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China’ s Agrarian Transformation: A Reflection Based on the Rural
Changes in the Past 40 Years

CHEN Hangying

Abstract; China’ s agriculture is undergoing a rapid transformation, but there is still much controversy
among scholars about where the peasants will go and where Chinese agriculture will go. In view of this,
this article attempts to introduce a historical dimension in the current discussion of China’ s agricultural
transformation. Based on the rural changes in the past 40 years, this paper explores China’ s agrarian
transformation by focusing on the evolution of farmland policy, the differentiation of peasants, and the
rising of the New Subjects of Agriculture. It finds that, firstly, China’ s farmland system has been evol-
ving between two contradictory aspects of stabilizing land contractual relations and achieving moderate
scale operations. The introduction of the “separation of three rights relating to farmland” policy recon-
ciled the above contradictions. As a result, however, farmland tends to be partially commercialized,
and the protective effect of Collective Land Ownership on smallholder production has also being weak-
ened. Secondly, the deepening process of commoditization, on the one hand, continuously impacts the
rural household’ s part—time model. While marginalizing agricultural production in most of the rural
households, it promotes the generation of a middle—peasant group. On the other hand, the commoditi-
zation continues to differentiate the peasant group, making the differentiation between large farmers and
small farmers more obvious. Thirdly, under the agricultural industrialization strategy, the New Subjects
of Agriculture are gradually rising, but they have excluded and absorbed small-scale farmers, rather
promoted and organized them. Those changes are driving the transformation of Chinese agricultural pro-
duction from a smallholder agricultural management system to a new type of agricultural management
system. The adverse impact of this shift on small peasants should attract the attention of scholars and
policy makers.

Keywords: Agrarian Transformation; Farmland Policy; Commercialization; Peasant Differentiation ;

New Subjects of Agriculture
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