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markets, family farmers worldwide face a number of challenges, both
old and new” (xiv). In this book, the author examines the complexity of
changing strategies of the peasant families for survival and mobility,
engaging in a variety of gainful activities, and their “enthusiasm for
defining and solving community problems through collective,
grassroots efforts” (75). She notes that “the choices available to [small-
scale farmers] in large part have been shaped by state policies mediat-
ing between the global and the local” (120) and concludes that the
peasants:

have an important role to play in the health of developing societies. Intensive
smallholder agriculture can absorb excess labor better than large extensive op-
erations. . . . Given the opportunity to develop their human capital, and an en-
vironment in which they can pursue several economic options, household pro-
ducers can use their skills and flexibility to move into the twenty-first century
not as retrenched subsistence producers merely surviving, not as underpaid
plantation and factory workers suffering from poor nutrition and ill health, not
as perpetual migrants whose homes and families are disrupting by months or
years of separation, but as the productive backbone of healthy societies. (131)

Lauria-Santiago’s study of the emergence of a coffee-growing
economy in nineteenth-century El Salvador offers a sweeping, critical
view of many other studies that “rest on a very narrow empirical base . . .
[and] are framed by the dilemmas of weak, emerging states . . . [rather
than focusing] on peasants’ political activities and their involvement in
forming the nation state” (3). He hopes to provide “an enriched under-
standing of the country’s past [that] will bring new visions for its fu-
ture” (237). His story develops “within the context of processes
traditionally perceived as external to the peasantry (agro-exports, state
formation, elite political culture)” (2). The heritage of the colonial sys-
tem was based on indigo, with which the commercial agriculture of
sugar, cacao, indigo, and cattle on the haciendas coexisted and com-
peted with a smallholder society structured around collectively owned
lands for Indians and ladinos. A strong tradition of local control and the
export economy spurred the creation of new sectors of successful farmer-
entrepreneurs. As a result, “community and village structures sustained
the relative prosperity of the peasantry even as social and economic
differentiation emerged” (14). A weak state throughout the nineteenth
century forged shifting popular alliances to woo support from an ac-
tive and knowledgeable peasantry. The fortunes of this social sector
were rapidly reversed with the concerted effort to wrest the collective
control of the land from communities and to privatize state-owned
baldíos. The peasantry became vulnerable to losing its lands because of
debt, and the “growing number of descendents could only become
migrant workers or tenants on other people’s lands” (233). “This con-
tradicts the view that the land concentration of the late twentieth
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century was a direct inheritance from the colonial period or the late
nineteenth century liberal era” (ibid.). In this context, proletarianiza-
tion and the lack of an alternative political project of wealthy groups
created the conditions for the authoritarian politics of the 1930s based
on support from the middle sectors. Lauria-Santiago concludes that the
radical concentration of wealth was not the inevitable result of this agrar-
ian history, but rather a product of the interaction of political factors
with market mechanisms that impoverished successive groups of ex-
porters. In this context, the Frente Farabundo Mark para la Liberación
Nacional (FMLN) emerged to wage “war against an uncaring, unre-
sponsive, and authoritarian state” (237).

Striffler sets himself an ambitious goal: “to demonstrate how the
political struggles of peasants and workers have been central to broader
processes of transformation . . . 
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The six collections of papers presented at thematic conferences offer
a potpourri of materials on agrarian questions in Latin America. With
more than 2200 pages of materials contributed by almost 100 authors, it
would be impossible to give them all a fair treatment. Rather, I examine
some of the principal themes that the editors have identified as crucial
in understanding present-day processes affecting the peasantry in the
region. Bryceson, Kay, and Mooij have assembled a very useful collec-
tion that addresses the question of the character of peasant labor in
Latin America today (they also cover Africa and Asia, but I do not ex-
amine these materials). Bryceson’s analysis of peasantry theories and
smallholder policies offers a superb review of the literature and a fine
introductory bibliography. She provides a concise introduction to past
debates on agrarianization versus de-agrarianization and peasantization
versus de-peasantization as well as an exegesis of writings on Marxist
rural transformations and the modes of production; she also gives ref-
erences to reflections from the “mainstream” development writings on
smallholders and intersectoral social and economic relations. She does
not shirk from critical comments on the “analytical reductionism of neo-
liberal perspective” which forces its practitioners to “narrow their ana-
lytical gaze” by retreating to microhistories that allow them to
“circumvent controversy” (28). She concludes that “One could argue
that peasants are now more elusive than ever before. . . . In a situation
of rapid flux, peasants disappear, then reappear as if by some conjuror’s
trick. . . . Peasant transitional processes are more complex [than syn-
chronous analysis permits]” (30).

Among the thematic chapters, Cristóbal Kay presents a brilliant his-
torical review of the region’s agrarian transformation, from “the colo-
nial legacy [to] the emergence of neo-liberalism and export agriculture
in the 1980s” (123) that would be excellent for classroom use. He traces
the changing social composition of the peasantry and concludes: “If
the Latin American peasantry is far from disappearing, its relative im-
portance for agricultural production is declining. . . . [It is] stuck in a
state of permanent semi-proletarianization” (132). Although current
schemes of economic integration offer new possibilities for capitalist
farmers and agro-industries, for most peasants and rural laborers, em-
ployment conditions have become temporary, precarious, and flexible.

