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AGRARIAN REFORM AND THE 
INTERNATIONAL CONSENSUS 

Impelled by self-interest and a sense of mis- 
sion, industrialized countries and various inter- 
national agencies have for several decades been 
giving financial aid to developing countries for 
projects and programs that donors and recipients 
alike have hoped would facilitate the process of 
development. Accordingly, at any given time, 
there has been a prevailing theory or consensus 
on what development consisted of-its goals, its 
methods, how best to spend money to induce it. 
Only in the past half decade has the consensus 
shown signs that rural development ought to play 
a more central role in effective overall develop- 
ment.' 

But if the central importance of rural develop- 
ment is increasingly a part of the international 
dialogue, clear differences of opinion on what 
constitutes the most effective kind of rural devel- 
opment are apparent. What kind leads to greater 
national affluence and well-being? What kind 
promotes greater equity? A central issue in this 
debate has revolved around the notion of agrar- 
ian reform. 

The phrase "agrarian reformv2 has had vari- 
ous meanings, ranging from the simple redis- 
tribution of land to sophisticated provisions for 
the political, social, and psychological impacts of 
any radical restructuring of rural life. Raup says 
that "land reform is.. . a basic change in land 
tenure arrangements-in relations among men 
with respect to land-together with supporting 
measures necessary to achieve its objectives." 3 
In general, despite attempts by some govern- 
ments to water down its meaning and use it as a 
palliative, the phrase has retained its revolu- 
tionary implications-a drastic reordering of 
land tenure systems in the search for greater 
equity. The Mexican and Russian Revolutions 
defined it this way. So, inferentially, did the 

American forces of occupation after World War 
I1 in Japan and Taiwan. Less drastic was the 
definition given by the Egyptian Revolution of 
1952; dramatic actions in the name of agrarian 
reform broke the power of the absentee landlord 
class but finally did little to change the actual re- 
lationship of peasants and land. 

Despite its position in major revolutions of this 
century and its pivotal importance in various 
countries after World War 11, agrarian reform 
has had a somewhat happenstantial relationship 
to orthodox development theory over the past 
several decades4 On the other hand, the rela- 
tionship of rural development to development 
theory has been constant if sectoral, peripheral to 
development's main thrust but supportive in its 
sectoral way. Off in their special corner of the 
intellectual universe, both agrarian reform and 
rural development have been topics for discus- 
sion, refinement of thought, and missionary zeal 
among sectoral bureaucrats-such as the staffs 
of the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) and the Food and Agriculture Organiza- 
tion of the United Nations (FAO), academics, 
and others. But when they have produced ideas 
for the consideration of the mainline theorists of 
development, the ideas have usually been 
absorbed into a general concern to achieve 
national production targets and boost per capita 
growth rates. 

In the post-World War I1 era, among those 
who argued about the role of agriculture, two 
areas of belief, often overlapping, are discernible. 
The first, as already indicated, has to do with the 
conviction that rural development should be cen- 
tral to an effective overall theory of development; 
FAO, for example, has long sought to escape 
from its sectoral cage and play a greater part in 
formulating the strategies for development 



decades. The second area of belief relates to the 
conviction that rural development, sectoral or 
central, will not be successful without agrarian 
reform. The ideological component in the second 
belief is strong, and from time to time agrarian 
reform has thrust itself into public view, breaking 
out of the entanglements of rural development 
theory and standing on its own against the sky- 
line of revolution. 

* * * * * 
It is instructive to look at some of the interplay 

between notions of development, agrarian re- 
form, and other concepts during the three and a 
half decades since World War 11. In 1951, the 
Madison campus of the University of Wisconsin 
sponsored and hosted the International Confer- 
ence on Land Tenure and Related Problems in 
World Agriculture.5 Funded largely by the Tech- 
nical Cooperation Administration and the 
Mutual Security Administration of the United 
States, it lasted 7 weeks and brought together 3 
representatives from each of 40 countries (ex- 
cluding the Soviet bloc countries) to report on 
their land tenure problems and discuss the need 
for comprehensive programs of agrarian reform 
in the world's various regions. While it did not 
ignore other aspects of rural development, such 
as the need for new roads and drainage systems 
and better agricultural training and research, 
nonetheless its major preoccupation was the de- 
velopmental wisdom and distributional justice of 
land reform. 

