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FARMERS' PREFERENCES REGARDING 

OWNERSHIP AND LAND TENURE IN POST-MAO CHINA: 

UNEXPECTED EVIDENCE FROM EIGHT COUNTIES* 

James Kai-sing Kung 

and 

Shouying Liu 

It is often presumed that farmers' insecurity over their property rights is a 
fundamental cause of inefficient utilization of agricultural land in China 

today.1 In particular, it has been assumed that this gives rise to a lack of 
concern for long-term soil fertility. To rectify this, the Chinese government 
directed in 1993 that farmers' land tenure should be guaranteed through new 

We wish to thank Scott Rozelle, Mark Selden, Jonathan Unger, Anita Chan and three 
anonymous referees for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper; the Ford 
Foundation for financing the survey; the many Chinese people who have provided us 
with valuable assistance during the survey; and Yiu-fai Lee, Wing-yat Yu and Tony 
Chung for helpful research assistance. 

The analytical framework used in Western economic theory for analysing economic 
behaviour and institutions is the theory of property rights. This is summarized in a 
classic survey article by E. G. Furubotn and S. Pejovich, 'Property Rights and Economic 
Theory: A Survey of Recent Literature', Journal of Economic Literature, vol.10, no.4 
(December 1972), pp.ll37-61. According to this framework, property rights are 
composed of three aspects: namely, the right to use or control a scarce resource, a 
corresponding right to derive an income from its use, and, finally, a right to dispose of it 
should the owner so wish. When one or more of these rights are attenuated, the 
economic incentives of the rights owner are presumably impaired. 

THE CHINA JOURNAL, N0.38, JULY 1997 

This content downloaded  on Mon, 18 Feb 2013 05:56:09 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


34 THE CHINA JOURNAL 

30-year contracts after their current contracts expire.2 (Most of China's land 
contracts commenced in 1984 and were scheduled to last for 15 years). The 
announced land-tenure program is more than a mere extension of farmers' 
cultivation rights: the new policy proposes io freeze land adjustments during 
the next contract period regardless of population growth ? a measure aimed 
to stabilize tenure relations and thereby encourage farm investments. It is also 

supposed to encourage farmers who no longer wish to farm to transfer their 
use right to others so as to avoid the under-utilization of land resources. 

We thus enquired of farmers in a survey of eight counties as to their 
likelihood of accepting such a policy. The majority, 62 per cent, said they 
prefer the existing situation: one that periodically reassigns land among farm 
families in response to changes in the composition of their families.3 

This decision was announced by the government's Central Rural Works Committee in 
October 1993. According to Chen Xi wen, a senior official at the Development Research 
Centre under the auspices of the State Council, a hidden objective of this new policy is 
to reduce local cadres' interference in the periodic land re-adjustments while facilitating 
the establishment of land rental markets (Private Communication, 1996). The new policy 
had first been proposed in 1989 by the Institute for Rural Development Research of the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) (Lun woguo nongcun gaige de luoji 
zhuxian he chuanxin jizhi' [A Discourse on the Main Logic of Rural Reforms and 
Institutional Innovations] (Beijing: CASS, 1989). Heated discussions had ensued on the 
adequacy of the property rights entailed in the current farming institutions and regarding 
the role of the rural collectives in the new rural economic order. See, for instance, Chen 
Xiwen, 'Wending jiben zhengce shi shenhua gaige nongcun de qianti' [Stabilizing the 
Basic Policy is the Prerequisite of Deepening the Reform], Nongye jingi wend [Problems 
of Agricultural Economy], no.6 (1991), pp.3-8; Guo Shutian (ed.), Biange zhong de 
nongcun yu nongye [The Transition of China's Villages and Agriculture], (Beijing: 
Zhongguo Caijing Chubanshe, 1993). One school of thought in Beijing maintained that 
the potential for farmers to under-invest in the land stems basically from ownership 
ambiguities that could easily be corrected by clearly assigning private ownership rights 
to those farm households that could best utilize the fields. See especially the articles by 
An Xiqi, Cai Fang, Han Jun and Wen Guanzhong, all in Ma Li et al. (eds), Chanquan, 
Liujuan, Geime: Zhongguo nongcun tudi zhidu yanjiu [Property Rights, Mobility, and 
Scale: Research on China's Land Tenure System] (Beijing: Centre for Rural Research, 
1989); Yang Jinglun, 'Nongdi zhidu de biange yu chuangxin', Gaige mianlin zhidu 
chuangxin [Reform Faces Institutional Innovations] (Shanghai: Sanlian Chubanshe, 
1989), pp. 183-203. In the early 1990s several Party documents were issued to restore the 
peasants' alleged loss of confidence in respect to tenure security. See, for example, the 
documents contained in Zhongguo nongye nianjian [Yearbook of China's Agriculture] 
(1991), pp. 1-3, and (1992), pp. 1-7. 

A similar survey, upon which this one was based, was carried out in 1992 by one of us in 
four agricultural counties in Hunan and Sichuan provinces. According to the results of 
that survey, the great majority, 81.5 per cent, preferred such periodic reallocation of 
land. See J. K. Kung, 'Equal Entitlement Versus Tenure Security under A Regime of 
Collective Property Rights: Peasants' Preference for Institutions in Post-Reform Chinese 
Agriculture', Journal of Comparative Economics, vol.21, no.2 (1995), pp.82-111. 
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The Background 

In the early 1980s, there was little doubt that Chinese farmers preferred the 
shift to family farming, the so-called Household Responsibility System 
(flating chengbao zeren zhi), in place of the incentive-dampening collectives. 
Under the new dispensation, the communes were dismantled and the farm 
fields parcelled out to the households for individual cultivation, but the land 
has continued to be owned by the former production teams: what the farmers 
have contracted are merely use and income rights. (In return, each family 
taking responsibility for a field inherited a portion of the former team's quota 
of grain sales to the state at a price fixed by the government.) Under this 
common property rights regime, members of a former production team are 
entitled to an equal share of the land on a per capita basis. The idea was to 
assure all the peasants enough food-grains for self-consumption.4 

By 1984, the pressing issue had become one of lengthening the duration 
of the contract between the contractor (the now defunct production team) and 
the contractee (the peasant household) from a short annual contract to one of 
15 years. This measure was aimed at encouraging peasants to undertake long? 
term investment in the land in order to maintain continued productivity 
increases in agriculture.5 

Few villages have implemented the policy of allowing land contracts to 
last for a period as long as 15 years ? even though this had been sanctioned 

by the state in 1984. A Chinese survey of villages in 1988 found that over 90 

per cent of the surveyed villages had re-adjusted the fields allocated to each 
household.6 A 1992 survey of 400 farm households in Hunan and Sichuan 

provinces conducted by one of the present authors (James Kung) similarly 
found that 89 per cent of the sampled villages had re-adjusted the land ? 

many as frequently as five times or more.7 In the survey conducted for the 

paper you are reading, roughly 70 per cent of the villages were found to have 

This arrangement is similar in function to the practice under the communes of equally 
distributing food-grains on a per capita basis to production team members to ensure 
consumption needs were met. See J. K. Kung, 'Egalitarianism, Subsistence Provision, 
and Work Incentives in China's Agricultural Collectives', World Development, vol.22, 
no.2 (February 1994), pp. 175-88. Although some villages, especially those burdened 
with heavy state grain quotas or having abundant land relative to the availability of local 
farm workers, are found to have distributed their land using a mixed distributional 
criteria of both household size and family labour force, an overwhelming majority, 70 
per cent, of the villages surveyed in a nationwide study simply assigned land on a per 
capita basis. See the survey results of 280 Chinese villages conducted in 1988 by a team 
commissioned by the Development Research Center of China's State Council (cited in 
Kung above, p. 181). 
For a discussion of this policy, see Y. Y. Kueh, 'The Economics of the "Second Land 
Reform" in China', The China Quarterly, no.101 (March 1985), pp.122-31. 

Kung, 'Egalitarianism, Subsistence Provision, and Work Incentives', p. 181. 

Kung, 'Equal Entitlement Versus Tenure Security'. 
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re-adjusted land. These re-adjustments have sought to retain the initial 

egalitarian per capita distribution of land. The reasoning is that as families 

undergo demographic changes over time in terms of new births and marriages, 
those that have increased in size will have inadequate land, whereas 
households that become smaller over the years will have extra land beyond 
their needs. 

Although the central government intends to boost farmers' confidence in 
the security of their tenure, the proposed policy may instead encounter 
resistance at the grass-roots level, as the new policy contradicts the egalitarian 
attitudes that underpin China's present system. In order to adequately assess 
farmers' preferences, a rural household survey in which we participated in 
1994 was conducted by the Development Research Centre (Fazhan Yanjiu 
Zhongxin) of the State Council. 

