarian utopias: to attack him on the ground that these villages were
marked by inequalities of wealth is a red herring; “"levelling” of wzalth, or
class differences, is simply not the issue for him; his point concerns whether
a "subsistence niche" was provided for the worst »ff. And when he goes on to
describe peasant rebellions as “defznsive," he is mainlv describing the point
of view w{ the peasant participants themseives: he is claiming that they saw
their actions as protective of specific Kinds of institutions, rights, duties.
This central thesis is not inconsistent with the claim that the rebellions may
have resulted in the extension of peasant rights and privileges or that they
were organized and led by radical elites who thought of the urisings as
desianed to achieve this outcome.D

All of this sujgests tha: a mutual appreciation between the moral and
political economy approaches is possible. To say that a given phenomenon (or
some aspect of it) can be explained in one way does not imply that it cannot
be explained in otter ways; the subsistence ethic may have coexisted with the
factors adduced by Popkin -- it may at times have been dominant, at other
times dormant; collective solidarity imposed from above "may have been held in

unstable check by the same phenomenon impcsed from below, creating pockets of
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both paternalism and self interest. The rapprochement of the two views is
desirable——and mot merely for the sake of the moral economists,  Notwithstan-
divey hin critical powsrs, the lucidity of his formal arguments, the neatness
of his technical categorics of "eollecrive Joods," "political entrepreneurs,"

"selective Dwentiven,” "“Jreo riders" —- even the pale light cast upon reli-

t

glous movement.: oy Steaking ot their "starc up o costs™--is it evident that

Popkin's pesiiive view "ouplaing more™ g it clvalst?

Popkan's wiee 15 o arresting mixtare of abstract theory and diligent
detall, Lt the twe Ihnedilents are por Aways satisfactorily fused, and the
flocd of detail foes not Avays unabiguonsly supoort the theory.  “Uncer-
tainty" mast have existed in the preculonial villages and thus led to self-
interested "private investmont” and a stowggle tor economic aivantage: this is
a deduction from an abstr 2ot medce] o cconondc behavior, bot did it occur in
fact? Why? How Juaerally?  Mis is, ot vourse, an historical watter that to
Some extent may torever temain hypothetical: the literature on precelonial
Vietnam is sparse on Imporvant tepics, is rot always reliable, and some of the
actherities Pophin cites, such as the French cultural geographer Pierre
Lourou, can e (And are) oiled by moral weonomists to suppert their own view
= Scott, tor example, sSingles out Gourou as one ot the students ot Southeact
Asian villages who have remarked on the "intermal cocial controls which act to
provide for the minimal needs of .. village pwor."46 gy in any event,
many of the considerations mustered Ly Popkin pmint to abuses of authority by
notables, or to oppertunities for nmutunl bostitity and distrust among the
beasantry, and these do mot suffice to support the critical constitutent of

his arqurent that misused authority (and uncertainty about village governance)

led to a chaotic power struggie.
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Again, religious szcts won over the populace through "selective incen-
tives," but we wish not merely to be told that such incontives existed bt o
be told which incentives cxisted and why. 1his is especially important given
the fact that selective incentives were, as Popkin aimits, offerad by a number
of competing sects: Lo uporaids the moral ccoromists for naively supposing

that distrustful jcosants joined  together  in village-wide insurance and

welfare schemes, but why, for example did these same suspicious and crafry
peasants take up the otherwordly incentives of the hoa Hao and net, say, those
of the Cao iai, the same peasants who could mit agree to create collective
irrigation ‘aciiitiea? Thic question becomes especially forceful wien we
recall that at the cutset ol these movements the judgments of the “courts" and
the strength ot the "milicia" of the religious movements were irpotent in
comparison with their counterparts in the colonial regime.  The answer that it
was "mas merchandising® or "organization" or “credibility" invites amplifica-
tion; in those fow places where Popkin attempts this, he generally appeals
to precisely those factors--reasons of ethic,” "duty," "moral codes"--stresscd
by the moral economists. Again, if peasants readily took up markets when they
saw the opportunity for personal gain why then did they, as Scott has shown,
sometimes hand back to notables and mandarins the portion of seized resources
that was left over after they subtracted their subsistence needs?47 Or
were they not, after all, obeying certain moral constraints? Popkin's
Peasants are too colorlesy and skeletal, too predictable and standardized in
their motivation; his view does not provide an explanation but merely an elab-
oration of the shape or setting--the categories and the concepts—~in which an
explanation is to be coucned. ‘here is a theatre, one might say, there are

scenery and lights, there ar> actors, awaiting roles, an audience present, but
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the play has yet to be written.