The final impact was expectably small. 
Sweeping change is seldom the result of inter- 
national conferences, however fervent the call to 
arms. Indeed, after the reforms induced by war 
and other upheavals in the late 1940s in Eastern 
Europe and East and South Asia, there was a 
land reform lull. Agrarian reform furled its revo- 
lutionary banners and--despite events in Egypt 
(1952) and Bolivia (1953bresumed its place in 
the literature as one of the obedient handmaids 
of rural development. After the Wisconsin con- 
ference, a number of persons who had attended 
went almost directly to a meeting of the F A 0  
governing body and were among those who 
arranged the passage of a resolution to the effect 
that F A 0  should take upon itself the study of 
agrarian reform. The resolution expanded the 
definition of agrarian reform to include such 
problems as marketing, agricultural credit, rural 
taxes, and the purchase of supplies. In one sense, 
this expansion of the definition can be seen as a 
logical response to the growing complications 

caused by new agricultural technology.6 In 
another sense, it can be seen as an effort by the 
forces of moderation, in the name of rural devel- 
opment, to encompass and control the ideological 
and radical thrust of agrarian reform. 

Development theory of the early and middle 
'50s focused largely on technology and "know- 
how," and later in the decade, when the evidence 
suggested that technology was not enough, the 
notion of investment (the more massive, the more 
effective in production terms) was added. Rural 
development fit easily into these perceptions-as 
a sectoral supplement. The sector should, 
according to theory, do its part to add to the 
totality of national production, with an emphasis 
on agricultural production for export. Agrarian 
reform was increasingly seen as merely one of 
several incentives that might be used to improve 
the agricultural sector's contribution to the 
whole; its call for radical rural change became 
only one voice in a chorus of calls for techno- 
logically "sound," production-oriented measures 
in the countryside. 

In 1960, when the proposals for action in the 
first development decade were drawn up, new 
notions were introduced. Production and invest- 
ment, it was noted, are important to the develop- 
ment process but "there is now greater insight 
into the importance of the human factor in de- 
velopment, and the urgent need to mobilize 
human resources."7 Stress was laid on good 
national planning as the way for each nation to 
advance, and the approaches to planning should 
be comprehensive, including social and cultural 
as well as economic factors. Community develop- 
ment in the rural areas was cited as one example 
of the comprehensive approach and as an activity 
of coming importance; it was described as "a 
method and an approach which is applicable to 
the problems of rural development as a whole, 
including the key element of land reform. Land 
reform, in this context, is much more than 
changes in land tenure or redistribution of land 
ownership; it is in the widest sense of the term 
synonymous with agrarian institutional re- 
form." * 

The 1960 proposals for action also foreshad- 
owed other notions and practices of later years. 
For example, tucked away in the document in 
one place or another are most of the then-existing 
ideas on development, as if each UN agency or 
each pressure group had worked its own notions 
into the document at whatever cost to the 
internal consistency of the whole. Radical bits of 



theory, such as agrarian reform, are put into in- 
tellectual isolation in the middle of otherwise 
conservative paragraphs. Yet the resulting theo- 
retical potpourri exudes a spirit of universal con- 
sensus that hovers over and helps hide its dis- 
crepancies-a fact that was doubtless pleasing to 
those who believe that ambiguity can be polit- 
ically productive. In later years, as rhetoric im- 
proved and internal inconsistencies became fewer 
in international documents, the consensus- 
seeking habit remained, and it has influenced the 
ways in which developed and developing coun- 
tries behave toward each other, as I hope to show. 

Though the document is internally inconsis- 
tent, its treatment of rural development and 
agrarian reform is strikingly consistent with a 
great deal of past practice. The two concepts are 
kept in their sectoral place. Appearing, ironi- 
cally, in the agricultural section are several pleas 
that agriculture should play a more important 
role in the planning process. Aside from a dis- 
cussion of rural areas under the rubric of com- 
munity development, the also-there status of the 
peasant is perpetuated. Significantly, in his five- 
page foreword, Acting Secretary-General U 
Thant did not mention the word "agriculture" or 
use any phrase that referred directly to rural 
matters. 

But in 1961, in the rhetoric of the Alliance for 
Progress, rural development did achieve a more 
central place-led there, significantly, by a surge 
of interest in Latin American land reform. In the 
"Declaration to the Peoples of America" that 
precedes the Charter of Punta del Este, the fol- 
lowing paragraph is given prominence. 

To encourage, in accordance with the charac- 
teristics of each country, programs of compre- 
hensive agrarian reform, leading to the effective 
transformation, where required, of unjust struc- 
tures and systems of land tenure and use; with a 
view to replacing latzfundia and dwarf holdings 
by an equitable system of property so that, sup- 
plemented by timely and adequate credit, tech- 
nical assistance and improved marketing 
arrangements, the land will become for the man 
who works it the basis of his economic stability, 
the foundation of his increasing welfare, and the 
guarantee of his freedom and dignity.9 

Other parts of the declaration and the Charter 
contain complementary specifications for what 
amounts to a blueprint for revolutionary change. 
The Charter was signed by the United States and 
all Latin American countries except Cuba. 

