


PEASANTS IN WORLD HISTORY

This is the first world history of peasants. Peasants in World History analyzes the 
multiple transformations of peasant life through history by focusing on three 
primary areas: the organization of peasant societies, their integration within 
wider societal structures, and the changing connections between local, regional 
and global processes.

Peasants have been a vital component in human history over the last 10,000 
years, with nearly one-third of the world’s population still living a peasant 
lifestyle today. Their role as rural producers of ever-new surpluses instigated 
 complex and often-opposing processes of social and spatial change through-
out the world. Eric Vanhaute frames this social change in a story of evolving 
peasant frontiers. These frontiers provide a global comparative-historical lens 
to look at the social, economic and ecological changes within village-systems, 
agrarian empires and global capitalism. Bringing the story of the peasantry 
up through the modern period and looking to the future, the author offers a 
 succinct overview with students in mind.

This book is recommended reading to anyone interested in the history and 
future of peasantries and is a valuable addition to undergraduate and graduate 
courses in World History, Global Economic History, Global Studies and Rural 
Sociology.

Eric Vanhaute is Professor in Economic and Social History and World 
 History at Ghent University, Belgium. He has published extensively on agrar-
ian and rural history, the history of labor markets and social inequality, and 
world history.
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In memory of my grandparents and the other peasant families that 
have created the world we live in.
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1
INTRODUCTION

The Peasant in Each of Us1

Recognizing also the past, present and future contributions of peasants and 
other people working in rural areas in all regions of the world to development 
and to conserving and improving biodiversity, which constitute the basis of 
food and agricultural production throughout the world, and their contribution 
in ensuring the right to adequate food and food security.

(From the preamble of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas)

The United Nations General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Rights 
of Peasants, officially United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants 
and Other People Working in Rural Areas (UNDROP), in December 2018. 
The UN Declaration is a milestone, the result of almost 20 years of negation 
and mobilization by peasant organizations. It recognizes the long history of 
discrimination and subordination that has affected peasants and other people 
working in rural areas for too long. It highlights the central role these people 
play in today’s society and that of tomorrow. The Declaration should be read 
as a vigorous plea to protect the rights of rural populations, including peasants, 
fisherfolks, nomads, agricultural workers and indigenous peoples, to improve 
their legal position and living conditions and to strengthen food sovereignty. 
States have committed to respect and protect the individual and collective 
rights of peasants, to promote family farming and peasant agriculture. This 
book aims to recall ‘the past, present and future contributions of peasants’ by 
narrating their story throughout world history.

	 1	 May Sarton, Seen from a Train. Published in Collected Poems, 1930–1993 (New York, 
1993).
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Peasant Worlds

Peasants are still with us. The survival and persistence of peasantries in today’s 
world have confused social scientists for a long time. The demise of peasants 
was announced time and again by intellectuals, capitalists, reformers and devel-
opment planners alike. The very notion of peasants and peasantries confronts 
us with the flaws of traditional/orthodox development stories. The mainstream 
image of the fate of peasants and peasantries was based on a standard story 
of the much-commented Western road to capitalist agriculture and the con-
current disintegration of peasant societies. Recent history has shown that the 
English and European experiences of the dissolution of peasant societies within 
the context of expanding industrial and welfare economies is not and will not 
be a general example for the rest of the world. When we look beyond the old 
premises of westernized development, we see a very different picture. It is a 
picture of vast family based rural and agricultural economies in which diversi-
fied production chains and multiple strategies of risk minimization are pooled 
together with locally and regionally anchored income and exchange systems. 
The position of rural societies in the past and the present should not be under-
stood uniquely. Understanding multiple trajectories of peasant change requires 
new historical knowledge about the role of peasantries during long-term and 
global economic and social transformations. This book emphasizes that peas-
antries around the world have followed different trajectories of change and have 
developed divergent repertoires of accommodation, adaptation and resistance. 
The expansion of civilizations, states and global capitalism triggered different 
paths of peasant transformation and different processes of peasantization, de-
peasantization and re-peasantization.