III

When he was told (by Malraux) that Gorky had said, in front of Stalin,
that "peasants are the same everywhere"—we have already heard Gorky's unflat-
tering opinicn of what they are like--Mao is sa1d to have resporied  that
"neither Gorky, a great vajabond poet, nor Stalin knew the slightest thing
about  peasants. 46 M was the  leader und  organicer of  the most
successful effort to mobilire and integrate teasant population into a
rovolutionary movement in this century, and this cturasteristically terse and
categorical judgment may as such wossess more than pirely passing  interest,
but however this way b, claims about what wearants (o prasant wsychology or
cconomics or culture or foliviecs) are like aitversal ty— indceed even efforts
to define the term "peasant™ -— have ojain and ajiin encountered the criticism
that they are but models or "ideal types" or other figments of little utility,
providing amall understanding of  the teeming veriety and diversity, the
constantly  altering  and  evolving  structure and  character of peasant

wpulations in difterent cowntries, regions and continents across the world.
J

Nearly everyone ajrees that easants are generally politically subordin-
ate self supporting laborers and cultivators -— whether proprietor, tenant or
sharecropper - who meet the majority o; their consumpticn needs by means of
land husbandry, usually with the assistance of family members, and live in
comparatively small village communities.  But beyond this there is little

agreement: are the nomads and tribalists of Africa peasants? Are landless



peons in Latin America? What of the workers in the production brigades of
China? Certainly, the peasants of contemporary Japan, equipped as they are
with tractors, transistor radios, relrigerators and washing macnines, are
unlike the peasants of popular  imapinationg  less  oxteeme enanples == the
peasants in many areas ot South Anerica and South Asia —— har ity belona w
tightly-knit, distinctively “peasant” secreties,  bot participate throwgh
periodic migration and a tost of other WaYS it sider econory and saciety

ribed o living in

in which they live: Lhey are at least ainimall,  les
"transitional® soclicties which stradile the old and the MewW. o at sore authors

ge further; peasants are Tieerally disappearing, being werywhere replaced by

new kinds of workers; they are bybrid ontitics it necd to e analyzed with
categories radically dirferent trem those employed  In traditional peasant
studler.  To attempt, nder these circumstancos, to erocl a pertfectly general
theory of what "peasants" -- o1 their wvalues .nd leliefs and attitndes and
motives -- are like, to try to lisk such Jeneralizations to ovents widely
dispersed in space and time: all this, some outhors claim, may be an
ill-posed demand, producing at best an enchonted »-alm of definitions and
taxonomies, a realm of order wacconpan ied Ly mderstanding.

Nelther Popnin tor those "moral «conomists" he criticizes seein to be

disturbed by sucy sceptical and deflationary retlections.  They will focus in

detail upon a particudsr case such as Vietnam, but Lthey are all engaged in the
ambitious task of mouwnting views about "prasant geals and values," “peasant
institutions” (an] the impect uven them  of capitalism o bureaucracies),
"peasant. politics”; they draw treely upon such disparate sources of evidence
as revolutionary France, Tsarist Russia, Frgland during the enclosures, Dutch

Indonesia, contemporary India and the Philippines; they seek to provide gener-
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alizations about the reasons and causes of feasant rebellions which will illu-
minate not only the Red Terror in Vietnam, but also the uprisings in Tokugawa
Japan, the Pugachev ang Stenka Razin revolts, the Taiping rebellion and the
1932 peasant Insurjency in £l salvador.

But what  lessons o they telieve their researches to vield for the
contemporary worLil o they witl probably all claim tiat the "peasantry," by
Common acceptince o the word, constitutes the mijority of the rural foptla-

tion in the world's low income countr oo ap s @ abch are properly the object

ol intense scrutinyg on the art ot those who desire o assist in “developing”
or ameliorating the "standard of tiving” or "quality ot lite" in these coun--
tries: if the principles and lows that Joverno peasant . soclety and peasant
politics can be mcovercs, the provess sud outeone of development., the design
and implementation of policy will i fmmeasaurasdy aided, and the prospects of
agrarian mrest - as well as the xind o ervor committed by retormist  and
reactionary qovernments alike in the rocent best o In the Dominican Republic, in
Guatemala, and ot course in Vietnaoe-will disappear or at least diminish.
Here, however, asreement ceases. “Mhe  debate between woral  and political
gconomy approaches bsonor simply o oaatter of historieal revisionism, but has
contemporary relevance both for the study of revolution and for rural develop-
met":  the roral cronomists retard the elucidation of contemporary problems:
“exajgerating the virtues of the precapitalist village ...results in erroneous

diagnoses ot the ailments of CONLeRporary peasant societies; these diagnoses

lead in turn to misguided program: ta remedy the i1l1s"; "the emphasis that

moral eccnomis place on {tears and the assumption that only rich peasants
will pursue innovation ard galn generally lead to the expectation that private

ownership of new technologies and innovaticns will be of no benefit to small-
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hoiders and tenants and that only bureaucratic approaches to development can
protect peasants from the hazards of markets...If it is accepted that peasants
will innovate only as a last-gasp attempt to keep from going wmder then it is
easy to overlook the many occasions when preasants will  innovace, in the
absence of crises, in order to raise their production floors.  In the same
veln, 3 It is assuned Usae Jeasancs 67000 2 Linoa VIS0 Th 4 Stopls ancune,
that they wiil not strive to raise thelr income teyend that. level, and that
they are not interested in sew forms of consumption, then it is easy to justi-
ty forcible, coercive development policics as the only means to extract a
surplus from the peasantry for industrializaticn."4®

