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Abstract: Poverty is one of the most pressing challenges worldwide, with rural poverty being particularly severe. It is generally believed that poverty signifies a lack of modernity, and as modernization advances, rural poverty will naturally be resolved. However, in reality, modernization has not only failed to eliminate but has further exacerbated rural poverty. Upon re-examining the modernization processes of both advanced Western countries and developing countries in the Global South, it becomes evident that modernization does not inherently resolve rural poverty. Instead, the deepening of modern commodity relations often places peasants in an even more disadvantageous position. In Western countries, the approach to addressing rural poverty has been to eliminate peasants rather than poverty itself, leading to the continuous reproduction of new forms of poverty. Developing countries face even more adverse historical conditions in their efforts to tackle rural poverty, often forced to rapidly advance modernization at the expense of peasants' interests, thereby intensifying rural poverty further. Within the capital-dominated modernization process, while absolute poverty among peasants (agricultural workers) may be alleviated, their relative economic exploitation remains unchanged, and they are often compelled to transfer agricultural surpluses to capitalists through self-exploitation. To fundamentally address rural poverty, it is essential to eliminate the social relations and production structures underlying the generation and reproduction of poverty. However, due to peasants' conservative and dispersed characteristics, on one hand, the state must drive transformations in power distribution and production relations; on the other hand, political participation must be expanded to leverage peasants' creativity. This approach not only addresses poverty but also fosters new economic momentum and competitive advantages.
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0 Introduction
In the 21st century, despite significant advancements in modernization, poverty remains one of the most pressing global challenges. The issue of poverty is predominantly concentrated in rural areas, where more than three-quarters of the world's impoverished population resides. Consequently, addressing rural poverty is crucial for achieving sustainable development in human society. Regarding the relationship between rural poverty and modernization, a common perception is that the two are inherently opposed: poverty is often associated with tradition and backwardness, seen as a barrier to modernization, while modernization is viewed as a pathway to eradicating poverty and resolving rural issues. In other words, it is often assumed that the advancement of modernization will naturally lead to the elimination of rural poverty. However, this assumption does not hold true. If we trace the origins of modernization back to the 1760s and 1770s, the process of modernization has spanned over two centuries. Yet, the problem of rural poverty persists, and inequality - whether measured by income or wealth - continues to grow.
In line with the logic that modernization naturally eliminates rural poverty, mainstream Western economic theory posits that economic growth inherently reduces poverty through the "trickle-down effect," and that poverty rates decline as economies expand. This perspective has exerted a profound influence and has long dominated economic discourse. The development trajectory of Western developed countries appears to support this conclusion. However, the reality is that poverty has not been eradicated but has merely transformed. For instance, rural poverty has evolved into urban working-class poverty, and poverty within one country has shifted to other regions or countries. While most late-developing countries prioritize modernization and economic growth, with the exception of a few nations like China, the outcomes in poverty reduction have been largely unsatisfactory. Increasing evidence suggests that economic growth can exacerbate poverty and widen inequality, a phenomenon Bhagwati terms "immiserizing growth" [1]. A substantial body of evidence demonstrates that poverty does not naturally disappear with modernization. At best, it can be argued that the immense productive capacity generated by modernization offers a theoretical possibility for addressing poverty, rather than a guaranteed solution.
Contrary to the conventional view that poverty stems from a lack of modernity, this paper proposes that poverty is, in fact, a by-product of modernization. To a significant extent, poverty emerges or intensifies alongside the process of modernization. Therefore, it is imperative to critically re-examine modernization, particularly the Western-led model. If we fail to uncover the deep-seated mechanisms that generate and perpetuate rural poverty within the modernization process - and instead focus solely on addressing the superficial manifestations of poverty - we risk overlooking the structural and historical factors that transcend individual capabilities and external circumstances. Without recognizing and dismantling these structural barriers, and without reforming the systems that continuously produce and reproduce poverty, new impoverished populations will continue to emerge even as existing poverty is alleviated. First and foremost, poverty cannot be reduced to a mere empirical fact measured solely through quantitative data. Simply describing poverty using rudimentary metrics such as income distribution (e.g., poverty lines) or even more comprehensive indicators is insufficient. What is more critical is to delve into the underlying logic and mechanisms that generate poverty. [2] This paper will explore the broader process of modernization and compare the divergent paths of modernization between developed and developing countries. Through this analysis, the paper aims to uncover the social relations and production structures that perpetuate rural poverty, thereby elucidating the logic behind its generation and reproduction. Such an approach holds significant reference value for fundamentally understanding rural poverty, particularly in the context of developing countries. 