The Data and Analytical Methods 

In the autumn of 1994, one of the authors, Liu Shouying, drew up a 

questionnaire about farmers' preferences relating to agricultural property 
rights. This questionnaire survey was conducted in eight counties across four 

provinces. The eight counties were selected to represent rural areas 
characterized by different levels of agricultural productivity, of non? 

agricultural development, and of land scarcity or abundance, as all of these 
factors may affect peasants' attitudes toward land tenure issues. Three 
counties in Zhejiang were chosen that contain villages which enjoy 
comparatively high levels of income for rural China. To varying degrees, these 

villages have ceased to rely upon farming as a primary source of household 
income, thanks to the robust development of their non-farm economies (Table 
1). 

In contrast, the two counties in Jilin province that were surveyed, Dehui 
and Gongzhuling, are favourably endowed with good land and low 

population-to-land ratios. Because they lag behind in the development of their 

non-agricultural economy, these village economies basically still rely on grain 
production as the single most important source of income: 70 per cent of 
farmers' income in Dehui and 72 per cent in Gongzhuling. 

A third type of county contains villages with low per capita arable land, 
but these villages have achieved slightly greater progress in non-agricultural 
development, largely through rural industrialization, and thus have incomes 

equivalent to the second type: a type represented by households in Weihui 

county in Henan province and Anfu and Nanzheng counties in Jiangxi 
province. 

In all, 800 rural households were surveyed ? 100 in each county. This 
was accomplished within each of the counties by selecting ten villages, and 
then, within each village, by selecting ten households based on rigorous 
sampling techniques. 
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There 
Table 1: Socio-economic Characteristics of 800 Farm Households in Eight Chinese Counties, 1994 

Province County 

Number of Mean per 
plots per capita 
farm arable land 
household (mu) 

Mean family Non- 
Household labour, agricultural 
size of which: labour 

Percentage of 
households 
with non? 

agricultural 
labour (%) 

Per capita 
net income 

(yuan) 

Share of 
income State 
from non- grain 
farm quota 
sources (%) (kg/mu) 

Zhejiang Ning 
Leqing 
Shaoxing 

2.82 
3.51 
2.03 

1.88 
1.18 
0.75 

3.67 
5.58 
3.97 

2.92 
3.89 
3.02 

2.16 
2.56 
2.63 

90 
94 
97 

960 
2,821 
3,332 

65 
68 
78 

26 
150 
119 

Henan 

Jilin 

Weihui 

Dehui 

Gongzhuling 

2.66 

4.85 
2.89 

1.56 

4.27 
4.18 

4.69 

4.59 
4.42 

3.22 

3.09 
2.55 

1.05 

0.41 
0.43 

55 

36 
39 

896 

1,141 
928 

22 

30 
28 

83 

150 
178 

Jiangxi Anfu 

Nanzheng 

24.83 
5.73 

2.95 
1.98 

5.19 
5.19 

4.19 
4.00 

1.00 
0.41 

73a 
33 

896 
960 

17 
26 

122 
211 

Note: aDespite the large proportion of households in Anfu county (70 per cent) that are involved in non-farm economic activities, the 

corresponding share of income that they derived from this sector is disproportionately small ? only 17 per cent. 
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Interrelated attitudinal questions on property rights and institutional and 

policy choices were addressed in the survey. While Chinese economists have 
debated the optimal allocation of ownership rights in land, it is unclear how 

peasants actually view the ownership issue and, when presented with a choice, 
what their preferences are. Do peasants subscribe to the often proposed idea of 

perpetuating land use rights as a possible alternative to privatization, so as to 
alleviate tenure insecurity; and, if not, what in their own view is the optimal 
duration for the land contract? 

Ownership is essentially defined by a bundle of rights, which in the 
context of a village economy include the rights to make cropping and 

marketing decisions, to collect land rents when cultivation rights are 

transferred, to mortgage land titles for collateral, and, above all, to inherit 
these sets of rights. We sought farmers' views on the particular sets of rights 
that they would like to see incorporated. More specifically, the survey asked 

questions directly related to peasants' confidence both in the present 
household responsibility system and future tenure security. 

Respondents were directly asked to express their support, or lack of it, for 
the proposed policy to freeze land adjustments. In order to assess this, they 
were asked to indicate if a household that has experienced deaths or whose 

daughter(s) had married out to other villages, or had been engaged in non? 

agricultural work, should return any land to the village authorities for 
redistribution. 

Farmers' Preferences Regarding Ownership Rights in Land 

Notwithstanding the view that sees Chinese peasants as essentially the de facto 
residual claimants of farm income after the reform,8 only a minority of the 

respondents, 2.5 per cent, think of themselves as the land owner; the majority, 
94.8 per cent, regard themselves as merely having use rights that have been 
contracted to them (Table 2a). As we can see, the proportion of farmers who 
believe the village collectives or, alternatively, the state is the ultimate owner 
amount to roughly the same ? 46.5 per cent versus 48.3 per cent. In counties 
where non-farm economic activities are most developed, such as Shaoxing and 

Leqing, farmers largely presume that the collectives are the land owner.9 
In these two counties, village governments own profitable enterprises and, 

See, for example, Yang Xun, 'Guoyou huying: Zhongguo nongcun tudi zhidu gaige de 
xianshi xuanze' [State Ownership with Household Management: The Realistic Choice in 
the Reform of China's Rural Land Institutions], in He Kang and Wang Yuzhao (eds), 
Zhongguo Nongcun Gaige Shinian [Ten Years of Rural Reform in China) (Beijing: 
Zhongguo Renmin Chubanshe, 1990), pp.450-6. 
Not surprisingly, regression analysis separately reveals that households with substantial 
shares of non-farm income ? presumably families that also devote little time to farming 
? tend to see the village authorities as the collector of land rents (Table 3, Equation 4). 
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Table 2: Farmers' Attitudes Toward Land Ownership Issues 

a. Farmers' Perceptions of Land Ownership Rights (%) 

The collective, The state, with 
with use rights use rights 

The farm devolved to the devolved to the Other 
household farm household farm household responses Total 

20(2.5%) 372(46.5%) 386(48.3%) 22(2.8%) 800(100%) 

b. Farmers9 Preferences in Land Ownership (%) 

The collective, The state, with 
with use rights use rights 

The farm devolved to the devolved to the Other 
household farm household farm household responses Total 

111 (13.9%) 315 (39.4%) 373 (46.6%) 1 (0.1%) 800 (100%) 

c. What is the Appropriate Contractual Duration for Land Use Rights? (%) 

Depending on 
Less than At least More than villagers' 
5 years 15 years 15 years preference Total 

143 (17.9%) 222 (27.7%) 299 (37.4%) 136 (17.0%) 800 (100%) 

Note: This table is based on Questions 1, 2 and 4 of the questionnaire translated in 
the Appendix. 
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through this, retain a strong influence over the local village economy in terms 
of employment, welfare, patronage and active political administration. In 
these circumstances, farmers tend to think of the village and the former 

production teams, not the distant state, as the ultimate de jure owner of their 
fields.'o 

A more interesting question is whether farmers, when given a 

hypothetical choice, would like to see themselves as the de jure land owner. 

Only 111, or 14 per cent, replied affirmatively. The ownership preference of 
the majority, 86 per cent, is to retain a land-tenure structure in which 

ownership does not reside in households (Table 2b).11 Among low-income 
farmers, only 15 per cent prefer that the household should own the land; 
among middle-income farmers, only 13 per cent have that preference; and of 
the high-income farmers who were surveyed, the figure was only 12 per cent 

(Table 4a). >2 

10 See, among others, Jean C. Oi, 'Fiscal Reform and the Economic Foundation of Local 
State Corporatism in China', World Politics, vol.45, no.l (1992), pp.99-126. 