The impact of the Alliance for Progress is a 
matter of dispute. An American diplomat who 
was involved says that it established the climate 
for most of the reformist changes that have 
occurred since 1961; a Brazilian civil servant also 
interviewed by this author says its principal con- 
tribution was to frighten Latin America's con- 
servative forces to the point that genuine reform 
became virtually impossible. In the 1950s, 
according to one writer, Latin America had 
"emerged as an area in which land redistribution 
was most needed-and most vigorously de- 
bated."lo The Cuban Revolution of 1959 added 
a note of urgency for those who wanted to use 
reform to avert further revolution in the hemi- 
sphere. Another writer adds that the Alliance for 
Progress made the debate a respectable one and 
"discredited those politicians who argued that all 
programs of land redistribution were Commu- 
nist-inspired . . . and it probably spurred several 
countries which otherwise might have stood still 
to undertake at least a beginning." 11 The United 
States contributions were in the form of program 
aid, as opposed to project aid, and were awarded 
on the basis of country planning that appeared to 
meet the right specifications.12 Despite the con- 
tributions, however, land reform programs in the 
Latin America of the 1960s were quiescent, even 
inert, in all but a handful of countries.13 

Of particular interest is the commitment to 
land reform and rural revolution that Latin 
American countries made at Punta del Este. 
Many of the regimes that signed the Charter 
clearly did not intend, at least in the light of sub- 
sequent events, to put the rhetoric to the test of 
reality. Presumably, at a time when notions of 
reform were becoming stronger throughout Latin 
America, it was politically expedient to be asso- 
ciated with the Alliance, and presumably the 
possibility of massive United States aid was a 
powerful attraction. Whatever the reasons for 
signing, Latin American governments became 
part of a consensus, or rather consensus-in- 
rhetoric, joining a major donor government in a 
statement of developmental intent. Comparing 
the Charter to the UN proposals for action for the 
first development decade, the principle of estab- 
lishing a consensus-in-rhetoric remains the same 
but the rhetoric of the Alliance is more internally 
consistent and more radical. And the gap be- 
tween rhetoric and reality is wider. 

The gap widened, of course, as idealism in- 
creased. While notions of equity had always been 
sprinkled about in the literature and had even 



been dominant on special occasions such as the 
Wisconsin conference of 1951, in the 1960s they 
became a major theme of, and even an organizing 
device for, a great deal of development rhetoric. 
The goal of development, by implication, became 
fairness to the have-nots within developing coun- 
tries as much as it was national affluence. As at 
Punta del Este, agrarian reform was the natural 
spearhead for the effort to be fair to peasants. 

A growing concern about rural equity led to 
the World Land Reform Conference of 1966. 
Sponsored by both the UN and the FAO, it 
brought together some 225 persons nominated by 
76 governments plus a group of about 100 spe- 
cially invited participants, officials of the UN 
system, and representatives of private organiza- 
tions. The stated purpose was "to provide an 
opportunity for the exchange of experience on a 
worldwide scale.. .in order to assist Governments 
in their assessments of agrarian policies as re- 
lated to the planning and implementation of 
structural reform programs."l4 During the two 
weeks of the conference, three working parties 
wrestled with the following topics: (1) problems 
of land tenure and structural reforms; (2) social 
and economic aspects of land reform; and (3) 
administrative, financial, and training aspects of 
land reform. An entire range of points of view on 
each topic is reflected in the conference report, 
which nonetheless shows a praiseworthy internal 
consistency. Verbal escape hatches, expectedly, 
allow for the special circumstances faced by indi- 
vidual governments, and hence nothing that 
might be construed as commitment stood in the 
way of the unanimous adoption of the working- 
party reports and the final resolutions. The 
report lays special stress on the productive 
aspects of land reform and its special place in 
successful development programs. In one of the 
opening addresses, Gunnar Myrdal dampened 
some of the ideological fires by reminding con- 
ferees of the unproductive results of indecisive 
action: "It is the worst of both worlds to have a 
radical ideology of 'land to the tiller' and a 
largely ineffective legislation conforming to that 
ideology. . . . " '5 

Despite the emphasis on the potential of 
greater productivity if agrarian reforms were 
adopted, it is the rhetoric of equity that sets the 
tone of the 1966 conference report. Significantly, 
some of the rhetoric explored the relations of 
developed and developing countries. In an ana- 
lytical mood, Myrdal anticipated that "the rich 
countries will find it necessary to press for re- 
forms in the underdeveloped countries; and the 

latter countries will be forced to press for aid 
from the rich countries to enable them to carry 
out the reforms.. . . More reform in the [under 
developed] countries will make aid seem more 
meaningful in the rich countries, while more aid 
will increase the scope of possible reform."l6 
Less analytically, but presaging things to come, 
Hernan Santa Cruz, the chairman of the confer- 
ence, spoke in his closing address of the 
"insistent demands for greater equality and 
social justice. The disparities of income and 
wealth between the industrialized and the under- 
developed countries are increasing day by day. 
This pattern carries over to underdeveloped 
countries, where there is a tremendous gap be- 
tween conspicuously wealthy minorities and the 
poverty-stricken masses."l7 This coupling of in- 
justice between nations and within nations has 
now become commonplace on the agendas of 
international forums. 