I. Literature Review: Peasant Poverty Situation and Causes of Poverty
1.1 Peasant Poverty
The most direct manifestation of poverty is material deprivation. The imagery of poverty is often associated with hunger and tattered clothing, reflecting a fundamental scarcity of material resources - specifically, the inability of human labor to produce enough to meet basic needs. For thousands of years prior to the rise of modern capitalism, human societies relied predominantly on agriculture. In agrarian societies, both per capital GDP and per capital income remained at very low levels, with growth rates consistently lagging behind population growth. This tension between population expansion and resource constraints epitomized the natural poverty caused by insufficient productive capacity. According to economic historian Maddison, global per capita income hovered around 450$(in 1990 international dollars) for nearly a millennium before the year 1000 AD, with a growth rate close to zero. Between the year of 1000 and 1820, global per capital income remained below 670$, with an average annual growth rate of only 0.05%. [3] These figures underscore the limited overall productive capacity of pre-modern societies, where food supply was often insufficient to meet human demand in absolute terms, resulting in widespread peasant poverty. However, even in periods of material scarcity, there were always non-poor groups who enjoyed relative prosperity. This observation highlights a second dimension of poverty: poverty caused by inequitable distribution mechanisms, or what can be termed "social poverty," stemming from a lack of rights and opportunities. In modern societies, even when food production outpaces population growth, a significant number of poor individuals - particularly poor peasants - continue to exist due to unfair distribution systems. Despite substantial improvements in productive capacity, poverty persists. Even if absolute poverty can be addressed through advanced productive forces, the problem of poverty cannot be fully eradicated. Relative poverty, driven by inequality, will continue to be reproduced.
With the spread of the modern capitalist mode of production from Western Europe, regions such as Europe, North America, and Australia successively transitioned from agrarian to industrial societies. These regions eliminated traditional peasantry and rural economic structures through the commercialization of land and labor, replacing small-scale peasant farming with large-scale farms and agricultural corporations. These new agricultural entities relied on mechanization and large-scale cultivation, significantly boosting agricultural productivity and largely eradicating widespread peasant poverty. However, while the modern capitalist mode of production has addressed natural poverty, it has not resolved the issue of social poverty. Inequality between different groups and classes continues to widen, highlighting the persistent nature of poverty in new forms. In contrast, the efforts of Third World countries—many of which gained independence in the second half of the 20th century - to address peasant poverty during their modernization processes have been far less successful. Even in the 21st century, as globalization deepens, large-scale rural poverty remains a recurring issue in many developing countries. Urban-rural inequality, whether measured by income or wealth, continues to rise. Compounded by factors such as COVID-19, armed conflicts, and climate disasters, the number of people living in extreme poverty (defined as living on less than 1.90 per day) has not decreased in recent years. In 2020 alone, this number increased by 97 million. This growing poverty threatens to undo decades of development progress. According to the World Bank′s 2023 Development Report, nearly 700 million people still live in extreme poverty, and almost half of the global population - over 3 billion people - live on less than 1.90 per day. The 2021 Global Multidimensional Poverty Index further reveals that 1.3 billion people worldwide experience multidimensional poverty, with nearly half (644 million) being children under 18 years old. The majority of the poor reside in middle-income countries, with the highest concentrations in sub-Saharan Africa (556 million) and South Asia (532 million). From this perspective, modernization does not inherently lead to the elimination of poverty. For many developing countries, modernization often comes at the cost of exacerbating poverty. Even as some individuals escape poverty, new forms of poverty emerge, perpetuating the cycle. Nevertheless, there is reason for optimism. China, as the world's largest developing country, has made remarkable strides in poverty reduction over the past four decades, contributing significantly to global poverty alleviation efforts. According to current poverty standards, China has lifted 770 million rural residents out of poverty, accounting for nearly 75% of global poverty reduction during the same period. China has also forged a unique path to modernization. However, it is important to note that China has primarily addressed absolute poverty, the challenge of relative poverty remains, particularly in rural areas. Solving this issue remains one of the most arduous tasks in China's ongoing development journey.
1.2 Causes of Peasant Poverty
In examining the causes of peasant poverty, poverty has traditionally been viewed as an economic concept, with analyses often focusing on the economic factors contributing to low income among peasants. For decades, neoliberal economic theory has posited that the root cause of poverty lies in insufficient or slow economic growth. It argues that economic growth inherently raises income levels and naturally alleviates poverty, thereby rendering special poverty alleviation policies unnecessary. According to this perspective, targeted policies for the poor may distort resource allocation and hinder economic efficiency. However, empirical evidence from many countries, particularly developing countries, reveals that economic growth often coexists with rising inequality, challenging this neoliberal assumption. As research has evolved, the academic community has increasingly recognized that poverty is not merely an economic issue but a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing economic, social, political, and cultural dimensions. Among the various perspectives, agricultural economist Schultz attributes poverty to a lack of investment in human capital, arguing that improving education and skills can break the cycle of poverty. [4] Similarly, Deaton, through his analysis of micro-level household survey data, identifies the lack of equitable infrastructure as a critical factor perpetuating poverty. [5] These insights underscore the complexity of poverty and highlight the need for a holistic approach to address its root causes. On the other hand, Sen shifts the focus to the rights and capabilities underlying economic factors. He argues that the primary cause of poverty lies in the deprivation of rights and social exclusion, emphasizing that the fundamental solution to poverty lies in enhancing the substantive freedoms of the poor. However, Sen does not delve into the deeper structural reasons behind the lack of rights and social exclusion. [6] Myrdal, meanwhile, highlights the role of "non-economic" factors - such as political, social, institutional, and cultural elements—in perpetuating the poverty trap in South Asia. He contends that market forces alone are insufficient to overcome poverty, underscoring the need for broader systemic reforms. [7]In the Chinese context, Zhou Qingzhi identifies the root cause of peasant poverty as a lack of basic capabilities stemming from insufficient property rights, including rights to education, healthcare, pensions, and housing. [8] Similarly, Li Xiaoyun points to the severe imbalance in the distribution of land benefits during land expropriation as a direct driver of the urban-rural divide. [9] These perspectives collectively highlight the multifaceted nature of poverty, emphasizing that its causes extend beyond mere economic factors to include institutional, social, and political dimensions. The causes of peasant poverty can also be attributed to a lack of various forms of capital, including financial, physical, human, social, and natural capital. Additionally, climate disasters significantly impact the livelihoods of peasants, particularly in remote and vulnerable areas. While numerous studies have explored the causes of peasant poverty from diverse angles, they often overlook the structural factors that play a crucial role in the generation and perpetuation of poverty. This is especially true in the context of critical reflections on modernization.