1 { In particular, an overwhelming majority, nearly 80 per cent, of the farmers in the two 
Zhejiang province counties, Leqing and Shaoxing, continue to prefer the former 
production team to be owner as against the state in general. This preference among the 
farmers in these two counties is ascertained by multi-nomial regression analysis, which 
shows that households that derive the bulk of their income from non-farm sources think 
it is appropriate for the collective to own the land (Table 3, Equation 1). Conversely, in 
areas where non-farm activities are lagging behind but are otherwise favourably 
endowed with land resources, such as the surveyed counties in Jilin province, farmers 
opt for the state as the land owner. (Multi-nomial regression analysis is used where the 
dependent variable consists of more than two discrete categories or values. In this case, 
respondents were given four choices to the question that asks them who they prefer as 
owner of the land they farm [cf. explanatory notes in Table 3]. In multi-nomial analysis, 
one of the dependent variable's values, typically the one with the highest frequency of 
occurrence, is chosen as the base group for comparing the probability of such an event 
occurring relative to others. The relative risk ratio, or rrr, a probabilistic value that 
ranges between 0 and 1, provides the reference point for interpreting the econometric 
finding. For example, an rrr-value < 1 in Equation 1 implies that, relative to those who 
choose the state as the owner, farmers who enjoy a significant share of their income from 
non-agricultural activities are likely to choose the collective instead. On the contrary, an 
rrr-value > 1 indicates that those who have favourable land endowments are likely to 
believe the state to be the owner.) 

12 Regression analysis performed at the household level similarly shows, further, that the 
high-income families and those who derive substantial shares of their income from non- 
farm sources have consistently preferred the collectives as the land owner (Table 5, 
Equation 1). 
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Table 3: Summary of Regression Results ? County-Level Analysis 

Equation la 

Farm house? 
hold (mr) 

The state 
(itt) 

(z-statistics) (z-statistics) 

Equation 2b 

No(rrr) 

(z-statistics) 

Don't know 
Orr) 

Equation 3C Equation 4d 

Less than Villagers' 
5 years (itt) preference (rrr) Coefficient 

(z-statistics) (z-statistics) (z-statistics) (Chi ̂ statistics) 

shy_nfs 

num_plots 

quota J 

pc_arld 

constant 

No. of obs. 
Model Chi2/F-statistics 
Level of significance 
R2/Psuedo R2 

0.73 
(-0.62) 
0.98 

(-0.87) 
1.00* 

(1.71) 
1.15 

(1.18) 

0.35*** 
(-2.85) 

1.00 
(0.30) 
q 99*** 

(-5.09) 
1.65*** 

(6.11) 

686 
146.71 

0.0001 
0.11 

2.96*** 
(2.87) 
0.87*** 

(-4.06) 
1.0 

(0.58) 
1.0 

(-0.02) 

3.35*** 
(2.89) 
0.97* 

(-1.77) 
0 QQ*** 

(-4.13) 
0.87 

(-1.43) 

686 
123.22 

0.0001 
0.09 

4 97*** 
(3.18) 
0.85*** 

(-3.54) 
1.03*** 

(7.84) 
1.03 

(0.32) 

3.95*** 
(3.29) 
0.93*** 

(-3.48) 
j Oj*** 

(3.21) 
0.89 

(-1.33) 

684 
209.01 

0.0001 
0.11 

-3.65*** 
(-9.21) 
-0.02 
(-0.95) 
-0.01*** 

(-4.44) 
0.24*** 
(3.17) 
2 33*** 
(6.32) 

635 
195.53 

0.0001 
0.22 

* sig. at 10% level ** sig. at 1 % level *** sig. at 0.1% level 

Notes: shy_nfs = share of income from non-farm sources; num_plots = number of plots per farm household; quota = state grain quota; 
pc_arld = per capita arable land. 

aWho should be the land owner ? state or collective? (The collective is the base comparing group.) 
Perpetual land use rights? ('Yes' answer is the base comparing group.) 
cAppropriate contract duration? (Answer of 'at least 15 years' is the base comparing group.) 
dShould households collect land rents? (yes = 1, no = 0) 
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(Table 3 continued) 

Equation 5e Equation 6f Equation 72 

Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient 

(Chi2-statistics) (Chi2-statistics) (z-statistics) 

Equation 8h Equation 9' 

No (rrr) Don't care (rrr) Don't care (rrr) Yes (rrr) 
(z-statistics) (z-statistics) (z-statistics) (z-statistics) 

shy_nfs 

num_plots 

quota J 

pc_arld 

constant 

No. of obs. 
Model Chi2/F-statistics 
Level of significance 
R2/Pseudo R2 

0.80** 
(2.24) 
-0.06 
(-1-36) 
-0.02*** 

(-10.55) 
0.11 
(1.40) 
j 99*** 

(6.15) 
608 
167.92 

0.0001 
0.20 

-1.57** 
(5.08) 
-0.22*** 

(17.25) 
0.02*** 

(38.06) 
-1 09*** 

(37.17) 
1.94 

(10.40) 
316 
188.80 

0.0001 
0.82 

092*** 
(3.01) 
0.06*** 
(3.35) 
-0.01*** 

(-3.97) 
-0.14** 

(-2.70) 
-0.05 

(-0.17) 
630 
44.08 
0.0001 
0.05 

6.03*** 
(4.25) 
0.98 

(-L04) 
0.99** 

(-2.57) 
0.86* 

(-L48) 

2.34* 
(1.91) 
1.01 

(0.53) 
1.01** 

(2.38) 
0.78** 

(-2.40) 

681 
85.41 
0.0001 
0.07 

1.82 
(1.41) 
0.94** 

(-2.52) 
1.00* 

(-1.53) 
0.90 

(-0.88) 

0.71 
(-0.97) 
0.86*** 

(-5.69) 
q 99*** 

(-2.99) 
j 47*** 

(6.07) 

686 
123.22 

0.0001 
0.09 

: 
sig. at 10% level ! 

sig. at 1 % level *** sig. at 0.1% level 

Notes: e Will you be able to obtain same farm plots? (yes = 1, no = 0) f Magnitude of previous land adjustments? (thorough = 1, adjusted only among the affected farm households = 0) g Should land not be adjusted despite population growth? (yes = 1, no = 0) h Should land be taken away upon death/marriage etc.? ('Yes' answer is the base comparing group.) 1 Should land be taken away when household obtains non-farm work? ('No' answer is the base comparing group.) 
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s 

LO 

(Table 3 continued) 

Notes: J To the extent that quotas are apportioned on the basis of a village's land and initial productivity, this should be treated as an 
endogenous variable, and as such should not be used as an independent variable in the regression analysis. Owing to a variety of 
reasons, however, quotas may deviate from the state's plan. This would especially be the case when they are disaggregated downwards 
from the province to the village, as various levels of the local government may decide to extract more tax from the farmers in a given 
year simply by inflating the quota amount. In addition, the marginal tax rate in traditionally high-yield areas such as Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang provinces have been much higher compared with those classified under the low-yield category, such as Anhui province, where 
productivity has soared by leaps and bounds since 1978 but without having its tax rate correspondingly adjusted upward to reflect the 
change in productivity. In any event, in order to ascertain if any statistically significant differences may exist in state grain quotas 
between farm households in the eight sample counties, a t-test was performed for two selected time points, 1988 and 1993, and the result 
is significant at < 5 per cent level. An F-test was also performed to see if statistically significant differences may also exist among the 
farmers in the sample counties at a particular point in time. The results are statistically significant for both 1988 and 1993 at the 0 per 
cent level. On the basis of these statistical tests, we have included the quota variable in the regression analysis. 

We employed logit regression analysis in order to better verify the relationship between the set of attitudinal variables to be explained 
and the explanatory variables, the latter of which include the following four factors; viz., village land endowments (denoted as 
PCARLD), the progress of non-agricultural development (SHYNFS), the state grain purchase quota (QUOTA),J and the degree of 
scattering, or the number of farm plots a representative household has on average been allotted (NUMPLOTS). While more variables 
can conceivably be added to the list of explanatory factors, the above ones adequately capture the unique characteristics of the surveyed 
counties. For example, whereas most Zhejiang villages contain a substantial non-agricultural sector, those in Jilin do not but are 
favourably endowed with land, and villages in Jiangxi are subject to relatively heavy state grain quotas (cf. Table 1). 

This content downloaded  on Mon, 18 Feb 2013 05:56:09 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


44 THE CHINA JOURNAL 

Table 4: Farmers' Attitudes Toward Land Tenure Issues 
Household-Level Cross-Tabulation Analysis3 

a. 