This book recounts the story of the peasants. We almost exclusively focus 
on peasants in agricultural societies, as ‘the tillers of the earth.’ Peasants do not 
include other people in rural societies such as herders, transhumant pastoral-
ists, nomadic and semi-nomadic people and fisherfolk. This book describes the 
worlds that peasants have made and their immense diversity. To understand 
peasant change in a world-historical perspective, we use a set of four interre-
lated analytical concepts. Peasant worlds are first shaped by the nature of peasant 
work, as a manifestation of specific labor/land/nature relations. Peasant commu-
nities are the central space for organization, self-determination, negotiation and 
resistance. They are also the gateway to larger and incorporative systems and 
the locus of what is called the ‘peasant question.’ Peasant frontiers map the pro-
cesses of incorporation, adaptation and opposition and explain how peasantries 
exist through these frontiers. Peasant regimes situate and explain social change, 
trajectories of transformation in peasant work, peasant communities and peas-
ant frontiers and in a broad time/space context. By unwinding the genealogy of 
peasant transformation, we can understand and explain the different strategies 
that peasant populations have developed to defend and secure access to their 
essential means of production, nature, land and labor throughout world history.
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Peasant Work

The first article of the Declaration on the Rights of Peasants defines a peasant as 

any person who engages or who seeks to engage, alone, or in association 
with others or as a community, in small-scale agricultural production for 
subsistence and/or for the market, and who relies significantly, though 
not necessarily exclusively, on family or household labor and other non-
monetized ways of organizing labor, and who has a special dependency 
on and attachment to the land.

Throughout history, peasants have been workers of the land. They live in rural, 
agricultural households and have direct access to the land they work, either as 
common users, tenants or smallholders. They are organized in family bonds, 
village communities and social groups that we call peasantries. These bonds 
pool different forms of income and meet a significant portion of their subsis-
tence needs via networks of production, exchange, credit and protection. Most 
of the time, peasantries have been ruled by other social groups that extract a 
surplus either via rents, market transfers or through control of public power 
(taxation). Any definition includes these key terms: (a degree of ) household 
and local autonomy, direct access to land and labor resources, flexible strategies 
of income-pooling, household-based village structures and surplus extraction 
outside local control. This surplus corresponds with Eric Wolf ’s ‘fund of rent,’ 
which distinguishes the peasant from the ‘primitive cultivator.’ Differences 
between peasants, market-driven farmers and industrial or entrepreneurial 
farming must be understood on a continuum, with land, household labor and 
the local community as discriminating variables.

Peasantries have been the single most important social group in world his-
tory since the advent of agriculture. All successful cultures and civilizations, 
excluding the nomadic empires, were based on extensive peasant economies 
comprising 90 percent or more of the population. Today, about one-third of the 
world’s population is still economically dependent on agricultural production; 
of this, more than 95 percent are smallholders in the Global South. Although 
in sharp decline over the last century—around 1950 two-thirds of the world’s 
population was engaged in agriculture—the absolute numbers have never been 
this high. About 2.5 billion people (this equals the total world population in 
1950) eke out a living from predominantly peasant-based agriculture. Today 
the world has more than 600 million agricultural farms, and 85 percent of them 
are peasant holdings cultivating less than two hectares. It is generally agreed 
that smallholders still provide the majority of the world’s food supply. In some 
Asian and sub-Saharan regions, this amounts to 70 percent and more.

The minimum social conditions of farming include access to land, labor, 
tools and seeds. Historically, the principal social units through which the 
means of farming have been secured are the rural household and the village 
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household system, both varying greatly in size, composition and social relations 
through time and space. For a long time, intellectuals aimed to describe and 
understand the ‘distinctness’ of peasant work and to explore the ‘essence’ of 
the peasant. Disdain toward the ‘louts and oafs’ has been part of the discourse 
of the wealthy, the powerful and the literate in the West for a long time. The 
dualistic and biased images of rural versus non-rural worlds can be traced back 
to the origins of the concepts of pagensis/paysan(ne)/paisano(a)/peasant, meaning 
from the pays, the countryside. In the Anglo-Saxon version, peasant continues 
to keep its narrow meaning, basically pointing at the era of so-called feudalism 
and referring to social groups from the (distant) past. Even in its broadest usage, 
such as campesino(a) in Latin America, peasants have been viewed as survivors 
of the past. In nineteenth- and twentieth-century modernization thinking, the 
peasant was a kind of archetypical rural producer that represented the starting 
point on the axis of evolution: the traditional community as the counterpart 
of modernity. Western-based historiography has long developed and described 
the ‘anti-modern’ model of a ‘familistic’ (family based) society as a relatively 
undifferentiated economy of family farms and rural crafts and services, struc-
tured by internal agencies such as family, kinship and village.