Under the structural pressures of modernization, it is insufficient to attribute poverty to individual factors such as laziness, low intelligence, incompetence, or ignorance among peasants. Similarly, merely empowering individuals or relying solely on economic growth, market forces, or societal spontaneity (at least in the short term) is inadequate to address the root causes of poverty. From a broader perspective, poverty can be categorized into two types: natural poverty and social poverty. The transition from agricultural to industrial societies through modernization provides the material conditions necessary to address natural poverty. However, this transformation alone is insufficient to resolve social poverty, particularly in market-dominated societies where poverty is unlikely to disappear spontaneously. As one scholar aptly notes, "Sooner or later, peasants will fall victim to modernization. That's a short, hard truth." [10]Moreover, directly replicating the modernization paths of Western developed countries is often unfeasible for developing countries seeking to address peasant poverty. Instead, it is essential to re-examine the diverse possibilities of modernization and explore the structural causes and potential solutions for the generation and reproduction of peasant poverty. Only by doing so can we develop strategies that are both context-specific and sustainable.
2 The Peasant Poverty in the Process of Modernization of Developed Countries
2.1 Eliminate Poverty or Eliminate Peasants?
It is widely assumed that developed countries in Europe and North America, which were the first to transition into modern societies, successfully resolved the issue of peasant poverty by leveraging the immense productive forces generated by modern modes of production. On the surface, this appears to be true, as these countries no longer face significant peasant poverty today. However, the underlying reality is more complex: modernization in Europe and America has effectively eliminated the peasant class itself, but it has not eradicated poverty - particularly relative poverty. According to classical Marxist theory, the transformation of modern capitalist societies is characterized by the commodification of land and labor. This process began with the enclosure movements, which commodified land, and continued as peasants were gradually dispossessed of their land and transformed into wage laborers with no means of production. While it is undeniable that capitalism liberated peasants from feudal exploitation and severed their personal dependence on feudal landlords, this did not equate to their complete emancipation. Instead, the mechanism of extracting surplus labor shifted from overt coercion (military, judicial, political, etc.) to economic exploitation.
In modern capitalist society, the purpose of agricultural production has shifted from subsistence to market-oriented activities, and the mode of production has transitioned from small-scale farming to large-scale operations. Simultaneously, peasants have been stripped of their means of production, leaving the sale of labor as their only means of survival. This process, known as the commodification of labor, has transformed peasants into wage laborers. However, this transformation has plunged many into dire circumstances, as the dispossessed peasant class has been reconstituted into the new proletariat. Forced by their circumstances, many peasants who lost their land during this period became beggars, thieves, or vagrants. In modern capitalist society, where market relations dominate human productive activities, "there is no other connection between people than naked self-interest, no nexus other than the cold logic of cash payment." [11] With the establishment of capitalist production relations, class structures have been simplified into two opposing groups: the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. Consequently, the poverty once associated with peasants has been reconfigured into the poverty of the proletariat. Under the capitalist mode of production, poverty persists even as the majority of peasants migrate to urban areas and transition into the working class. Governed by the law of surplus value, the bourgeoisie continues to amass wealth, while the wages of the working class remain barely sufficient to sustain their basic livelihoods. Over time, the income gap between these classes only widens. A key mechanism enabling the bourgeoisie to suppress wages is the deliberate maintenance of a certain level of unemployment. This relative surplus of labor ensures that capitalists can keep workers' wages low, as the threat of unemployment undermines workers' bargaining power. From this perspective, in so-called modern capitalist societies, the accumulation of wealth by a privileged few is inextricably linked to the poverty and suffering of the majority. Moreover, as capitalist modernization advances, the impoverishment and hardship experienced by the majority tend to intensify. This dynamic underscores the inherent contradictions of capitalist development, where progress for some often comes at the expense of others.