It is true that Seott, for instance, ~laims that the violation of the
subsistence ethic and its dictates must e avoided if developnent ie to be
successiul; the deterioracion of the traditional wrarian order is regarded as
exploitative by the peasant; the planning and provision of “selective incen-
tives" fur personal gain may be baesides the jolnt—such plans may turn our to
be irrelevant or ineffectual or even fotile; what is at issue is the hold or
grip upon the peasant of o distinctive morality, o moral map marking a terri-
tory of conduct over which its dictates have }(ll’iSdi(TViion.SO On the basis
with regard to "much ot foutheast Asia," he cenchiries that self-help efforts,
state-based patronage and similar "rall back" resources are wnlikely to accom-
modate the rising population and alleviate poverty; capitalist development is
likely to lead to inequalities and inadeguate remumeration to primary produ-
cers, to corruption and exploitation, unless the state is able to provide
means for absorbing the landless “redundant” labor (say, by guaranteed employ-
ment) the peasants will rebel and the region will irrupt into blood and

flames. But this dire Jjudgment rests upon a number of assumptions about

34



contemporary Southeast Asia that may be questioned; Popkin's criticisms, on
the other hand, rest on a misinterpretation of the scope and content of
Scott's "safety Cfirst principle™ and "subsistence ethic,” in particular on the

mistake that these principles and stan bards clude innovation on the part of

thelr adherents or condemn o raice in income.

Popkin's positive view of rhese matters is simple and direct: peasants
are selt-interectod ol "ot tostile to innovations Lrom which they expect
personal gain®; the ditviculty is  in securing sulficient coowveration  and
organization so that peasants will rtelicve that “they rather than somecne else
will enjoy the fruits of their laber"; "den problums of organization within
villages are carcetully examined it becomes cloa thet many lnnevations fail
for are ot adopted) nol because of a positive regard for tradition or aVer—
slon to risk, but becoanse tow=guality leaderchip and mutual distrust preclude
the requisite cost-sharimg or coordinatiop among  peasants o) His wviews
on rural develomment are sketchily prosented, bar be certainly suggests that
W2 peed o0t direct our offorts into teaching the profit motive to peasants
deluded by wn anti-marker "{deot sy o speak ¢f such an inhibiting ideology
may beoa fairy tale; it it ogisty it surtainly is mot as significant a factor
In the "cost-tenefit" oircises of Peasants as expaected personal gain,

Perbapes whiat animates and sostaing the controversy is, at bottom, a

philesophnical ~ontlict betwoon  the Hifterent midels or pictures of human

nature that are presupposed by Uhe aconomy” and  "moral  economy™
approaches, o conflict as to which tactors, personal gain or moral obligation,
aconomic conditions or cultural traditions, are, to use a notoriously dark

idiom, “more important” in analyzing and explaining homan behavior, whether we

discuss the agricultural decisions of a peasant or the conduct of a statesman.



On this abstract plane of contention perhaps we may say this: no decisive
argument for or against a view is possible.  But if Scott at times qoes oo
far in emphasizing the role of the peasant's "moral v orse," Popkin's view
may just commit a companion error:  his Peasant "economic aotors" are too
skeletal anud predictable; his tmeamplicated creed thal siqee prasants every-
where are latent vrofit maimizers, some Lidy social scientifie compittation by
development planners wil) Lring about g Prorer organization of solf-interest
and unleash hitherio subrerranean foycholog ioal forees leaves too much w.said,
Perhaps "porconc! goin® lics ar (e Lase ot wll decisions mede by "rational
ZEonOmMic  actors™; Lo sy oo 1g well-nigh o toutology. And certalniy the
organizational Lackground ageinst whisog, opportimities for self-advancement are
provided s a oritical ractsr i econonic development.  But the Guatemal an
cultivator or the Indian itoechable Wi regisee vitaming, vaccinations or
contrave: “1ves, or whe Jovs ot “conperate” wilh othor asants in promoting a
green revolution, might ot e a rational actor; even if we stipnlate thas he
is, he has a definite ot of opinions as to what are "gairs" and "losses,"
cpinions whiclh are b P i complicated ways with the rest of his attitudes
T~ Bay, those concerning worldly ambition or the value of contemplation or the
afterlife -- ang which might clash irrevocably with the opinions of other
members of his comiunity.  fopkin's view does ot veally nravide an oxplana-
tion of "peasant gJeals and attitudes™; it g more like an elaboration of the
categories and woncepousi setting dn ownich an explanation might e couched.
AS a result, nhis view: ans recomnendations are inder-developed, This is
perhaps why his discussiorn the acutely relevant broblems he addresses is
luminously clear hut meonvincing —- in contreast with Scott's view, wi.ich, for
all its assorted frailties and mechodological pitfalls, is less clear but far
mare convincing.
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