It is difficult to assess the impact of the 1966 
conference, or any such conference. Like the 
Wisconsin conference of 1951, it was a special- 
ized gathering, reflecting the sectoral concerns of 
those immersed in or well-acquainted with 
agricultural affairs. A principal theme, as before, 
was the crucial role of agrarian reform for both 
rural and general development. Though the con- 
ference may have created a momentary flood of 
interest in rural affairs, it did not succeed in 
finding for rural development a central place in 
development theory. In terms of consensus-in- 
rhetoric and its relation to reality, the gap was as 
wide as the ideological component was strong. 

At the launching of the Second Development 
Decade in 1970, the rhetoric had changed some- 
what but not its place in rural development. 
The General Assembly resolution makes only one 
direct assertion about agrarian reform and rural 
development. Under the section entitled "Ex- 
pansion and diversification of production," the 
following appears: 

Developing countries will formulate, early in the 
Decade, appropriate strategies for agriculture.. . 
designed to secure a more adequate food sup- 
ply. .  . , to meet their nutritional and industrial 
requirements, to expand rural employment and 
to increase export earnings. They will undertake, 
as appropriate, reform of land tenure systems for 
promoting both social justice and farm e f l -  
ciency. 18 

Clearly, the agriculturalists at the 1966 confer- 
ence had not succeeded in persuading others that 
rural affairs were more than sectorally important. 



The notion of equity still pervades the General 
Assembly resolution of 1970, but the emphasis is 
different from that of 1961. It is less on the poor 
of developing countries than it is on the unfair 
imbalance between rich countries and poor coun- 
tries. While calling for development and 
asserting that the responsibility for it is in the 
hands of developing countries themselves, the 
preamble reflects a preoccupation with "inter- 
national cooperation for development"-by 
which it plainly means more development aid, 
more effective transfer of technology, and above 
all better terms of trade for the developing coun- 
tries. This emphasis had been emerging in other 
international forums, notably meetings of the 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel- 
opment (UNCTAD), and it had become a central 
poor-country concern. Having achieved voting 
majorities and having formed a voting bloc (the 
Group of 77) at international meetings, the de- 
veloping countries now began to define their 
interest in international dialogue in terms of that 
concern. This approach to dialogue continues 
today in all international forums, whatever the 
formal topic. 19 

Thus, before the so-called food crisis of 
1973-74, both developed and developing coun- 
tries had, with varying consistency, adopted pos- 
tures and strategies that required of the other 
group a radical change of attitude, if not action. 
Both were sporadically insisting on their own 
definitions of justice. 

* * * * *  
The World Food Conference of 1974 was held 

in an atmosphere of crisis. When the conference 
was first suggested in 1973, the harvests had been 
excellent; when it finally met in Rome in late 
1974, bad harvests had created a food disaster. 20 
Developing countries were under pressure to con- 
sider publicly their internal problems related to 
food production. If agrarian reform promoted 
greater food production, why should developing 
countries not act accordingly? And developed 
countries, not only the food-exporters but all who 
might provide external aid for local food produc- 
tion or participate in trade schemes to increase 
income available for agricultural investment, 
were faced with the necessity of exhibiting a sense 
of global responsibility and of responding as if 
the world were as interdependent as all had been 
saying. The atmosphere of crisis was deepened by 
the success of OPEC in quadrupling the price of 
oil and the expectation that the price would rise 
further. For both developed and developing 
countries, the prospects were dismaying. 

At the same time, the insistence of the devel- 
oping world on new terms of trade was 
crystallizing. Trade patterns for food and other 
commodities had already been the subject of con- 
siderable international discussion, most clamor- 
ously at UNCTAD meetings. In early 1974, the 
UNCTAD dialogue and other factors (such as the 
heady atmosphere brought on by the success of 
OPEC) led to the adoption-with careful reserva- 
tions by most developed countries and outright 
disagreement by six of them-of two General 
Assembly resolutions that are now referred to as 
the New International Economic Order (NIEO). 
The NIEO has set a standard for the demands of 
developing countries and is a blueprint for what 
they think developed nations should agree to in 
order to improve the trade position of those less 
fortunate. 

