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The Small Peasant Economy in
North China: Development or
Underdevelopment?*

Ming-te Pan**

Two characteristics of the small peasant economy-development and
underdevelopment — have been under debated among scholars. The theory of
underdevelopment offered by Philip Huang argues that the development of the small
peasant economy of the North China plain was a process of ‘‘involution and semi-
proletarianization’’ due to population pressure, commercialization, and the integration
of China’s economy into the world economic system. On the other hand, the
‘‘development’’ school of thought indicates that the small peasant has potential to
generate growth in the agricultural sector, and this growth will further benefit the
modern sector.

This study attempts to use the village survey done by the Japanese mvestlgator
in the late 1930s and 1940s to examine the reasons for development or
underdevelopment of the North China small peasant economies. By comparing and
contrasting eco-systems, crop patterns, degrees of commercialization, and owner-tenant
relations of four villages, this study finds the keys for development are: 1. access to
water for irrigation; 2. technological innovations, such as adopting new crops and
applying fertilizer; 3. eliminating exploitative owner-tenant relations.
 Access to irrigation may have been the most crucial factor for development among
the three key elements. Hsiao-t’ len-chxa-chuang was the only village that achieved a
degree of growth, which was the result of this village’s access to water. Irngatlon allowed
the peasants in Hsiao-t’ien-chia-chuang to grow tobacco, which provided a higher return
per unit of input than growing food grain did. The labor intensive charactenstic of tobacco
production increased the opportunity for peasant households to utilize the marginal

* The author would like to thank professor Francesca Bray for her valuable comments
on the draft of this article. The author also owes a great deal of thanks to the two
reviewers for their constructive opinions.

**Ph.D. Candidate in History, University of California, Irvine.
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