In Britain, the first country to transition into modern society, the "enclosure movement" played a pivotal role in the early stages of rural commercialization and capitalization. This process stripped a significant number of ordinary peasants of their farming and grazing rights. As land became increasingly commodified, the peasant class underwent profound stratification, with land gradually concentrated in the hands of aristocrats and large landowners. This concentration had devastating consequences for poor peasants, who were left at the bottom of the rural hierarchy. These marginalized peasants were forced into precarious positions, either becoming part of a growing rural labor force—engaged in tasks such as fencing, digging ditches, paving roads for land enclosures, or performing farm work that had not yet been mechanized - or fleeing to plague-ridden towns and joining the impoverished urban working class. The suffering and exploitation of these poor peasants effectively paved the way for modernization. While the specific paths of modern capitalist transformation in other European countries differed from that of Britain, they shared a common outcome: peasants were ultimately ensnared by capital, transitioning from traditional self-sufficiency to market dependency. As the peasant class was gradually eliminated, traditional smallholder farming methods were transformed into modern capitalist modes of production. On one hand, the commercialization of land dispossessed many peasants of their land, leaving them with no choice but to engage in wage labor or lease land through commercial contracts. On the other hand, even for those who retained ownership of their land, reproduction became impossible without participating in commodity relations and market systems. The commodification of the means of subsistence, in particular, subordinated agricultural labor to the logic of capital. As Bernstein aptly observes, "Whereas previous types of class societies, such as slavery or serfdom, relied on legal and political coercion to control labor, capitalist societies replace this with 'the dull compulsion of economic forces': you have a 'choice' - sell your labor or face starvation!" [12] This shift underscores the profound transformation in the mechanisms of exploitation, as economic necessity replaces overt coercion, binding peasants and workers alike to the demands of capital. Ultimately, under the overwhelming force of capital, traditional peasants in Western developed countries were eradicated, but the problem of poverty was not fully resolved. Within capitalist commodity relations, new forms of poverty are continuously reproduced. Unlike traditional peasant poverty, the poor in contemporary Western developed countries are predominantly concentrated in urban areas rather than rural ones, with marginalized groups such as immigrants, people of African descent, and other racial or social minorities disproportionately affected. While it is true that the productive forces of modern capitalist societies are more advanced than ever before, and material wealth has increased significantly, absolute poverty has largely been eliminated. However, relative poverty persists. Overall, the wealth gap in modern Western countries continues to widen, particularly in terms of wealth distribution. This trend challenges the validity of the inverted U-shaped curve hypothesis, which posits that income inequality initially rises but eventually declines with economic development. In reality, this hypothesis has not materialized, as inequality continues to grow despite economic progress.
2.2 The Generation of Peasant Poverty in Capitalism Countries
While the majority of peasants were eradicated, the few who remained were also absorbed into the modern production and commodity systems by capital. In this context, it is more accurate to refer to peasants in modern Western countries as "agricultural practitioners." As pioneers of modernization, European capitalist countries primarily adopted a differentiated approach in the process of eliminating the peasant class. With the advancement of capitalism, the peasantry underwent continuous stratification. A small portion evolved into relatively wealthy agricultural elites, including foreign agricultural capitalists, while the majority were either relegated to the status of poor peasants or transformed into the proletariat. This process was accompanied by a widening gap between the rich and the poor. From the perspective of agriculture itself, capitalism created conditions for agricultural development. Urban centers provided markets for agricultural products and investment resources, thereby enhancing agricultural productivity. However, as market forces came to dominate economic activities, peasants were compelled to increase their productivity to survive. Those unable to compete effectively were inevitably marginalized or eliminated, leading to polarization—a defining feature of modernization. On one side, there are affluent capitalist sharecroppers, while on the other, landless agricultural laborers struggle for survival. If early capitalist control over peasants primarily relied on land enclosures to strip them of their means of subsistence, the advancement of capitalism has further entrenched peasants within the modern capitalist system. Impoverished peasants are now compelled to bear the burden of various rents and even debts resulting from the commercialization of agriculture. Driven by neoliberal trends, capital increasingly dominates both the upstream and downstream sectors of agriculture. Every stage of the agricultural supply chain - from cultivation to processing, manufacturing, wholesale, and retail - has witnessed remarkable technological advancements. The fusion of technology and capital further shapes and constrains the decision-making of peasants. The intensification of commodified relationships and the restructuring of economic systems continue to erode the livelihoods of peasants, particularly the most vulnerable among them.
It is important to note that, due to the inherent characteristics of agricultural production and the delayed realization of the value of agricultural commodities, smallholder peasants have not been entirely eradicated in developed capitalist countries. On the whole, it is more advantageous for capital to invest in the upstream and downstream sectors of agriculture, and it serves capital's interests to maintain the engagement of family peasants in agricultural activities. In the context of modern capitalist agriculture, smallholder peasants are no longer subsistence farmers in the traditional sense but have become part of the working class tied to capital - specifically, labor power operating with means of production owned by others. When capital dominates the land market, agricultural trade market, production credit market, and other upstream and downstream markets, the exploitation of peasants by capital becomes an inevitable outcome. This exploitation is fundamentally no different from the exploitation of the working class by capitalists, albeit manifested in a different form. Peasants struggling to survive within the interstices of capitalism must endure increasingly harsh production and living conditions. Impoverished peasants are compelled (or have no choice but) to accept these circumstances to sustain their means of reproduction. If smallholder peasants fail to reduce their consumption to a minimal level or endure extreme weather conditions—scorching summers and freezing winters—they may find themselves unable to afford seeds, fertilizers, or even retain ownership of their land. Chayanov refers to this phenomenon as "self-exploitation," a practice that agricultural capitalists find difficult to replicate. In this context, as long as smallholder peasants continue to produce "cheap" food for capitalists, enabling the latter to secure low-cost wage labor, their existence is tolerated - or even encouraged - by capital. In other words, the exploitation of peasants by capital does not need to be as direct as the exploitation of the working class. Instead, it is more advantageous for capital to integrate agriculture into a market structure dominated by indirect exploitation. This explains why, even in highly industrialized nations, family-based agricultural management persists today.