The agenda of the World Food Conference re- 
flected the concerns of both groups, with the 
NIEO getting its share of discussion. Sponsored 
not by the FA0  but by the United Nations itself, 
the conference based its deliberations on the 
notion that the issues to be confronted were 
political and economic rather than technical and 
that "firmer political wills were needed to 
commit the increased resources and make the 
policy decisions essential for a more rapid in- 
crease in food production."2l It was attended by 
ministers from all parts of the globe, including 
many who were not ministers of agriculture; 
unlike other international conferences on food 
affairs, it received extensive coverage in the world 
press. The debate dealt with matters of food 
production, food security, and food trade. The 
final resolutions represented rhetorical trade-offs 
between developed and developing countries; 
there were alternating exhortations for conces- 
sions on food trade and aid and for internal re- 
forms as incentives to greater food production. 
One example of such alternation will suffice: 
food trade should be expanded, liberalized, and 
stabilized, but a fair share of the increased 
national income of developing countries should 
go to rural populations. 

The results were mixed. In terms of food trade, 
agreement was minimal and the whole matter 
was plainly in the realm of continuing dispute. In 
terms of food production, however, the confer- 
ence resulted in a marked increase of external aid 
to food-deficit countries.22 In terms of food 
security, good beginnings were made for global 
planning, including the creation of a negotiating 
arena for the planning process in the form of a 
Committee on World Food Security lodged 



within the FAO. Moreover, several other new 
international institutions were created, two of 
which have survived. The first is the World Food 
Council (WFC), which is really an arm of the UN 
Secretariat, and is striving to establish itself as a 
security council for world food affairs, a minis- 
terial-level mechanism for coordinating political 
decisions about food. The second is the Inter- 
national Fund for Agricultural Development 
(IFAD), a separately and amply funded spe- 
cialized agency in its own right, which provides 
development aid for agriculture, particularly 
to those countries and to those populations that 
the President of the World Bank had spoken of 
in the early 1970s, namely, the "poorest of the 
poor."23This proliferation of international 
"food organizations" reflects a new preoccupa- 
tion, which has also brought about a proportion- 
ally greater investment in food production on the 
part of such older organizations as the World 
Bank and the United Nations Development Pro- 
gram (UNDP). The presence of the two new 
organizations in Rome, where they are to some 
degree hosted by FAO, has created an atmos- 
phere of careful rivalry in both rhetoric and 
action. Some observers interpret the existence of 
WFC and IFAD as a reprimand to FAO, a signal 
from the World Food Conference that F A 0  had 
been sticking unimaginatively to its technical 
jobs without meeting the challenges of the 
times. 24 

With regard to the international consensus, 
whether for rhetoric or action, the significance of 
the World Food Conference is its invitation to 
agriculturalists to come out of their sector and 
take part in development dialogue as full 
partners. The agenda of any discussion of general 
development at an international meeting now 
devotes some prime time to problems of rural 
development. Understandably, ambivalent feel- 
ings remain about the role of agrarian reform; 
political structures are conservative. But insofar 
as ideas about it are entangled in theories of rural 
development, agrarian reform is now bound to 
receive more debating time-even without the 
revolutionary thrust that gave it such prominence 
at Punta del Este. 

Indeed, food matters have become so pre- 
occupying to governments that they have become 
an important instrument of international rela- 
tions. Since the World Food Conference, govern- 
ments have been unable to avoid knowing that a 
real food problem exists, and they have become 
uncorhfortably aware that control of the problem 

is becoming more difficult year by year. The pro- 
jections, even at their most optimistic, are deeply 
discouraging.25 In this situation, developing 
countries, giving the appearance of deft 
maneuver, have come to recognize and use the 
leverage value of food. In the words of a Third 
World delegate to numerous international con- 
ferences, "food is now the weak man's instru- 
ment." Under the banner of food for the hungry, 
developing countries can use strong, indignant 
language without fear of appearing to whine, and 
they can put donor countries on the defensive. 
Food, it turns out, is an effective shield in the 
battle to move toward the NIEO; what better way 
to get at problems of international trade than 
through publicity-sensitive debate on the trade of 
foodstuffs and other raw materials between rich 
countries and poor countries? 

Since 1974, there have been many interna- 
tional meetings of one sort or another in the UN 
system. Some have been for specialists, some 
have been high-level. But all have used the issue 
of equity to score rhetorical points and move the 
climate of opinion in the direction of (1) more 
internal social justice, especially in rural areas, or 
(2) better terms of trade and more aid. The 
assumption is that the international climate of 
opinion or consensus, or the intersection of two 
climates of opinion, will determine in some 
measure the definition of development under 
which cash transfers occur. 