The land you farm 
should be owned 
by: 

The farm 
household 

The 
collective 

The 
state Other 

by non-farm 
income shareb 

high 
low 

by per capita 
net income0 

high 
middle 
low 

43(11.29%) 
68(16.31%) 

24(12.06%) 
22(13.25%) 
65(15.01%) 

207(54.33%) 130(34.12%) 1(0.26%) 381(100%) 
107(25.66%) 242(58.03%) 417(100%) 

119(59.80%) 
70(42.17%) 
125(28.87%) 

55 (27.64%) 
74 (44.58%) 
243(56.12%) 

1 (0.50%) 199(100%) 
166(100%) 
433 (100%) 

Yes (%) No (%) n = (%) 

1) No further land re-adjustments 
in spite of population growth: 

by per capita net income 
high 
middle 
low 

107 (53.77%) 
70 (45.45%) 
100(26.95%) 

92(46.23%) 199(100%) 
84(54.55%) 154(100%) 
271 (73.05%) 371 (100%) 

2) Grain should be supplied at 
subsidized prices/free of charge 
to new members who will not be 
allocated village land: 

by per capita net income 
high 
middle 
low 

by household size 
large 
small 

39(19.6%) 
46 (30.87%) 
43(12.61%) 

69 (22.40%) 
59(15.49%) 

160(80.40%) 199(100%) 
103(69.13%) 149(100%) 
298(87.39%) 341(100%) 

239 (77.60%) 
322(84.51%) 

308 (100%) 
381 (100%) 
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Yes (%) No (%) 
Don't 
care (%) n = (%) 

3) Is it an acceptable practice to take 
away land from a household that has 
lost a family member due either to 
death or through marriage? 

by non-farm income share 
high 
low 

by per capita net income 
high 
middle 
low 

by household size 
large 
small 

211 (55.38%) 
303 (74.45%) 

69(18.11%) 
84 (20.64%) 

86 (43.22%) 47 (23.62%) 
99(59.64%) 27(16.27%) 
329(77.78%) 79(18.68%) 

242 (65.05%) 
272 (65.38%) 

86(23.12%) 
67(16.11%) 

101 (26.51%) 
20 (4.91%) 

381 (100%) 
407(100%) 

66(33.17%) 199(100%) 
40(24.1%) 166(100%) 
15 (3.55%) 423(100%) 

44(11.83%) 
77(18.51%) 

372(100%) 
416(100%) 

4) Is it an acceptable practice to 
take away land from a household 
engaged in non-farm work in 
other places? 

by non-farm income share 
high 
low 

by per capita net income 
high 
middle 
low 

by household size 
large 
small 

108(28.65%) 182(48.28%) 87(23.08%) 377(100%) 
144(35.82%) 235(58.46%) 23 (5.72%) 402(100%) 

50(25.13%) 
48 (29.63%) 
154(36.84%) 

95 (47.74%) 
78(48.15%) 
244 (58.37%) 

54(27.14%) 199(100%) 
36(22.22%) 162(100%) 
20 (4.78%) 418(100%) 

110(29.89%) 213(57.88%) 45(12.23%) 368(100%) 
142(34.58%) 204(49.64%) 651(15.82%) 411(100%) 

Notes: a This table is based on Questions 2, 8, 9, 10 and 11 of the questionnaire translated in 
the Appendix. 
b High non-farm income > 25% share of total income; Low non-farm income < 25% 
share of total income (mean = 25%) 
c The high-income group has an income > 2,000 yuan; the middle-income group has 
an income of between 1,201 and 2,000 yuan; the low-income group has an income of 
< 1,200 yuan. 
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Table 5: Summary of Regression Results ? Household-Level Analysis 

Equation la 

Farm house- Collective 
hold (rn) (rrr) 

(z-statistics) (z-statistics) 

Equation 2b Equation 3C Equation 4d Equation 5e 

Coefficient Coefficient No (rrr) 
(Chi2-statistics) (Chi2-statistics) (z-statistics) 

Don't care 
(rrr) 

(z-statistics) 

Yes (rrr) 

(z-statistics) 

Don't care 
(rrr) 

(z-statistics) 

shy__nfs 

incl 

inc2 

hhs 

constant 

No. of obs. 
Model Chi2/F-statistics 
Level of significance 
R2/Pseudo R2 

0.97 
(-0.11) 
1.69 

(1.57) 
1.13 

(0.41) 
1.06 

(0.25) 

2.51*** 
(4.85) 
2.48*** 
(3.91) 
1.28 

(1.15) 
1.17 

(0.96) 

796 
86.01 
0.0001 
0.05 

0.09 
(0.48) 
1.10*** 

(4.86) 
0.78*** 
(3.56) 
0.04 
(0.24) 
-1.04*** 
(-6.84) 
722 
44.19 
0.0001 
0.05 

-0.07 
(-0.30) 
0.71** 
(2.40) 
1.23*** 

(4.54) 
0.58** 
(2.81) 
-2.25*** 

(-10.56) 
687 
30.00 
0.0001 
0.05 

0.77 
(-1.13) 
2.96*** 
(4.01) 
1.31 

(1.00) 
1.66** 

(2.64) 

2.70*** 
(3.36) 
9.36*** 
(6.43) 
6.11*** 
(5.32) 
0.93 

(-0.32) 

789 
144.86 

0.0001 
0.1 

1.06 
(0.29) 
0.73 

(-1.31) 
0.93 

(-0.33) 
0.72*< 

(-2.04) 

2.48*** 
(3.10) 
3.85*** 
(4.05) 
3,93*** 
(4.19) 
0.83 

(-0.78) 

777 
86.01 
0.0001 
0.06 

'? sig. at 10% level ** sig. at 1% level *** sig. at 0.1% level 

= high-level income, 0 = otherwise); inc2 = middle-level Notes: shy-nfs = share of income from non-farm sources; incl = high-level income (I 
income (1 = middle-level income, 0 = otherwise); hhs = household size. 
a Who should be thc land owner ? state or collective? (The state is the base comparing group.) b Should land be adjusted despite population growth? (yes = 1, no = 0) c Should grain be supplied at subsidized prices/free of charge to new members who will not be allocated village land? (yes = 1, no = 0) d Should land be taken away upon death/marriage etc? ('Yes' answer is the base comparing group.) c Should land be taken away when household obtains non-farm work? ('No' answer is the base comparing group.) 
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Should Land Use Rights be Made Permanent? 

Owing to ideological constraints against privatization of agricultural land, it 
has been suggested in China that the state should remain the nominal owner 
while usufruct rights and the right to transfer and inherit land use are assigned 
to the farm household: a proposition essentially analogous to granting farmers 

property rights in perpetuity or a scheme of 'hidden privatization'.13 It is often 
assumed that farmers in China want such permanent land use rights. 

Yet our survey results reveal that only slightly over half of the 

respondents, 56.3 per cent, endorse the idea of perpetuating land rights, with 

roughly one-quarter opposing it and the rest, 17.6 per cent, unsure (Table 6, 
row 1). With minor exceptions, our results show that the farmers who prefer 
that land rights be granted in perpetuity are primarily those that still rely 
heavily for an income on agriculture ? and especially grain production 
(counties 4-8 in Table I).14 These results are supported by multi-nomial 

regression analysis, which confirms that households that enjoy substantial 
shares of non-farm income do not favour the idea of making land use rights 
permanent, while permanent land use rights are most favoured by those who 
are suffering from an excessive scattering of farm plots, most notably the 
farmers in Anfu county of Jiangxi province (Table 3, Equation 2). In most 

cases, re-adjustments entail shaving off small slices of land and redistributing 
these. In light of the costs of excessive scattering, most notably the time 
wasted in commuting from one plot to another, compared with those who 
suffer less from such a problem, these farmers favour a freeze on further re? 

adjustments. 
While proportionally more farmers, 65 per cent, prefer long-term 

contracts of 15 years over short terms of five years or less, households in the 
affluent villages in Zhejiang province ? the ones able to enjoy the fruits of 

non-agricultural development ? consistently prefer contracts of a shorter 
duration (Table 3, Equation 3, also Table 2c).15 Disproportionate shares of 
farmers in three other counties ? namely Gongzhuling, Leqing and Nanzheng 
? also have a strong preference for non-permanent land rights and short-term 
contracts. In the case of the former two counties, the infrequent adjustment of 
local farmland may be regarded as the primary reason behind this particular 
preference. Respectively, 80 per cent of the surveyed villages in Gongzhuling 
and 50 per cent of those in Leqing have not adjusted land since adopting the 

family farming system. Unless land rental markets are unusually active, which 

may be the case in Leqing but certainly not in Gongzhuling, the mismatch 

13 See Li Yining, 'Nongchanpin shichang yu hongguan tiaojie' [The Market for 
Agricultural Products and Macro-Regulations], Nongye jingji wenti [Problems of 
Agricultural Economy], no.2 (1989), pp.3-8. 