As agriculture involves the production of plant and animal life under complex and variable natural conditions, agricultural producers must not only have a direct and vested economic interest in the outcomes of production but also possess full autonomy over the production process.[13] This inherent characteristic makes it nearly impossible for agricultural wage laborers to perform optimally in agricultural production. Similarly, agricultural capitalists face significant challenges in effectively supervising such labor. These factors collectively explain the enduring presence of smallholder peasants organized around family units. As a consequence of this exploitative dynamic, the share of peasants in gross agricultural production has steadily declined, while the share of agricultural inputs (and their associated costs), as well as processing and marketing, has risen significantly. This shift has disproportionately benefited agricultural investment firms and agri-food corporations. Consequently, the peasantry itself has become increasingly divided, giving rise to a class of the poorest and most marginalized peasants. Despite their most strenuous efforts, these peasants are barely able to sustain themselves and must rely on selling their labor to achieve self-reproduction. Under the production modes and market relations dictated by capital, poor peasants continue to reproduce their conditions. While the absolute income levels of poor peasants may improve to some extent with the development of capitalism, they remain trapped in relative poverty, with the wealth gap only widening over time. Poor peasants are also compelled to transfer their surplus production to agricultural capitalists through a form of "self-exploitation."
2.3 The Problem of Peasant Poverty Caused or Exacerbated by the Disintegration of Traditional Rural Social Relations
Poverty continually generates numerous new social problems, particularly as modernization dismantles traditional rural social structures. The erosion of these traditional social ties, which once provided a degree of protection for the impoverished, has left many low-income individuals trapped in a cycle of poverty. First, In traditional agricultural societies, urban and rural relationships were characterized more by complementarity than competition, underpinned by robust reciprocal social bonds—despite the persistence of unequal power dynamics. However, in modern society, competition and profit maximization have become the fundamental principles governing social life. As a result, social relations have been fundamentally reconfigured and increasingly commodified, reduced to relationships between objects rather than people.[14] When an entire society becomes embedded within market relations, it transforms into an appendage of capital, leading to profound negative consequences for humanity. Among these consequences, the problem of peasant poverty stands out as a significant outcome.
Second, in traditional rural societies, communities often reserved portions of land or distributed harvests equitably, providing support to economically disadvantaged members. Even private property rights were typically constrained by customary principles that granted non-holders certain rights to use land owned by others. However, under the forces of modernization, the entire structure of peasant society has disintegrated. Exclusive private property rights have gradually eroded these traditional forms of communal land use. As a result, peasants who lose their property and the support of social customs face a cascade of social problems.
Third, the impact of agricultural activities in traditional societies was inherently limited due to the localized nature of farming practices. In other words, peasants' living standards were primarily determined by natural conditions. Even when social conditions of production exerted influence, such effects were largely confined to villages, families, and other small kinship-based regional units. With the emergence of the capitalist mode of production, agriculture gradually transformed into an economic sector, becoming heavily reliant on the division of labor between upstream and downstream industries. Traditional subsistence peasants were increasingly forced to depend on the market - specifically, the exchange of commodities - for their reproduction. In practice, this meant they had to generate monetary income to pay taxes or rent in cash (rather than in kind or through labor services), to purchase consumer goods that were no longer obtainable through local economic organizations, and to acquire means of production such as fertilizers, seeds, tools, and other farm equipment.
In essence, while traditional rural social relations maintained a certain degree of economic equality, modern capitalist society has compelled peasants to passively and deeply integrate into the global commodity market. As a result, peasants are increasingly unable to compete with the landowning elite and the capitalist elite, further marginalizing their position within the economic system.
3. The Problem of Peasant Poverty in the Process of Modernization in Developing Countries
3.1 Why Do Peasants in Developing Countries Become Victims of Modernization?
Compared to the issues of peasant poverty in developed countries, which pioneered modernization, the problem is particularly acute in developing countries. As previously mentioned, the majority of the world's impoverished peasants are concentrated in third-world nations. Unlike developed countries, which historically addressed peasant poverty by reducing the peasant population, developing countries face significant challenges in resolving this issue. Samir Amin highlights two key reasons for this disparity: First, European industrialization underwent a labor-intensive process spanning over 150 years, enabling it to absorb a vast number of landless peasants. In contrast, contemporary industrialization in developing countries, aided by advanced technology, requires far less labor. Second, during Europe's transition from an agricultural to an industrial society, a significant surplus population emigrated to the United States. However, this option is no longer feasible for today's developing countries.[2] The discovery of the New World enabled pioneering European countries to acquire substantial windfall resources and profits through colonial extraction. These economies systematically imported land-intensive commodities - including staple crops, textile raw materials (cotton and linen), and fuel stocks - while exporting manufactured textiles, thereby facilitating labor liberation from agrarian constraints. This resource asymmetry established the necessary preconditions for Europe's Industrial Revolution, catalyzing a transition toward labor-efficient, capital-intensive production models. Conversely, the resource endowment structures of Asia, Latin America, and Africa confined these regions to incremental development through land-conserving, labor-intensive agricultural systems[15]. Historical attempts at rapid agricultural modernization, notably the Soviet Union's collectivization experiments, demonstrated the perils of disregarding contextual socio-economic realities.