The rediscovery—in the 1960s and 1970s—of the works of the Russian 
agrarian economist and rural sociologist Alexander V. Chayanov (1888–1937) 
triggered a new wave of peasant studies and a renewed debate about the nature 
of peasant societies. The rural anthropologist Eric Wolf and rural sociologist 
Theodor Shanin, amongst others, moved this debate beyond a-historical and 
dichotomist representations. The question is not whether peasants were natu-
rally conservative, values-rational, safety-oriented investors in their land and 
labor, or whether they tended to be risk-taking, market-oriented maximizers. 
They were and are both. Quoting Erik Wolf, they are

rural cultivators whose surpluses are transferred to a dominant group 
of rulers that uses the surpluses both to underwrite its own standard of 
living and to distribute the remainder to groups in society that do not 
farm but must be fed for their specific goods and services in return.

That is why peasants only existed within a social formation (peasantries) and 
within a class relationship (the external subordination to lords, government 
authorities and/or regional or international markets).

Peasantries made societies; societies made peasantries. Surplus production 
from nature and the land, in various forms, has been a precondition for large-
scale societal change. Societal change was necessary to group agricultural pro-
ducers into peasantries. Agricultural-based economic systems facilitated vaster 
communal units and extended village networks. This provoked profound 
changes in the structure of social relations, population growth and village 
and supra-village institutions. The spread of agricultural village societies as 
the primary food system took millennia. By 5000 BCE, much of the world’s 
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population lived by farming; the first agricultural-based empires emerged by 
3000 BCE. By then peasant economies had become sufficiently advanced and, 
in some regions, they supported more complex, urban-based societies and dif-
ferentiated trade networks. Civilizations did not simply rely on agricultural 
producers; they also organized, dominated and exploited them. Civilization 
equated complexity, sophistication, development and grand culture. For peas-
ants, it mostly corresponded to dominion. Sometimes formally free, mostly 
bound to the soil by their masters, they have almost always been the lowest class 
or caste, and women, in general, the lowest status among farmers.

Peasant history is the history of peasants’ work, of the struggle for the 
fruits of their labor. Social relations in agricultural societies have been built 
on the returns of the land. They were reproduced in institutions and norms 
that defined new rules of ownership, inheritance, transmission and control. 
Peasantries did not only feed civilizations, empires, states and economies; they 
also supported their ecological and social resilience and fueled their expansion. 
They were their socio-ecological frontiers. Farming societies developed a new, 
more intrusive and aggressive attitude toward the resources of nature, land and 
labor. The expansion of plant and animal husbandry presumed more radical ex-
ploitation of diverse ecosystems and the development of new tools, new modes 
of reclaiming lands and renewing fertility and new modes of cultivation and 
animal breeding. This had an increasing impact on human-nature relations, 
predominantly resulting in massive worldwide deforestation.

Peasant Communities and the Peasant Question

Like every social formation, peasantries developed as sets of social relationships. 
The peasant household was the basic economic unit. It pursued an agricultural 
livelihood by combining subsistence and commodity production through direct 
access to nature, land, labor and commodities. Households, extended families, 
kinship and village societies were the vital nodes of production, consumption, 
reproduction, socialization, welfare, credit and risk-spreading. These social 
formations were also the peasants’ gateway to the broader world.

Throughout history, the communal level has been the central space for 
self-determination, negotiation and resistance. Communities facilitated the 
organization, procurement and defense of common goals. The persistence of 
community systems supported households to intervene in the public sphere in 
the form of reciprocal mechanisms, authoritative bodies and collective actions. 
These regulatory structures determined and allocated rights among commu-
nity members. The combination of safeguarding a minimum of autonomous 
control over vital resources and securing a minimum of involvement in broader 
socio-political structures accounted for the peasant communities’ multifaceted, 
apparently contradictory, but above all, alert attitude toward incorporation 
processes. On the one hand, the defiant stance adopted by peasants was based 
on an attempt to defend a particular method of regulating access to livelihood 



6  Introduction

resources. On the other hand, these groups adopted a pragmatic stance and 
often adapted or even assimilated to new and incorporating entities. This is 
reflected in the development of market and trade relations as well as in legal-
political struggles. Rather than attesting to the group’s openness to or craving 
for market incorporation, this claim to participation should be assessed in the 
context of the survival guarantees that peasants could obtain from the peo-
ple who ruled them, usually in exchange for taxation and surplus production. 
So-called peasant or indigenous resistance included diverse response options 
sprouting from this ‘subversive complicity.’ They range from overt to covert, 
material to cosmologic, institutionalized to symbolic and individual to collec-
tive strategies. Peasant resistance should be addressed as a nuanced continuum.