14 An exception is land-rich Gongzhuling. 
15 This includes the answer 'depending on the villagers' preference', which may be taken 

to indicate a farmer's subtle preference for short-term land contracts. 
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Table 6: Farmers' Attitudes Toward Land Tenure Provisions 

Yes (%) No (%) 

Don't (%) 
care n = (%) 

Should land use rights 
be granted in perpetuity? 450 209 

(56.3%) (26.1%) 

141 800 

(17.6%) (100%) 

Transfer of use rights with 
land rents accruing to the 
farm household 

No further land re-adjustments 
in spite of population growth 

Grain should be supplied at 
subsidized prices/free of 

charge to new members who will 
not be allocated village land 

428 309 

(58.1%) (41.9%) 

278 448 

(38.3%) (61.7%) 

129 562 

(18.7%) (81.3%) 

737 

(100%) 

726 

(100%) 

691 

(100%) 

Is it an acceptable practice 
to take away land from a 
household that has lost a 

family member due either to 
death or through marriage? 515 153 

(65.2%) (19.0%) 

122 790 

(15.4%) (100%) 

Is it an acceptable practice 
to take away land from a 
household engaged in non-farm 
work in other places? 253 417 

(32.4%) (53.4%) 

111 781 

(14.2%) (100%) 

Note: This table is based on Questions 2, 3, 8, 9, 10 and 11 of the questionnaire 
translated in the Appendix. 
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between land and labour has evidently become exacerbated as households 

undergo changes in their composition, with those experiencing an increase in 

family members finding they have inadequate land to work. Although it 
cannot be ascertained with equal rigour, it appears that heavy state grain 
quotas may be an important reason behind the preference of Nanzheng's 
fanners for shorter contracts. At the same time, the higher the grain quota per 
unit of land area, the greater the imperative for village authorities to 

periodically redistribute the scarce land resources among the families, closely 
matching the land and labour endowments of each household, in order to 
maximize farm output and to even out the grain burden on households (Table 
3, Equations 5 and 6).16 

The Rights Farmers Wish to See Incorporated in the Contractual Bundle 

In the Chinese literature, the rights which farmers hold over their contracted 

plots are often loosely defined, referring sometimes to income rights or 
broader contractual rights (chengbao quan) and, depending on the individual 

village, the right to collect land rents where a household decides not to farm 
the land but rather to lease out its use. By the standard of Western economic 

theory, Chinese farmers' rights with respect to use, income and transfer are 
not sufficient. For instance, the existence of grain quotas influences planting 
decisions. The same argument applies to marketing decisions: although 
farmers are likely to benefit from selling their farm surplus to private traders, 
especially when market prices are much higher than the government contract 

price, they are typically not allowed to do so until they have honoured their 
sales obligations to the state.17 Also, farmers do not have the right to dispose 
of the land they contract, nor in some cases are they entitled to collect rents 

accruing from short-term transfers to neighbours. In view of these restrictions, 
which specific rights would farmers wish to incorporate into the larger bundle 
of what the Chinese generally call contractual rights? 

16 Yet the great majority of these farmers find their present tenure secure (Table 7). Such a 
paradox may be explained by the conjecture that farmers burdened with heavy state 
quotas can count on the fact that fulfilling the quota is in fact an imperative that village 
cadres are eager to achieve, which crucially depends upon providing the farmers with, at 
the least, present tenure security. 

17 Such was the case in 1993 in the two counties we visited in Hunan province, a year when 
farmers were supposedly allowed to decide how much grain they wanted to sell to the 
state thanks to the latter's short-lived attempt to liberalize the grain marketing system. 
We found the situation basically similar in 1996 in Yutian county, Hebei province, at 
summer harvest time, where loudspeakers could be heard reminding farm households to 
deliver their grain to the local grain bureau on time, while the village authorities 
rigorously guarded against the intrusion of private grain traders. While such market 
closure may arguably be brief, it nonetheless reflects the dominance of state interests 
over those of the peasants'. 
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Insofar as the household is concerned, the ability to make cropping 
decisions based on a calculation of marginal costs and benefits and to sell their 

crop surpluses on the market at the best available price are clearly 
fundamental. Not surprisingly, an overwhelming proportion of the 

respondents, 98 per cent, would like to see the state respect these rights. 
Similar to what one of us found in an earlier farm survey in the provinces of 
Hunan and Sichuan,18 the preference is close to unanimous, to the extent that 
no discernible differences between the surveyed counties could be observed. 

Also, fully 60.5 per cent regard the right to inherit land use to be an 

integral part of their contractual rights.19 And when asked whether farm 
households should be allowed temporarily to sub-lease their cultivation rights 
to others and collect rents, a majority, 58.1 per cent, replied positively (Table 
6, row 2). Our survey results further reveal that this latter right is more 
favoured by farmers in primarily agricultural areas ? such as Weihui county 
in Henan province, the two Jilin counties, and Anfu county in Jiangxi province 
? than by farmers in the affluent industrializing Zhejiang villages.20 

In sharp contrast, far fewer respondents, 26.5 per cent, felt that the 

pledging of land use rights as collateral for bank loans should be included in 
the contractual rights.21 To begin with, most farmers do not regard themselves 
as the de jure owners of the land contracted to them. Equally important, we 
contend, is the absence of credit institutions that readily would lend to farmers 
on the basis of their usufruct right, a factor that must have negatively affected 
their perceptions that such a right can be used for pledging loans. 

Tenure Security 

There are two levels at which tenure security can be analysed. The first 
concerns farmers' perceptions of how secure their present tenure is: whether 

they think their contracted plots will be taken back by the village authorities 
before the current leasing agreement expires. The second level revolves 
around farmers' perceptions of future tenure (in)security, arising from the 

possibility that they may not be able to contract the same farm plots in the 
future and therefore may refrain from making long-term investments in them. 

With the exception of Leqing county and to a lesser extent Weihui 

county, the overall majority of farmers, 61.9 per cent, did not find it at all 

18 Kung, 'Equal Entitlement Versus Tenure Security', p. 100. 
19 This is somewhat higher than the 44.5 per cent of farmers in Hunan and Sichuan who are 

in favour of having such a right. Ibid., p. 100. 
20 The result of a similar survey reveals that, in primarily agricultural communities, 69.5 

per cent of the respondents were in favour of having such a right. Ibid., p. 100. 
21 This is similar to the survey result in Hunan and Sichuan, according to which 24 per cent 

of the farmers favoured incorporating this particular right into the contract bundle. Ibid., 
p. 100. 
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likely that their contracted plots might be redrawn before their contract expires 
(Table 7). 

The exception, Leqing county, provides an interesting case study. 
Contrary to the assumption that a contract of long duration would enhance 
rather than undermine security of tenure, in Leqing county, where the contract 

period of 15 years commencing in 1984 has been rigorously abided by, this 

appears to have negatively affected village respondents' perceptions. What 

they deem to be an under-adjustment of farm holdings has led to a preference 
for shorter contracts. A large majority of the young adult villagers in Leqing 
have left for non-farm employment and businesses outside their home 

villages.22 Since the villagers in Wenzhou prefecture in general, and Leqing in 

Table 7: Expectations for Present Land Tenure 

Will your contracted plots be taken away before the existing lease expires? (%) 

Province County3 Yes No n = 

Zhejiang Ning 40% 60% 100 

Leqing 73% 27% 100 

Shaoxing 28% 72% 100 

Henan Weihui 61% 39% 100 

Jilin Dehui 29% 71% 100 

Gongzhuling 30% 70% 100 

Jianxi Nanzheng 6% 94% 100 

n= 266 434 700 
(%) (38%) (62%) (100%) 

Notes: This table is based on Question 6 of the questionnaire translated in the 

Appendix. 
a We have left out Anfu county given the exceedingly low response rate to 
this question among the farmers of this county (only 19 respondents). 

22 According to the results of a local survey, 38.5 per cent of those who left in 1993 were 
women, most of whom were in their twenties and early thirties. Zhang Renshou, 
'Wenzhou Nongcun Laodongli Zhuanye Fengshi Yanjiu' [A Study of the Specifics of 
Labour Transfer in Wenzhou Villages], Zhongguo nongcun jingji [China's Rural 
Economy], no.l (1996), pp.50-4. Also interviews, June 1995. 
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particular, typically depart as a group ? with husbands and wives, brothers 
and sisters, departing together23 ? many families were found to lack the 

auxiliary labour power to continue farming and were forced to sub-lease their 
contracted plots to others. Where they were able to find relatives and friends 
to help fulfil both their consumption needs and crop deliveries to the state, this 
kind of informal short-term transfer of land was sanctioned by the village 
authorities. But a good proportion of them, some 66 per cent, were unable to 
find such immediate help and were forced to resort to arm's-length 
transactions with people with whom they were not well acquainted and who 
had come from outside the village to take up tenancy arrangements.24 Given 
that the contractees were not legally responsible for meeting the state quotas, 
some chose not to honour these obligations and sold the produce in the market 
instead. So the village government made it abundantly clear that the village 
households whose quotas had not been met would now risk losing their rights 
to land or be issued a stiff fine. 