Neoclassical economic orthodoxy attributes developing countries' agricultural challenges primarily to distortive government interventions through price manipulation and resource misallocation. This paradigm posits that market liberalization alone could resolve peasant poverty universally[15]. However, such analysis oversimplifies complex development economics by neglecting critical structural disparities. Effective agricultural modernization analysis requires multilayered examination encompassing: 1) technical production factors, 2) social organizational frameworks, and 3) global economic architectures influencing production relations. Under free competitive market conditions, large landed estates and agricultural capitalists in developed countries will undoubtedly prevail over billions of small-scale peasants in developing countries. While developing countries could theoretically establish modern large landed estates to compete, this would require concentrating fragmented land from numerous small-scale peasants into the hands of a small minority. Additionally, it would demand that developing countries possess mechanized agricultural machinery (or the capital to acquire such equipment), access to developed consumer markets for agricultural products, and sufficient industrial capacity to absorb vast numbers of landless workers—conditions that are simply unattainable for most developing nations. Furthermore, compared to developed countries, developing countries face unfavorable terms of trade for agricultural products during modernization, particularly in the current era of agricultural surplus where prices have sharply declined. This is the harsh reality confronting peasants in developing countries. As Samir Amin concluded, "Capitalism can solve the problems of the core countries only by creating profound agricultural crises in the periphery - a resolution achievable solely through the extermination of half of humanity." In any case, compared to the developed countries two centuries ago, the current poverty of peasants in developing countries exists under entirely different historical conditions. Their impoverishment stems from more complex causes, and their position is far more disadvantaged.
Peasants in developing countries face not only international adversities but also discriminatory policy treatment. For the countries across Asia, Africa, and Latin America pursuing modernization, development strategies often relegate agriculture to secondary status, prioritizing industrial growth through policies that subsidize urban development at peasants' expense. The longstanding aspiration for rapid modernization in most developing countries necessitates structural economic transformation - shifting from agrarian foundations to industrial and manufacturing bases. This developmental transition requires deliberate resource reallocation from agricultural to industrial sectors, a process that cannot occur spontaneously. Governments consequently implement targeted policy interventions across three market domains: agricultural commodities, production factors, and consumer goods[16]. In agricultural commodity markets, governments maintain strict price controls through state monopolies on grain procurement and exportation, typically purchasing domestically at below-market rates while selling internationally at higher prices. This systematic extraction of agricultural surplus serves dual purposes: maintaining low urban living costs to suppress industrial wage demands, and appeasing urban populations through subsidized food prices rather than confronting capital owners over wage increases. Within consumer markets, developing countries implement protective measures including tariffs and import restrictions to shield nascent industries. However, these policies impose hidden costs disproportionately borne by rural populations through elevated consumer prices. Most developing economies - constrained by limited domestic markets - experience chronic industrial underutilization, enterprise inefficiencies, and economic stagnation. The resulting "modern" industrial sectors often exist nominally, sustained only through continuous government support.
Some developing countries, particularly those lacking industrial capacity, attempt agricultural modernization strategies. Yet productivity improvements through commercial intensification typically disadvantage smallholders while benefiting agricultural capitalists. Policy instruments like subsidized fertilizers, seeds, land, machinery, and credit - ostensibly designed to enhance farm profitability - frequently become captured by large landholders. Urban elites with political connections further exploit land redistribution programs, credit facilities, and subsidy mechanisms to consolidate agricultural operations, often marginalizing smallholder peasants in these transformation processes. The convergence of domestic and international adversities has precipitated widespread peasant poverty in developing countries, characterized by expanding urban-rural disparities and entrenched agrarian-industrial sector conflicts within modernization processes. While states occasionally redistribute portions of agricultural surplus through subsidies and public services, these benefits flow predominantly to rural elites who become co-opted political allies, exacerbating intra-rural inequality.
Marx's analysis of 19th century French peasants remains pertinent: "Smallholders constitute a class merely through shared geographical existence, lacking the organizational cohesion for collective political action... Their productive isolation prevents formation of class consciousness."[11] This structural disempowerment leaves peasant populations unable to effectively challenge inequitable resource distribution, often resorting to withdrawal strategies or urban migration as secondary survival mechanisms against adverse policy impacts. Selective rural development policies further fragment communities, creating state-aligned stakeholder groups that benefit from preferential resource allocation. Consequently, meaningful political restructuring proves unattainable, leaving peasant welfare improvements contingent upon superficial economic concessions rather than substantive institutional reforms. Most developing countries exhibit similar patterns where modernization generates socioeconomic stratification, eroding rural social cohesion and positioning impoverished peasants as primary casualties of structural transformation.
3.2 Peasant Poverty in China's Modernization Process
As the largest developing country, China's rural population has made significant sacrifices during the state's prolonged modernization process. Following the establishment of the People's Republic of China, the government implemented comprehensive control over rural society to accelerate industrialization and modernization. This involved imposing state control across agricultural production, distribution, consumption, and exchange systems. Specific measures included transitioning from individual farming to state-managed collective ownership of production means, replacing market-based agricultural trade with state monopolies on procurement and distribution. Consequently, grain allocation adopted the commune-based work-point system while peasant consumption became standardized under the collective "eating from the same big pot" principle. Institutionally, China established an urban-rural dual-system framework encompassing household registration (hukou) controls and commune governance. This systemic segregation created barriers to resource mobility between urban and rural areas while establishing differential treatment between urban workers and rural farmers, thereby institutionalizing structural urban-rural disparities. These policies systematically restricted peasants' rights through multiple mechanisms: the unified procurement system eliminated agricultural pricing autonomy; collectivization curtailed independent land management and profit retention; and the household registration system denied rural population mobility and industrial workforce participation. Such institutional constraints not only perpetuated rural poverty but also exacerbated the urban-rural income gap.