A case in point is the World Conference on 
Agrarian Reform and Rural Development 
(WCARRD), which took place in July 1979. It 
was sponsored exclusively by F A 0  and was, in 
fact, seen by some as an F A 0  attempt to regain 
the initiative it lost at the World Food Confer- 
ence. WCARRD was a full-dress affair with the 
customary over-ample documentation, long 
statements of country positions-chiefly for 
home consumption-at a plenary session that 
lasted the entire two weeks, and representation 
from almost every country in the world. Many 
delegations were large, often led by ministers of 
agriculture; in some instances delegations were 
led by distinguished public figures, such as 
Andrew Young of the United States. Several 
heads of state and the Pope came to address the 
conference. 

The result was a "Declaration of Principles 
and Programme of Action,"26 which had been 
initially drafted by the F A 0  secretariat and 



revised slightly and approved first at the level of a 
preparatory meeting several months earlier and 
then at the plenary. The detailed work of getting 
the approval was done at the conference by two 
commissions. In conformance with the accepted 
pattern for debate, one commission dealt with the 
section entitled "National programs of action in 
developing countries," and the second dealt with 
"International policies for agrarian reform and 
rural development." The importance of this 
pattern was candidly acknowledged in private by 
an F A 0  civil servant before the conference took 
place; the developed countries, he said, were 
interested in coming because they wanted to dis- 
cuss internal reforms in the developing countries, 
and the latter wanted to discuss the NIEO in the 
guise of discussing the trade of food commodities. 
The compromise, he hoped, would be that each 
side would listen to what the other wished to talk 
about and give a little on previous positions. In 
the meantime, he asserted, the job of the F A 0  as 
the middleman in the great debate was to stress 
and publicize the central role of rural develop- 
ment in the planning process. He might have 
added, but did not, that if the publicizing was 
successful, the lead role of F A 0  in rural affairs 
would be reaffirmed at a time when other mem- 
bers of the UN family were clamoring for greater 
portions of the new action made possible by the 
new interest in food. 

As expected, in the commission on interna- 
tional trade the developed countries showed their 
willingness to discuss the terms of trade and aid 
and continue the NIEO debate from other 
forums. As usual, they entered numerous reserva- 
tions at the relevant parts of the text of the 
program of action, watching carefully lest they 
might be called upon at some future date to 
translate words and postures into funding com- 
mitments. An American delegate compared the 
concern with wording of such documents to the 
common law of the Anglo-Saxon tradition. If, he 
said, his delegation did not pay careful attention 
and, say, out of sheer weariness permitted with- 
out specific dissent the inclusion of unacceptable 
phrases, the phrases would then be repeated in 
subsequent documents and could become part of 
"a generally accepted body of international 
opinion." Correspondingly, of course, the expec- 
tation of the Group of 77 is that each interna- 
tional forum, under continuing pressure of attack 
from behind the shield of food and other 
inequities, will produce minor changes in conven- 
tional wording that will finally add up to some- 
thing financially useful. 

The developing countries took a different de- 
fensive tack. With reservations from only a hand- 
ful of countries, they agreed to a text on national 
policies that implied approval of revolutionary 
changes in internal power structure. In interviews 
with more than a dozen Third World delegations, 
it was plain that agreement on the text did not, in 
their view, commit their governments to any par- 
ticular line of action. Consider the following plea: 

In  countries where substantial reorganization of 
land tenure and land redistribution to landless 
peasants and smallholders is needed as part of 
the rural development strategy and as a means to 
redistribution of power, governments should 
consider action to implement redistribution with 
speed and determination backed by preventive 
legal sanctions to avert disinvestment and evasive 
transfers.. . (emphasis added).27 
They were being asked, they said, to consider 
actions; to say they would consider them was a 
small price to pay for the chance to talk about 
international trade. Among the delegations of the 
developed countries was a tired acceptance of this 
gap between the home performance of developing 
countries and the rhetoric they gladly espoused, 
but it was also possible to detect among those 
delegations a faint hope that one day, perhaps 
this time, rhetoric would have an effect on action. 
Plainly, however, delegates who agree to inter- 
national documents like that of WCARRD 
cannot be called to account. The crunch does not 
come until the moment when specific projects are 
negotiated between donor and recipient, the 
moment when the country with the money can in- 
fluence action. 