Table 8: Survey of Village Officials Regarding Enforcement of Land 
Use Rights When Land is Left Uncultivated (percentage of 

villages) 

Zhejiang Henan Jilin Jiangxi 

Action of village cadre: 

Monitors all land 90% 10% 56% 55% 

Monitors only responsibility land 0% 0% 4% 0% 

Does not monitor 0% 10% 0% 9% 

Monitors but no stipulated penalties 10% 80% 40% 36% 

n= 30 10 25 ll 

Leqing county is not alone. In a separate survey of village cadres that we 

helped organize, when asked whether any action is taken against farmers who 
do not properly cultivate the land contracted to them, 90 per cent of the village 
cadres in Zhejiang province answered affirmatively, compared to 56 per cent 
in Jilin, 55 per cent in Jiangxi, and a negligible 10 per cent in Henan (Table 8). 
This difference in responses may be attributed to the declining significance of 

23 Ibid., p.53. 
24 Interviews, June 1995 and November 1995. 
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agricultural earnings as a primary income source in the latter areas, on the one 
hand, and the tighter control exercised by the village authorities there in 

ensuring that the staple crop is properly cultivated, on the other. 
Some farmers have another reason to feel concerned about their present 

tenure security. In villages where demographic re-adjustments have been 

delayed by the village authorities, farmers believe it more likely that the 
authorities may soon intervene to redress the balance of land distribution 

among the farm households. The adverse effect on villagers' confidence is 
also evident among the majority of farmers in Hanshou county, Hunan 

province, where land re-adjustments similarly had been deliberately 
postponed.25 

A majority of the respondents, 61 per cent, see only a slight possibility of 

obtaining the same contracted plots in the next round of land adjustments 
(Table 9). But inasmuch as Leqing and Gongzhuling counties share with 

Table 9: Expectations that Their Household Will Get the Same Farm 
Plots in the Next Contract 

Province County3 Yes No n = 

Zhejiang 

Henan 

Jilin 

Jiangxi 

Ning 
Leqing 
Shaoxing 

Weihui 

Dehui 

Gongzhuling 

Nanzheng 

83% 
15% 
61% 

41% 

56% 
12% 

2% 

17% 
85% 
39% 

59% 

44% 
88% 

98% 

100 
100 
100 

100 

100 
100 

100 

n = 

(%) 

271 

(39%) 

429 

(61%) 

700 

(100%) 

Note: This table is based on Question 7 of the questionnaire translated in the 

Appendix. 

aWe have left out Anfu county given the exceedingly low response rate to 
this question among the farmers of this county (only 19 respondents). 

25 See Kung 'Equal Entitlement Versus Tenure Security', pp. 102-5. 
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Hanshou a similar experience of under-adjustment of farm holdings, an even 

higher percentage of respondents in these two counties consider their future 
tenure insecure. 

However, as indicated by the greater proportions of farmers in Shaoxing 
and Ning counties, choosing yes to the question as to whether they will be able 
to obtain the same contracted plots in the future, regression analysis suggests 
that economic progress has the effect of fostering future tenure security (Table 
3, Equation 5). For the more a villager relies on non-farm employment and 
income opportunities provided by the village authorities as a primary source of 

income, the less will land be subjected to frequent reassignment in response to 

population growth, as the village is capable of providing off-farm employment 
opportunities to new adult members and/or satisfying the basic consumption 
needs of newborns.26 

Do farmers neglect to properly take care of their fields and neglect to re? 
invest in them if they believe they will not obtain the same farm plots in 
future? Not necessarily. In some districts peer pressure is exerted and, 
moreover, only those who fertilize the land will be favourably treated in the 
next round of land re-adjustment. This is the case, for example, in some of the 

villages we visited in Hebei. Investment in the land there becomes 

independent of whether farmers are able to obtain the same fields.27 

Egalitarian Constraints and Peasants' Choice of Institutions 

Despite the Chinese government's instructions to villages in 1993 to freeze 
land adjustments for as long as 30 years regardless of household demographic 
changes, recent official figures from China reveal that as of the end of 1996, 
little more than half of China's villages had renewed land contracts with 

farmers, and only 20 per cent were contracts for 30 years in accordance with 
the central government's directive. Most of the contracts instead were signed 
for ten, five, or even fewer years.28 

One reason, shown by our survey, is that 62 per cent of the respondents 
oppose the idea of 30-year contracts (Table 10). This is somewhat less than 
the 81.5 per cent of the 400 respondents in Hunan and Sichuan who, in a 

previous survey conducted by one of the authors, opposed the same proposed 

26 Small wonder, therefore, that farmers in Nanzheng, where the state grain quotas are the 
heaviest of all the eight counties, want relatively short-term contracts and at the same 
time do not believe their future allotments will be the same farm plots as at present 
(Tables 1 and 9, respectively). 

27 Interviews, July 1996. 
28 See South China Morning Post, 27 May 1997, p. 10. According to this newspaper report, 

the Ministry of Agriculture attributes the low incidence of villages adopting the policy of 
30-year contracts to village authorities wanting to hold on to their power rooted in land 
re-allocation, but we maintain that it is the farmers' resistance to such a policy that 
explains the policy's poor reception. 
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Table 10: Farmers' Attitudes Toward Not Re-adjusting Land for 
30 Years Despite Household Demographic Changes (%) 

Province County In favour Not in favour 

Zhejiang 

Henan 

Jilin 

Jiangxi 

Ning 
Leqing 
Shaoxing 

Weihui 

Dehui 

Gongzhuling 

Anfu 

Nanzheng 

69% 
56% 
39% 

25% 

22% 
22% 

88% 
23% 

31% 
44% 
61% 

75% 

78% 
78% 

12% 
77% 

100 
100 
100 

100 

100 
100 

26 
100 

n = 

(%) 

278 

(38%) 
448 

(62%) 

726 

(100%) 

This table is based on Question 8 of the questionnaire translated in 

Appendix. 

Note: the 

policy. The results of logit regression analysis suggest that this view is 

strongest in agricultural areas where off-farm employment opportunities are 

yet to develop and where farmers have to continue relying on land for their 
livelihood (Table 3, Equation 7) and also among low-income households 
(Table 5, Equation 2). 

Farmers' preference for a communal rather than a private system of 

property rights has to be appreciated within the overall context of family 
livelihoods. To begin with, the need for land by families is likely to vary at 
different points of the demographic cycle; in this connection, the collective 

system, with the feature of periodic land re-adjustment based on household 
size, offers farm households just such flexibility. Also, farmers are willing to 
leave and look for off-farm jobs outside their home villages only when they 
are guaranteed that land will be available to them when they are no longer able 
to work off the farm.29 It is inconceivable how alternative systems of property 
rights can offer such insurance to the farmers. 

29 Apparently, even in relatively well-off villages, farmers do not easily give up their equal 
land entitlement rights. This can be evidenced in Leqing county where many have left 
for more remunerative off-farm work outside the county. Having been informed that 
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Linked to the idea that the periodic adjustment of farm holdings provides 
a form of social and unemployment insurance to the farmers is their 

preference for equity within an institutional environment characterized by 
resource scarcity, policy constraints and economic uncertainty. Such a 

preference, it may be argued, is not specific only to the Chinese experience 
but universally inherent in the culture of peasant communities in other parts of 
the world, too, transcending both times and cultures. In his surveys of pre- 
revolution Russia, for example, A. V. Chayanov has shown that the Russian 

peasants in the rural mir of Tsarist times had similarly resorted to the strategy 
of adjusting communal land over time to accord with the family life-cycle, 
much like their Chinese counterparts today.30 In short, the overriding reason 

why the majority of farmers oppose the new government policy of freezing 
land adjustments is that it removes a specific right to which villagers, as 
members of the community, are currently entitled: an equal share of the land 
as a means of guaranteeing that basic consumption needs will be met. This 
was an important institutional element during the collective era, when basic 

consumption needs were provided to members of the production team on an 

equal basis. Food-stuffs were first apportioned to farm households on the basis 
of numbers of mouths to be fed, without considering their contributions to the 
team's output; only the cash from sales of team produce to the state was 
distributed in accordance with the work-points that a family had accumulated 
over the crop cycle.31 Apparently, this desire to fulfil basic needs within the 

community still prevails among most farmers ? those who still have to rely 
on agriculture as the primary source of income. 