Land rights were of utmost importance to peasants. Mao Zedong emphasized that "whoever wins the peasants, wins China, and whoever solves the land problem wins the peasants." Additionally, Huntington noted that "no social group was more conservative than the peasants who owned the land, and no social group was more revolutionary than the peasants who had too little land or paid too much rent." This highlights the significance of land. The concept of land rights meant that peasants could own the product of their labor on the land. However, throughout history, peasants did not fully possess this right. Through the land revolution, Chinese peasants were allocated and obtained land, but they only enjoyed the right to cultivate the land and obtain profits through farming. The ownership of the land belonged to the collective, and peasants enjoyed the rights of land management and profit. The state’s control of land through collective ownership was beneficial for unifying the behavior of individual peasants and achieving the state’s overall goals. However, this control also led to excessive government influence in rural society, which could surpass what peasants could bear and harm their interests. For instance, in the 1990s, peasants faced an excessive tax burden, exceeding their land income. Additionally, the continuous expansion of urbanization and industrialization led to the occupation of farmland through land expropriation, resulting in minimal and unfair income for peasants compared to industrial and commercial use. This demonstrates that economic development was achieved at the expense of peasants’ interests. Furthermore, the outflow of rural labor force due to urbanization resulted in the exploitation of rural resources and the direct exploitation of the peasant group that migrated to cities to become the working class. As a result, the state and collective interests took precedence over those of individual peasants, leading to economic hardships and passive resistance.
During the 1980s, China implemented gradual reforms - including the household contract responsibility system, phased relaxation of urban household registration restrictions, increased agricultural procurement prices, abolition of agricultural taxes alongside tax system reforms, and equalization of rural public services (healthcare, education, elderly care, and social assistance) - that partially dismantled the urban-rural dual structure. These reforms substantially raised agricultural product prices, significantly improved peasants' income levels, gradually reduced their financial burdens, and reversed the historical pattern of agricultural surplus extraction by the state. By granting peasants independent production and management rights, these measures facilitated the marketization of agricultural activities. As the state transitioned from direct intervention to macroeconomic regulation, peasants gained substantial autonomy in production, exchange, distribution, and consumption. The new institutional framework unleashed agricultural productivity and promoted market-oriented operations, though it simultaneously exposed farmers to heightened market and social risks.
Notably, the reforms precluded a return to dispersed, self-sufficient small-scale farming. While family-based cultivation remained predominant, farmers became increasingly interconnected with diverse market actors across agricultural supply chains—from seed and fertilizer suppliers to irrigation system operators and pest control services. Concurrently, the state continued modernizing rural communities through public service delivery and tax administration.
This integration process, particularly when viewed through China's national development framework, maintained modernization patterns that prioritized urban-industrial advancement at rural expense under the enduring influence of urban-rural dualism. Consequently, income disparities persisted and rural poverty accumulated. Market mechanisms alone proved inadequate for poverty alleviation, instead reinforcing structural inequalities that disadvantaged farmers. The ultimate resolution of absolute poverty emerged when national development priorities shifted. As poverty eradication became a state imperative under the Communist Party of China's leadership, coordinated efforts by the state, market forces, and civil society enabled comprehensive poverty elimination. This achievement allowed broader societal sharing of modernization benefits, effectively addressing peasants' absolute poverty through institutionalized multi-stakeholder collaboration.
4. State-Induced Mechanisms of Peasant Poverty and Poverty Alleviation
4.1 The Political Economy of State-Driven Poverty Generation
   From the modernization paths of the advanced Western developed countries and the late-developing counties, peasant poverty first manifests as a consequence of economic modernization. However, behind peasant poverty lies deeper political causes, which are particularly evident in developing countries. In fact, even the modernization of developed countries could not have been achieved without strong political support - namely, the role of the state. Without the concentration of political power at the state level, and without the state’s comprehensive support for capital - including maintaining social order and operating the entire property system - the primitive accumulation of capital would have been impossible to accomplish, nor could capital’s exploitation of impoverished peasants and the working class have been realized.
With the development of commodity markets, capital markets, and labor markets - especially through the labor market—class relations became institutionalized. "As the social power of capitalists became fixed into an exchange relationship in the form of private labor contracts, the extraction of surplus value appropriable by private individuals replaced political dependency relationships." Consequently, the capitalist mode of production establishes an ostensibly "apolitical" relationship between laborers and employers. This makes capital’s exploitation of peasants and wage workers appear as mere reflections of economic relations, thereby obscuring the political factors behind peasant poverty.
From an economic perspective, income distribution is determined by the inherent characteristics of industries themselves - that is, agricultural production functions lead to peasant poverty. However, fundamentally, income distribution depends on who dominates the political system and thereby gains the legitimate power to protect their interests. In other words, it is institutions - particularly political institutions - that shape how people deploy production factors such as land, capital, and labor in commodity production, ultimately determining urban-rural income distribution patterns. It must be emphasized that although different property rights and institutional systems may achieve equivalent efficiency, they can produce divergent income distribution outcomes. In reality, the specific composition of economic interests is typically politically determined. If certain economic interests lack political representation, they will struggle to obtain substantive protection.