A viable peasant road to rural development ultimately raises questions about
the political power of the peasantry and their allies. For a peasant path . . . to
succeed would require a major shift away from the current emphasis on liberal-
ization, a development which at present appears unlikely. (133)

Peasants are playing a crucial role in new social movements that are
challenging neoliberalism; they have reaped some short-term improve-
ments, but they still have to define a viable long-term strategy.
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Carmen Diana Deere’s analysis of the Cuban peasantry makes use
of a unique retrospective survey of life histories of a continuing search
for a socialist path. The substantial regional differences, even on the
small island, meant that the implementation of state policy “at the local
level was never homogeneous. Rather it was ‘path dependent’ interact-
ing with such factors as the natural environment and infrastructure,
previous land tenancy and class relations, and local peasant party rela-
tions, to produce heterogeneous outcomes” (156). She concludes that
ultimately its success will depend on the country’s ability to imple-
ment its program of re-peasantization. Magdalena Barros-Nock ad-
dresses the shock treatment applied in the Mexican countryside. The
privatization of the ejidos, the withdrawal of subsidies and reduction of
credits, and the lifting of many trade restrictions removed the peasants
from the accumulation process; most do not have the means to make
the transition to commercial success. She concludes, pessimistically, that
for many Mexican peasants poverty today is not a new condition, but
is a worsening of their preexisting situation. Luis Llambi’s case study
of a community in the Venezuelan Andes reminds us of the need for
“deep local historical knowledge” to fully understand the ecological
and human costs of intertwining of global and local processes. Con-
cerned with overcoming the limitations of the globalization approach,
he integrates two crucial facets of the macro analysis—the market inte-
gration of transnational finance controls, commerce, and production
alongside a continuing renegotiation of the rules of the game in the
emerging world order—to frame a crucial question: who are the peas-
ants today? In responding, he points to a key trend: the need for work-
ers (producers) to organize beyond their immediate localities, develop
alliances, and also construct room for maneuver in the local arena. The
new ruralities are enhancing the value of spaces neglected by import-
substitution industrialization (ISI) (inward) development, and thereby
empowering new social actors.

Cristóbal Kay’s preface to Current Land Policy in Latin America says
that it “is the most comprehensive evaluation to be made of the land
policies implemented in LA since the 1980s”1 (15). He continues:

land privatization and individual titling granting full-fledged ownership of land
are the cornerstone of neo-liberal land policies. . . . [The book’s] objective is to
present an overview of experiences with the privatization and individualiza-
tion of land rights in different countries . . . [to identify] who were the winners
and losers and assess the contribution to sustainable development. (11–12)

1. This is one of two books resulting from the 1999 workshop. The second book, Land
and Sustainable Livelihood in Latin America (Amsterdam: KIT Royal Tropical Institute, 2000),
contains a selection of papers on the role of land in the livelihood strategies of farmers.
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Honduras are quite explicit in showing why the market reform process
has not proceeded as its framers would like.

Ruben and Bastiaensen have compiled a collection of essays about
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when neoliberal policies privatize communal lands and generate other
threats to territory and resources (as in S. Hvalkof’s chapter on indig-
enous politics in Peru). Along with privatization and free trade, which
undermine the productive structures and capacities of many produc-
ers, these developments impoverish new social groups, accentuate in-
equalities, weaken the very foundations of community, and imperil
sustainability. The imaginative use of space in this collection, and in
the literature from which it stems, leads us to “imagine a kind of traffic
between the global and the local” (130) and a defense of community
that currently involves transnational communities modifying traditional
patterns and institutions.

Chase’s study of privatization in Minas Gerais, Brazil, examines how
“household and community economies, gender, fertility, and migration
are central to the outcomes of neoliberalism” (17). H. Safa highlights
the rise of female-headed households as a cultural feature in the Carib-
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Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias Sociales (CLACSO) has stead-
fastly supported scholars in the region who are enquiring about the
dramatic transformations in rural society as a result of the process of
international integration on which our countries are embarked. As co-
ordinator of the working group for several years and coordinator of the
book, ¿Una Nueva Ruralidad en América Latina? (Consejo Latino-
americano de Ciencias Sociales, 2000), Giarracca insists that:

we can no longer continue thinking with the same parameters of past decades;
too many things have happened in our countries and in our social theories. The
new landscape encompasses firms using complex technologies, subsidiaries of
transnational giants, agro-tourism businesses, alongside of heterogeneous rural
worlds with peasants, farmers, and rural workers interacting with processes of
mechanization, indigeneity, and new styles of unemployment. (11)

The authors of the sixteen chapters generate a multitude of mean-
ings for the concept of rurality, in the realm of power, environment,
and technology, focusing on intergenerational and intercultural pacts
with their surroundings (neighbors and ecosystems) that have created
the most unexpected of alliances and the most creative proposals for
building new worlds. The text takes us from macro critiques and
searches for solutions to a recounting of the dynamism of agrarian ac-
tors in the arena or negotiation and resistance to a reconsideration of
the changing world of work. This collection offers us a richer picture of
the varieties of rural struggle ongoing in Latin America, whether they
are the violent confrontations of the landless movement in Brazil and
women in Argentina or the more pacific forms of resistance in other
parts of the hemisphere. Fortunately, recognizing its own limitations,
CLACSO has made this book, as well as others in its rapidly expanding
collection in the social sciences, freely available on the Internet.2

Another center that has a long history of promoting innovative think-
ing about rural Latin America is the Rural Development Program at
the Pontificia Universidad Javeriana in Bogotá. To celebrate their twen-
tieth anniversary, the former and present directors of the master’s pro-
gram in rural development, Pérez and Farah, convened a symposium
and produced a two-volume collection of some of the most outstand-
ing ideas about the emerging concept of La Nueva Ruralidad en América
Latina. Unfortunately only available in print in Bogotá, the twenty-seven
essays cover the field of rural studies in the same way as do the confer-
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