To what extent can the country with the money 
influence action? Theorists of development dis- 
agree.28 After Punta del Este, when the United 
States made money available on the basis of 
approved and detailed national plans, hopes were 
high, but the result tended to be rural develop- 
ment rather than the agrarian reform called for 
in the Alliance charter. This experience, it 
appears, is not unusual. Idealistic rhetoric be- 
forehand notwithstanding, donor countries and 
donor agencies find it hard to give money for 
projects that help the "poorest of the poor."29 
Some would claim the donors do not want to do 
so-because of their regard for the power struc- 
ture in the recipient country, because of power 
structures among donors, or because in a world 
of nation-states it is the course of least resistance. 
One seasoned negotiator from the Third World 
said that if the World Bank took McNamara's 



earlier pronouncements on equity too seriously, 
no World Bank projects would exist.30 On the 
other hand, even fitting in with a national plan 
that seemingly favors the continuance in power of 
a dominant elite, a project or series of projects 
can provide a crucial push in reformist directions 
or can even have unforeseen spin-offs that accel- 
erate greatly the process of social and political 
change. Delegates at WCARRD expressed a wide 
range of opinions on the matter, but most donors 
and recipients agreed, recognizing the conserva- 
tive implications of what they were agreeing to, 
that the right of governments to make their own 
final selection of projects available should not be 
infringed by the power of other nations. 

It would be wrong, of course, to give the im- 
pression of a seamless uniformity among either 
developed or developing countries. Among 
nations there is an intricate set of networks that 
does not depend on membership in the OECD or 
the Group of 77. If there is a special form of 
dialogue for North-South relations, the same is 
true for the confusion of other relationships that 
exists between and among national and cross- 
national entities. These other relationships create 
significant divisions and linkages within and 
between each camp. Equally significant, how- 
ever, is the growing determination on the part of 
developing nations to adopt a common strategy 
at international forums--despite other pulls and 
pushes. At WCARRD, the Group of 77 held 
special meetings, and the Group's current chair- 
man, recognized as such by the conference chair, 
often spoke on behalf of other Third World 
nations. 

If the adoption of a common strategy toward 
the other world should not obscure the diver- 
gence of beliefs within each world, the same 
holds true for beliefs within each country. A wide 
range of opinion about agrarian reform, for 
example, exists in the United States. In the view 
of some, it interrupts the building of an infra- 
structure on which rural development must 
finally depend, or it prevents the emergence of 
commercial agriculture on whose efficient 
methods the world must finally depend; in the 
view of others, it promotes the production of food 
and fosters food independence, or it is crucial for 
the establishment of an equitable society. The 
same range of belief, though not always articu- 
lated perhaps, exists in many developing coun- 
tries. At WCARRD, some members of some dele- 
gations from countries with highly inequitable 
land systems expressed themselves as sincere 

believers in agrarian reform and in off-the-record 
interviews allied themselves with the forces of 
change at home. Some stated explicitly that the 
elites of the developing world, presumably in- 
cluding themselves, are the principal obstacles to 
development; echoing recent literature of dissent 
in donor countries,31 they suggested that the 
effectiveness of development aid has not only re- 
gressed in recent years but that development aid 
is in fact counterproductive because it sustains 
elites in power and prevents the revolution or 
rapid evolution that would bring about a fairer 
distribution of national wealth. At one point the 
British delegate to one of the commissions, re- 
ferring obliquely to such notions, ruffled many 
developing country delegates by stating that his 
government wanted "value for money" and had 
it in mind to provide less aid on a government-to- 
government basis and more aid by way of volun- 
tary agencies; several Third World representa- 
tives of my acquaintance gave their silent 
approval to this threat to by-pass elitist influence. 

Indeed, though they were all aware of the 
gigantic difficulties involved in planning radical 
social change, several developing country dele- 
gates were outspokenly self-critical. The high 
point of rhetoric, if not awareness of realities, was 
a speech on the second day by Julius Nyerere of 
Tanzania. He divided his speech into the two 
customary categories and spoke with great 
candor of the disparity of rich and poor between 
developed and developing nations and within 
developing nations. About the latter inequity, 
asserting that the poor of the developing world 
are largely rural, he said: 

Governments by themselves cannot achieve rural 
development. They can only facilitate it and 
make it possible. They can organize, help and 
guide; they cannot do. For rural development is 
people's development of themselves, their lives 
and environment. And the people cannot do it if 
they have no power.. . .32 

And then, quoting Michael Lipton (Why  Poor 
People Stay Poor) against himself: 

The sincere egalitarian rhetoric 03 say, Mrs. 
Gandhi or Julius Nyerere was, allowing for dzfler- 
ences of style and ideology, closely paralleled 
during early industrial development.. . . But the 
rural masses of India and Tanzania lack the 
power to organize the pressure that alone can 
turn such rhetoric into distributive action against 
the pressure of the elite. 