Social scientists have coined the concept of agrarian change to refer to his-
torical processes of absorption of agrarian-rural worlds within broader geog-
raphies and non-agricultural sectors, and to subsequent acts of negotiation, 
adaptation and resistance of agrarian-rural peoples. The process of agrarian 
change has never been absolute or complete; it created immense disparities on 
regional and global levels. What was often considered historical processes of 
de-peasantization were, in essence, part of peasantries’ diversified labor and 
income strategies. Due to intensifying economic and social uprooting, these 
survival strategies have become more critical than ever for a substantive segment 
of today’s world population. The ‘peasant question’ has been raised to query the 
role and fate of peasantries within processes of societal transition toward a cap-
italist world. Today, in a global context, the socio-economic peasant question 
(the survival of the peasantry as a separate social class) has become complexly 
entangled with the socio-cultural indigenous question (indigenousness as a cul-
tural identity). As stated in the Declaration on the Rights of Peasants, the labels 
‘peasant’ and ‘indigenous’ increasingly refer to a set of claims that coincide or 
overlap with various other identities (gender, class, linguistic, ethnic, national). 
Peasant and indigenous identities have become partly overlapping categories of 
‘peripherality,’ an umbrella stigma of the poor and the marginalized in today’s 
globalizing world. The roles of locality and community have been reinforced; 
sometimes they are reinvented as a basic framework for both peasant and indig-
enous identities. Battles related to the peasant and indigenous claims to land, 
territory and resources, which usually have a communal rather than an indi-
vidual nature, have been a central instigator. For peasantries, land has been 
and still is the primary basis of negotiation and interaction with other sectors 
of society because its use has direct implications for their exchange positions 
(products derived from that land) and their power relations (the regulation of 
access to the land).

Peasant Frontiers and Peasant Regimes

Peasantries have been vital frontiers of civilizations, empires and globalizing 
capitalism. We define frontiers as constantly shifting processes of contact 
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between different spaces and social systems. Frontier expansion nourished so-
cial systems; it provided new sources of nature, land and labor, creating new 
supplies, reducing production costs and increasing profitability. Environmental 
historian and historical geographer Jason W. Moore defined these frontiers not 
as fixed geographical places, but as socio-ecological relations “that unleash a 
new stream of nature’s bounty to capital: cheap food, cheap energy, cheap raw 
materials, and cheap labor.” They generated moving sets of local activities to 
secure access to labor and land for extra-local commodity production (pri-
marily agricultural, forest and mining goods). The sites where this happened 
became frontier zones. Frontiers have never been fixed; they have always been 
inherently unstable. They challenged the limits of social, economic and eco-
logical sustainability, resulting in the apparent need to be continually shifting 
in time and space. The incorporation of rural zones and the creation of new 
peasantries have been central to the expansion of village societies, early states, 
agrarian (tributary) empires, and global (colonial, imperialist and neoliberal) 
capitalism. In most societal settings, these zones became integrated as loci of 
appropriation of the produce of land and labor and as peripheral spaces of pro-
duction, exploitation and recreation. Peasantries have been primary frontiers in 
societal expansion. Their partial incorporation as producers of new surpluses 
instigated mixed, complex and often opposing processes of social and spatial 
change, generating a multiplicity of frontier zones. Capitalist incorporation and 
expansion were fueled by the opening of the ‘Great Frontier,’ a metaphor for 
an intensifying and interconnected worldwide set of moving frontiers. Global 
capitalist expansion since the long sixteenth century demanded a drastic in-
crease in the world-ecological surplus. Hybrid cultures originated along the 
margins of social and economic systems; social groups and spatial zones were 
incorporated or excluded. The frontier perspective grasps the imbalances of in-
corporation processes, emphasizing the role of the peoples living in the margins 
and friction zones.

Agrarian change and peasant transformation have often been framed in 
dichotomous and predominantly a-historical models. Market versus non-
market relations, economic versus cultural forms of exchange, modern versus 
traditional societal arrangements; a long tradition of rural sociology is grafted 
upon these dichotomies. Concepts such as traditional, survival, subsistence 
or informal economies have not been very helpful in understanding social 
change in a world-historical context. They freeze peasant’s history in dualis-
tic frames and fail to grasp the dynamics and change within peasant societies. 
When survival and subsistence refer to living at a bare-bone level with little or 
no surpluses, peasant economies do not fit these typologies. On the contrary, 
they were rooted in a wide variety of reciprocal exchanges: redistributions 
that integrated different spaces in networks of mutual obligations, regional and 
extra-regional market transactions, and public retributions. Peasant change has 
often been understood from a post-hoc perspective. It got its meaning from 
the outcomes that we measured. Agrarian and farming systems have been 
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an influential ordering tool in agricultural and rural history. These systems 
have been understood as historically constituted and geographically localized 
types of agriculture and ecological and social (re)production systems, with a 
strong focus on ecology, technology and farming practices. As an addition and 
critique, social-ecological agrosystems concentrated on rural production net-
works as sets of region-specific social power relations shaping the economic 
reproduction of a given geographical area. Still, in a global-comparative con-
text, these typologies were frequently based on Eurocentric models and under-
stood in predetermined historical sequences. Bottom-up research shows that 
agrarian and peasant regimes cannot be predicted from environmental, demo-
graphic or evolutionary contexts.

