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FEATURE TOPIC: THE DEVELOPMENTAL PATH OF CHINESE AGRICUL-
TURE (III)

Capitalist Agriculture or Modern Peasant Economy? The Road to Overcoming China’s “Three Peas-

ant” Problem 32
Philip C. C. Huang

Abstract: On the basis of the authoritative data in the three decennial agricultural surveys, the author demon-
strates that “capitalist agriculture” and “agriculture with scale economies” have actually accounted for only a
rather minor proportion of Chinese agriculture. Basing ourselves on the actual numbers of hired agricultural la-
borers, we can see that they amount to no more than 3.3% of all labor engaged in agriculture. Compared to that,
the “labor and capital dual intensifying” new small-scale agriculture has actually grown far more, now account-
ing for 2/3 of the gross value of agricultural product and 1/3 of the total cultivated land. Another major change
(most especially since 2004) has been the mechanization of grain production, still mainly by small peasants. En-
couraged by active state policy, there has come the rapid development of basic level (private) entities that pro-
vide machine ploughing (and planting and harvesting) services to small peasants, now reaching 70% of small
grain farming. We need to grasp the extent of contributions already made by small peasants and small agricul-
ture, in order to be able to appreciate its potential for further modernizing development. The Chinese state has
since 2018 been giving unprecedented attention to small peasants and small agriculture, and should actually em-
phasize also the potential contribution of the small peasant communities and their core value system. We need to
see that the “three (small) peasant problems” are not only “problems,” but also the major resource and proper

subjects of the further development of a “modern peasant economy.”

Keywords: national decennial surveys of agriculture, modern peasant economy, Number One Documents (of the

Party Central), the “three (small) peasant problem,” road to a modern peasant economy

The Agrarian Question and Agrarian Change in the Perspective of Chayanovism 47
Ye Jingzhong & Zhang Minghao

Abstract: Chayanovism has become one of the mainstream academic perspectives in the international study of
the agrarian question. In the discussion of agriculture, Chayanovism values the uniqueness of small-scale agricul-
tural production and the cooperative form featuring vertical integration. With regard to peasants, Chayanovism
looks into the cycle of rich and poor differentiation and explores the subsistence value and persistence of peas-
ants in the future. With regard to the land, Chayanovism studies the socialized distribution of land and the fu-
ture form of the land cooperative system. For rural development, Chayanovism combines rural cooperatives
with the supportive state to prevent capitalist penetration in rural areas. Under the circumstances of deepened

marketization and globalization, Chayanovism has focused on analyzing the widespread re-peasantization
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