The Ministry of Agriculture would like to ascertain the extent to which 
farmers, especially those in communities with substantial non-agricultural 
opportunities, would be willing to modify their equal land entitlement right. 
Specifically, instead of allotting land to new members of the village 
community ? newborns and brides ? they would be provided with food- 

grains either at the state procurement price, which is typically lower than the 
market prices, or free of charge, as already practised by some wealthy villages 

30 

land will soon be adjusted, many villagers had either returned home or made clear to the 
village authorities in writing that they still wanted to receive an equal share of the 
village's land in the upcoming round of land re-adjustment, even though they would no 
longer be able to farm it themselves. It was subsequently decided by the village 
authorities that the absentee-villagers would still get their share of the land, but the 
authorities will arrange somebody else to farm them (Interviews, July 1996). 
See D. Thorner et al. (eds), A. V. Chayanov on The Theory of Peasant Economy 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1986). We are grateful to Jon Unger for 
bringing this point to our attention. 

31 Households that failed to accumulate enough work-points to pay for the food-stuffs they 
received went into a sort of debt to the team, to be paid back when the children reached 
sixteen and began working. For a more detailed discussion, see Jonathan Unger, 'The 
Decollectivization of the Chinese Countryside: A Survey of Twenty-Eight Villages', 
Pacific Affairs, vol.58, no.4 (1985-86), pp.585-606, especially p.596, note 17. 
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in highly industrialized Wuxi county.32 Yet a large majority of the 

respondents, 81.3 per cent, oppose this particular policy (Table 6, row 4).33 
They do so irrespective of whether they have high incomes or low incomes (in 
fact, low-income households oppose this type of policy at a higher rate [87 per 
cent] than high-income households [80 per cent]; and irrespective of whether 
the households are large [where opposition to the policy stands at 77.6 per 
cent] or small [84.5 per cent] (see Table 4b, 2; also Table 5, Equation 3). 
Herein lies an interesting paradox concerning egalitarianism in Chinese 

village life: our survey results show that whereas peasants do expect land 
entitlements to be equal on a per capita basis, such a spirit does not 

necessarily extend to encompass all aspects of village life. Quite the opposite: 
once land is equitably distributed, most farmers believe there should be no 
welfare food-grains, which is equivalent to saying that farmers do not wish to 
see the equal land entitlement rule modified. 

The egalitarian spirit that underpins the peasant ideology of equal land 
entitlements is demonstrably reflected in rural Liaoning. Dubbed as the 'two- 
field system', land there is first allocated to farm households on the basis of 
their consumption, fodder and seed needs, with the remainder of the land 
either assigned on the basis of a household's labouring capacity or 

competitively on the basis of open bids. A household that chooses to contract 
an amount just sufficient to satisfy its own consumption needs is spared the 
state grain quota on its subsistence plots (kouliang tian), while the policy 
allows those households that would like to expand the scale of their farming 
operations the opportunity to do so. However, as soon as the new state policy 
of freezing land adjustments was announced, those who had already left 

farming rushed back to claim their entitled share ? the portion they had 
chosen not to farm temporarily under the spirit of the two-field system.34 

32 Interviews, Beijing 1995 and Wuxi 1996. This agrarian policy arguably puts strong 
emphasis on putting into place a set of institutions that would provide a safety net for all. 
In this particular respect, China's agricultural policy may be regarded as different from 
that of other Third World countries. 

33 Respondents in only two counties ? Leqing and Anfu ? support the policy. Most of the 
residents in Leqing favour it because a large proportion of them are absentee villagers. 
They would benefit from the new policy as they would no longer be required to maintain 
their contractual rights. That presently entails paying a subsidy to their contractees when 
grain prices are low, as well as having to risk a penalty imposed by the village 
authorities should their contractees fail to honour the quota sales. Respondents in Anfu 
like the idea of freezing land adjustments as they are already suffering from an excessive 
scattering of plots, and at the same time the low level of economic development there 
also makes the idea of a free supply of food-grains an attractive one. 

34 See Yan Xueyi and Li Wangwei, 'Dui laoshi gangdi zhengbaoqi yanchang sanshi nian 
zhengce de chuqian rensi' [A Preliminary Understanding of the Results of Implementing 
the Policy of Extending Land Tenure for Thirty Years], Nongye jingji [Agricultural 
Economics] (Shenyang, 1995), no.ll, pp.8-10. This was apparently also the situation 
there in 1985, after the policy of extending farmers' tenure for 15 years was announced. 
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By a majority of 53.4 per cent vs. 32.4 per cent (14.2 per cent had no 

opinion), respondents did not see participation by their fellow villagers in non- 
farm work away from home as a legitimate reason for the village to reclaim 
their assigned plots (Table 6, row 6). The rationale of the majority is that 
insofar as these families have not changed their registration status to become 
urban residents, and are not entitled to the wide array of benefits that urban 
residents enjoy, to remove their entitlements to land would deprive them of 
their safety net; should they lose their off-farm jobs, they would need to retreat 
back to their farm fields. Even farmers with low non-farm incomes believe, by 
a margin of 58.5 per cent to 35.8 per cent, that such people should retain their 
land (Table 4b, 4). Regression analysis shows that only in villages with high 
land-to-person ratios but with few off-farm opportunities for most farmers, 
such as in Jilin province, do farmers endorse the idea that the land of those 
who have already left farming for non-farm work should be returned for re? 
allocation within the village community (Table 3, Equation 9).35 

A way to test the proposition regarding the strength of the peasant 
egalitarian spirit is to ask interviewees if a farm household should be allowed 
to keep the land if someone in the family passes away or a daughter marries 
and leaves the village. A strikingly consistent 65.2 per cent think the village 
should take the land back in those circumstances (Table 6, row 5). Among 
high-income households, 43.2 per cent feel this way, compared to only 23.6 

per cent who disagree; among low-income households, fully 77.8 per cent 
believe the land should be taken back, compared to a low 18.7 per cent who 

disagree (Table 4b, 3). Interestingly, proportionally more large households 
tend to be sympathetic with families that have experienced a decline in 

membership and are inclined not to side with the idea of taking land back from 
these families. Indeed, regression analysis shows precisely that large 

Instead of assigning land according to the prevailing practice based on both household 
size and labouring capacity, land was reassigned solely on a per capita basis as soon as 
farmers learned that the authorities were going to extend the new tenure. See CCP Rural 
Policy Research Office and Development Research Centre, the State Council, Nongcun 
zai biange zhong qianjin ? laizi jiceng de diaocha baogao [The Village Economy in 
Progress Amid Changes: Survey Reports from the Grass-roots Levels] (Beijing: Nongye 
Chubanshe, 1987). The main reason why many farmers preferred to turn solely to a per 
capita basis for the land allocation was that under the 'two-field' system, a family with 
small children does not get assigned the full share of land for them until they turn 16. 
Farmers had not previously minded that, as it had not violated the egalitarian thrust of 
land distribution. But freezing land allocations for many years to come means that their 
children would be denied their share unless the village moves fast to distribute the land 
to them now, before the freeze goes into effect. 

35 Consistent with this observation is the analytical finding that high-income households, 
larger households and those that have become less dependent on land for a livelihood do 
not feel as strongly as others with regard to taking away land from a household merely 
because of its engagement in non-farm work (Table 5, Equation 5). 
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households and, additionally, those with high incomes, are more likely to have 
answered 'no' to this question (Table 5, Equation 4). 

Yet the econometric results (Table 3, Equations 8 and 9) suggest that 
farmers located in regions with different levels of economic development tend 
to view this question very differently. Farmers in the affluent Zhejiang 
villages think it unnecessary to take back part of the land of such households 
? an effect attributable to the higher levels of off-farm income farmers there 
have enjoyed and their decreasing reliance on land as a principal source of 
income. On the contrary, the farmers in the traditional farming areas do not 
endorse such a relaxed attitude; they would like the village authorities to take 
back the land and redistribute it among village households. 

If ultimately required by the state to implement the proposed long-term 
contract policy, village communities throughout China will need to resolve an 
immediate practical problem: whether to extend farmers' tenure on the basis 
of the existing pattern of land distribution or only after land allocations have 
been thoroughly re-adjusted.36 As seen here, pressures to make such re? 

adjustments will be strong in the great majority of villages that are still 

primarily agricultural. Yet if land is thoroughly and equally distributed on a 

per capita basis, the mismatch among farm families between land and labour 

(not the number of household members) will surely widen. Some will end up 
having more land than they would like to farm, whereas others will have 
labour to spare. This mismatch will be allayed, of course, if, as intended, a 
market for land develops after the policy has been implemented, or if the 
redistributions take into account households' differing needs for land. 