Later in his own words: 

If the people are to  be able to develop they must 
have power.. . .At present the best intentioned 
governments-my own included-too easily 
move from a conviction of the need for rural de- 
velopment into acting as if the people had no 
ideas of their own. This is quite wrong. At every 
stage of development people do know what their 
basic needs are. And just as they will produce 
their own food if they have land, so if they have 
SUB-cientfreedom they can be relied upon to de- 
termine their own priorities of development and 
then to work for them. 
Still later: 

And j?nally, but underpinning everything else, 
eflective decision-making power-political and 
economic power-must lie with the inhabitants 
of the rural areas. Political power has to be exer- 
cised by the poor zy the present flow of wealth 
towards wealth is to be stopped.. . . 

Elsewhere in the speech, President Nyerere 
drew a parallel between poor rural areas and rich 
urban ones within countries, on the one hand, 
and poor developing nations and rich developed 
ones, on the other. He implied, though did not 
say specifically, that if rural areas need political 
clout to protect themselves and make certain of 
their rights, so do developing nations. One Third 
World delegate commented later: "The trouble is 
that the only clout we have comes from OPEC 
and a voting majority in UN institutions." 

The matter of political clout carries the equity 
arguments one step further. Political clout 
emerges as one of the ways to achieve equity and 
perhaps the only way to maintain it. To give 
genuine political power to peasants is, in most 
developing nations, more of a revolution than 
agrarian reform-it is agrarian reform plus a 
preservative. In Egypt, for example, it is un- 
thinkable that real rural power should pass from 
the hands of government officials, despite the 
rhetoric of land reform that has been a part of 
Egyptian life since 1952; urban elites will not be 
giving up their prerogatives in the countryside to 
the peasantry. Nor will rich countries be giving 
up more than they must to poor countries. It will 
be almost as hard to sell the NIEO to the elec- 
torates of the developed world as it will be to per- 
suade urban elites of the developing world that 
peasants can manage their own affairs in the 
national interest. The problem is that each de- 
bating team is asking for something that goes 
against the grain of the other's system and 

style-and the strains will grow as the rhetoric 
improves. 

The overlap of the two positions defines the 
liberal stance in both instances. Developed coun- 
tries, say the liberals of the developed world, 
should make concessions on international trade, 
agreeing to what amounts to international legis- 
lation for equity. Developing countries should, at 
the least, arrange for projects that reach "the 
poorest of the poor." Most bureaucrats of the UN 
system find themselves in this overlapping area 
as they seek to act as international brokers. In- 
deed, it is this overlapping area in which the inter- 
national consensus is lodged and institutionalized 
by the UN system. As compromises and trade-offs 
are sought, the consensus sets guidelines. It pro- 
vides directions of change for groups of activists 
and revolutionaries. It sets standards for action 
leading to greater equity, for what each country 
ought to be doing about its leaders. As developed 
and developing countries seek the approval of the 
community of nations-and in some measure 
all of them, or factions with them, do-the con- 
sensus by its very existence exercises what Soedjat- 
moko of Indonesia has referred to as a "sanction 
function." When developing nations seek devel- 
opment aid, they use the verbiage of the current 
consensus to justify the request-and donor 
countries or international agencies, whatever their 
political motives, respond in kind. 

Yet few of the delegates at WCARRD saw any- 
thing good coming out of the conference. While 
some were pleased that the need for rural devel- 
opment was receiving effective publicity, most 
were persuaded that the rhetoric would not lead 
to significant action. They discerned not a con- 
sensus but an obstinacy on the part of the dele- 
gates of the other camp. But the consensus exists 
in the minds of some, and it has changed since 
1974. Rural development is "in" as a major 
factor in general development, and agrarian re- 
form has become more respectable. Its increasing 
appearance in consensus circles will in some 
measure affect political climates in the Third 
World. A proposition at WCARRD may also 
affect that climate; FAO, it was resolved, should 
take the lead in monitoring Third World 
progress in rural development and agrarian 
reform. Such monitoring would entail public 
judgments, and if political circumstances were to 
permit a modicum of honesty beneath the wordy 
diplomatic overlay that F A 0  publications occa- 
sionally exhibit, liberal positions in the develop- 
ing world would be strengthened. 



As this is written, the rhetoric for the resolu- nition will be given to the role of agrarian 
tion on the Third Development Decade is being reform? First indications are that greater food 
negotiated. If consensus-in-rhetoric can some- production will receive major attention. The next 
times affect the climate of decision about internal question is: Can more food be produced and 
reform, trade, and aid, the resolutions should greater equity be achieved simultaneously? The 
provide clues for the near future. Will the role of consensus says this ought to be possible; the 
rural development be stressed, and what recog- sticking point is the slow pace of reality. 

(September 1980) 
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