In order to make sense of social change in a broad time/space span, we frame 
social realities into a genealogy of evolving and changing peasant regimes. 
Peasant regimes are a tool to contextualize and understand how peasantries in 
a particular time/space are (internally) organized and (externally) embedded. 
Each regime embodies an institutionalization of economic, social, political, 
cultural and ecological forces that structure internal and external peasant rela-
tions. They organize forms and relations of production, reproduction, exchange 
and extraction. They define how these relations are ordered and represented (or 
legitimized) via structures of power and forms of hegemony. Regimes have to 
be understood as methodological tools to specify changing relations between 
‘world ordering’ and peasantries. A genealogy of peasant regimes claims that 
episodes of restructuring and transition are bounded by more stable periods of 
regulation and organization, albeit in a non-determined way. The genealogy 
of societal regimes provides a genuine, global comparative-historical lens to 
look at the social, economic, political and ecological relations of agrarian em-
pires and global capitalism. It aims at a non-hierarchical, non-evolutionary and 
non-deterministic interpretation of global social change.

A History of Peasants

This book aims to map and understand the multiple trajectories of peasant 
transformation in world history. Three interlocking dimensions constitute 
peasant history: the organization of peasant societies (household and kinship 
relations, village systems, regional networks), their integration within broader 
societal structures (trade and commerce networks, fiscal systems, power and 
property relations), and the changing connections between local, regional and 
global processes. Power relations within and between communities define the 
way labor, land and nature have been accessed and used. These include relations 
of property and tenure between owners of the land, users of the land and gover-
nors of the land; between landlords, peasants and governments. Property rights 
have been central to the emanation of social power relations within different 
types of peasant regimes. The outcome of the configuration of power relations 



Introduction  9

and the social distribution of land and labor have differed wildly over time and 
space. The variety of land-labor relations reflects the frontier position and the 
communal base of peasant regimes.

World-historical research is integrated, comparative and systemic. The 
worlds of peasants are understood within their world-historical coordinates as 
part of systemic transformations on a regional and a global scale. This ambition 
presents specific challenges. A chronological narrative has to stress regional dif-
ferences and varying time scales, illustrating different speeds of change. Peasant 
regimes and their time indications are never absolute since they tend to over-
lap. Chapter 2, New Frontiers, covers the millennia from the first peasants to 
the first agrarian states around 3000 BCE. Early village societies (from 7000 
BCE), city-states, and agrarian-imperial expansion (from 3000 BCE) framed 
the first types of peasant regimes. Despite huge differences in time and space, 
they flourished well into the second millennium CE. The story of agrarian 
empires is mainly covered in Chapter 3, Extending Frontiers. Agrarian empires 
were defined by gradual peasant incorporation, indirect political control and 
coerced extraction of land and labor surpluses via taxes, tributes, rents and con-
fiscations. The invention of private property and the commodification of the 
countryside marked the beginning of capitalist expansion, which accelerated in 
the long sixteenth century. Imperial and commercial expansion is the central 
focus of Chapter 4, Interconnecting Frontiers. Capitalist expansion changed the 
rules of the game; peasant regimes were premised on new forms of enclosure 
of land and labor. Direct incorporation thoroughly altered ecological relations, 
resulting in a further diversification of systems of access to nature, land and 
labor, of systems of production and reproduction and of survival and coping 
mechanisms. Chapter 5, Intensifying Frontiers, tells the story of the global 
enclosure from the eighteenth century CE. Uneven incorporation and un-
even commodification caused further social and spatial differentiation through 
divergent processes of de-peasantization and re-peasantization, and a concur-
rent diversification of peasant livelihood. Chapter 6, Globalizing Frontiers, 
questions the impact of these processes on the position of peasants in the world 
of neoliberal globalization since the 1970s. We conclude this book with an 
epilogue (Chapter 7) on current and future peasants and question whether we 
are approaching the end of frontiers.

We refer mostly to world regions, sometimes using contemporary country 
indications. Time is expressed in BCE and CE.
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