Conclusions 

An unsubstantiated assumption of Western economic theory is that a land 
tenure system of exclusive private property rights is likely to induce efforts to 
be more productive on the part of the owner, not a system under which 

property rights are either poorly defined or, as with the case in post-Mao rural 
China, where land periodically gets redistributed among members of the 

village community. Our main finding, however, has revealed that, first, an 

overwhelming majority of the farmers do not hold a preference for private 

36 In order to implement the proposed policy, the county government in Yutian, Hebei 
province, had all the villages thoroughly re-adjust land in late 1995/early 1996. While 
tenure has now been extended, villagers have rejected the 30-year contract as too long. 
The acceptable upper limit, insofar as the majority is concerned, is only ten years. Also, 
some villages insist that the state grain quota must be adjusted to changes in family 
membership once every five years in the absence of land adjustments. Dubbed 
'dongzhang bu dongdV ? namely, making only accounting changes in the sales quota in 
relation to changes in family size ? such a practice is in fact found in those parts of 
China where the man-to-land ratios are already too high and farm plots are too 
fragmented to contemplate further re-apportionments on the margin. Interviews, July 
1996. 
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ownership and that close to two-thirds of the farmers surveyed do not want 
stable tenure for as long as 30 years, as has been recently demanded by the 
state. 

There are two reasons why farmers prefer common property rights over 
the policy of freezing land adjustments. First, the passage of time during the 

Deng era has not eradicated the strong egalitarian spirit that underpins a 

preference for equal per capita land entitlements. Whether this ideology flows 
out of a legacy of provisions that were made by production teams to meet the 
subsistence needs of all team members during the era of collective agriculture, 
or reflects a common trait of village life more generally, is hard to ascertain. 
But inasmuch as this 'Chayanovian' element of adjusting village acreage as 
household sizes fluctuate has been practised in other cultures and times, the 

preference for a common property rights regime is clearly not unique to 
Chinese farmers. 

Most importantly, farmers are aware that at those points in the family 
cycle when their family membership grows larger they will have inadequate 
land to farm should land adjustments be frozen for 30 years. Relatedly, 
farmers who want to search for off-farm employment outside their villages are 

only willing to give up land so that others may cultivate it when they are 
assured that there will be land available upon their return. Farmers largely 
prefer to re-adjust land on the margins from time to time to resolve the 

problem of household demographic change.37 With slight regional variations, 
the majority of the farmers surveyed therefore favour the existing practice of 

periodic land adjustments and a policy of taking away land from families that 
have declined in household membership or that are largely involved in non- 
farm work. 

The question then is whether the practice of periodically re-adjusting farm 

holdings will undermine farmers' confidence in the household farming system 
in general and tenure security in particular. Survey results suggest that the 
same majority who prefer the existing policy over the proposed one feel 
confident about the institution of independent household farming. It is where 
such re-adjustments have been delayed that farmers' confidence in tenure 

security is negatively affected. True, while fewer respondents can feel certain 

regarding their future tenure security, land investments can be enforced by 

37 The preference of Chinese farmers for a system of common property rights is vindicated 
by a recent study that finds that the productivity gains from privatization will be small. 
In addition, these gains must be weighed against the cost of implementing a full-fledged 
system of private land rights ? which include the setting up of local financial 
institutions to assume the function of credit provision, courts to adjudicate land disputes 
and land use and management rights, a land cadastral system, and so on. See Scott 
Rozelle, Li Zhou and Loren Brandt, 'Land Tenure, Property Rights, and Productivity in 
China's Agricultural Sector', mimeo, Stanford University, 1997. 
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means of peer monitoring and social pressures and by taking such investments 
into account during the next round of land re-adjustments. 

It is worth noting that proportionally more farmers in regions where non- 
farm activities are now a stable primary source of household income tend to 
find the current land tenure system secure. The decreasing reliance on land as 
a primary source of income is found to have significantly altered peasants' 
attitudes toward a host of other issues pertaining to land ownership. Off-farm 
income has the seeming effect, for example, of reducing farmers' opposition 
toward the proposed policy of freezing land re-adjustments. But prior to a 

thorough transformation of the village economy, the preference of Chinese 
farmers for the existing structure of property rights can be explained by the 
structure's flexibility to accommodate the changes in a household's 

demographic cycle and farmers' needs for insurance. 

Hong Kong 
June 1997 

APPENDIX: TRANSLATION OF THE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

1. Nijuede ni gengzhong de tudi de suoyouquan shi shuyu: (You believe that the 
land you farm is owned by:) 

1. tudijiushi wo de le (the farm household) 
2. tudi shi jiti de, dan shiyongquan shi wo de (the land belongs to the 

collective, with use rights devolved to the farm household) 
3. tudi shi guojia de, shiyongquan shi wo de (the land belongs to the 

state, with use rights devolved to the farm household) 
4. shiyongquan ye bu wanquan, jingchang shoudao ganyu (even use 

rights are incomplete; they are often attenuated) 

2. M renwei tudi suoyouquan ying shuyu: (The land you farm should be owned 

by:) 

1. nonghu (the farm household) 
2. jiti (the collective) 
3. guojia, dan shiyong/chengbao quan, he cong jingying tudi suo dedao 

de shouru ze gui nonghu (the state, with use and income rights from 

farming devolved to the farm household) 
4. aita (shuoming)_(others: please specify_) 
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3. Ni renwei tudi de chengbaoquan yingfou yongjiuhual (Should land use rights 
be granted in perpetuity?) 

1. yinggai (yes) 
2. bu yinggai (no) 
3. bu zhidao (don't know) 

4. M renwei tudi de chengbaoquan yinggai duojiu cai helli (What is the 

appropriate contractual duration for land use rights?) 

1. wu nian yixia (less than 5 years) 
2. shiwu nian bu bian (15 years) 
3. shiwu nian yishang (more than 15 years) 
4. yao kan qunzhong yiyuan (depending on villagers' preference) 

5. Ni renwei tudi chengbaoquan ying baokuo xialie naji xiang? {yinggai = 1; bu 

yinggai = 0) (Which of the following bundles of property rights should be 
included as part and parcel of farm households' contractual rights?) (yes = 1; 
no = 0) 

1. zhongzhi nongchanpin zhonglei de xuanze quan (choice of crops) 
2. youquan jueding nongchanpin de xiaoshou duixiang he jiage (the 

power to decide on the sales price of agricultural produce and who to 
sell to) 

3. tudi shiyongquan de youjia zhuanrang (transfer of use rights with 
land rents accruing to the farm household) 

4. tudi shiyongquan ke yongyu diya daikuan (use rights as collateral) 
5. tudi jichengquan (inheritance rights) 

6. M renwei chengbao de tudi shifou hui bel shouhuil (Will your contracted 

plots be taken away before the existing lease expires?) 
hui = 1 bu hui = 0 (yes =1; no = 0) 

7. M renwei zai chengbaoqi man hou nenggou zai jixu chengbao xianyou 
dikuail (Will you be able to get the same farm plots in the next contract?) 
nenggou = 1; bu nenggou = 0 (yes = 1; no = 0) 

8. Ni shifou zantong jiti zai jianglai de yiduan shijian nei, bifang shuo sanshi 
nian, bu zai ba tudi fenpei gei cunnei de xinzeng renkou, baokuo chusheng 
yingerl (Do you agree that land should not be re-allocated to new members 
of the village community for an extended period of time, say 30 years, 
including new births?) 
zantong = 1; bu zantong = 0 (yes = 1; no = 0) 

9. Ruguo zantong, ni renwei jiti yingfou mianfei huo yi diyu shijia gongying 
liangshi gei xinzeng renkoul (If you agree with the above proposed policy, do 
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you also agree that grain should be supplied at subsidized prices/free of 

charge to new members who will not be allocated village land?) 
yinggai = X; bu yinggai = 0 (yes = 1; no = 0) 

10. Nonghu jiali si le ren huo guniang chujia, ni renwei shifou yinggai shouhui 
tamen de chengbaodil (Is it acceptable to take away land from a household 
that has lost a family member due either to death or through marriage?) 
yinggai = 1; bu yinggai = 0 (yes = 1; no = 0) 

11. You de nonghu yijing waichu wugong jingshang, ni renwei shifou yinggai 
shouhui tamen de chengbaodil (Is it an acceptable practice to take away land 
from a household that is engaged in non-farm work in other places?) 
yinggai = 1; bu yinggai = 0 (yes = 1; no = 0) 
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