Therefore, peasant poverty reflects not merely economic relations but, more fundamentally, political power relations. In the modernization processes of many countries, peasant poverty emerges as an outcome of the state protecting the wealth of affluent elites. As modern economic activities flourish in urban areas, urban classes equipped with new skills and ideologies gradually ascend to dominate national politics. Even when "society remains rural in nature, politics has become urbanized." With this shift, "the political system and government increasingly rely on urban support rather than rural backing." Urbanization grows to be perceived as a benchmark of modernization, and empowered cities persistently impose new demands on rural areas, thereby institutionalizing the urban-rural divide. In traditional societies, even under centralized states, governments rarely intervened directly in peasants' economic lives. Agricultural labor and state politics operated independently, as Fei Xiaotong observed: "Rural society was a small-scale peasant economy where each household, except for salt and iron necessities, could maintain self-sufficiency when needed." However, in modern societies, the state actively intervenes—even directly penetrates—peasants' lives and production to achieve modern integration of rural society and construct peasants' national consciousness. For many late-developing countries, intense geopolitical competition compels them to prioritize heavy industrialization—a strategy starkly exemplified in the Soviet Union and the early years of the People's Republic of China. To rapidly catch up with developed countries, these states employed coercive power for social integration, implementing land reforms and capital accumulation/centralization. Peasants' autonomy was eroded or even eradicated, with poverty systematically generated through state actions. When developing countries must concentrate resources from rural to urban areas and from agriculture to industry for modernization goals, they inevitably predestine the outcome of peasant poverty.
4.2 The Role of the State in Alleviating Peasant Poverty
Peasant poverty might appear as an inevitable outcome of modernization, yet poverty does not naturally resolve itself during this process. Alleviating peasant poverty fundamentally requires state intervention. If the state largely constitutes the source of peasant poverty, it simultaneously holds the key to its solution. Take land as an example: while land remains the most fundamental factor determining peasant poverty, it is politics that decides who holds power over land. Through political authority, the state can constrain or expand peasants' economic choices. When the state grants peasants land ownership or usage rights, their economic options broaden, creating more pathways out of poverty. From the perspective of modernization itself, a crucial element lies in expanding political participation. This necessitates integrating peasants into national politics; otherwise, state stability may be threatened. Paradoxically, this provides political opportunities to narrow urban-rural disparities and address peasant poverty. However, peasants' inherent characteristics - dispersal and organizational weakness—constrain their agency. As Marx observed, peasants "cannot represent themselves; they must be represented by others. Their representative must simultaneously be their master, an authority towering above them, an unrestricted governmental power." Peasants' conservatism has been repeatedly demonstrated. Revolutions rarely occur unless their living conditions become intolerable. Therefore, without state action, peasants' impoverished fate remains largely immutable. During the modernization, only when the state possesses sufficient capacity to drive economic and social transformations can wealth distribution shift from concentration toward broader sharing.
5. Conclusion and Prospects
In conclusion, modernization does not inherently resolve peasant poverty, but frequently exacerbates or even generates it. Poverty appears as an inevitable fate for peasants during modernization. As Barrington Moore poignantly observed, "What does modernization mean to peasants beyond the stark reality that they will ultimately become its victims?" While modernization has driven substantial increases in global grain production and population growth - demonstrating agricultural progress in terms of food supply - large-scale peasant poverty and inequality remain pervasive and persistent. Whether measured through singular metrics (income, health, education, living standards, life expectancy) or composite indices, peasant deprivation endures. Amid global food abundance, millions still endure hunger. Compared to traditional societies, modernity signifies advancement, and the capitalist mode of production represents superior productive forces. Yet it is crucial to recognize that this "progress" conceals immense suffering. Modernization enables more efficient exploitation of peasants than any previous social system exploitation that paradoxically underpins productivity gains.
From the economic perspective, modernization constitutes a transition from traditional agrarian societies to modern industrial ones—a process exemplified in the modern development trajectories of nations worldwide. Within this transformation, market relations expand into broader domains than ever before. "Markets gradually evolved into more efficient and centrally organized mechanisms... (peasants') bargaining power drastically diminished." As factors such as population, capital, and resources concentrate in urban centers, rural areas experience systemic decline while peasants sink deeper into poverty. Under the market-oriented production system, agriculture transforms into a subsidiary economic activity. Peasants shift from producing for personal/landlord consumption to producing for markets - a process termed agricultural commercialization. Divergent modes of agricultural commercialization shape distinct modernization paths. Yet regardless of the path, peasants either become subordinates to the bourgeoisie (agrarian capitalists) or face direct destruction by capitalist forces - forced into urban proletariat ranks. The remaining smallholding peasants survive in capitalism's interstices, sustaining capital's expansion through exploitation or self-exploitation.
From the political perspective, modernization has deteriorated the objective conditions of peasant labor and welfare, as political power shifts from rural to urban areas and from agriculture to industry. In traditional societies, land - the most vital production factor - was predominantly communally owned by villages or clans. However, modernization introduced Western land ownership systems that dismantled traditional land cultivation institutions. The emphasis on exclusive land ownership objectively granted monopolistic land rights to those with greater wealth and higher social status, generating inequality and even catastrophic consequences for many peasants. Addressing this predicament necessitates land reform. Such reform aims not merely to enhance peasant welfare but to fundamentally restructure social relations - entailing the redistribution of power and status.
For Western developed countries, their early modernization addressed peasant poverty in agrarian-based traditional economies through the commodification of land and labor. However, this "solution" of eliminating peasantry proves unviable in late-developing Third World countries. Developing countries confront vast, traditional peasant societies that historically evolved independently of state power. During the modernization, as rural land and labor become commodified, self-regulating markets subordinate social order entirely to economic rationality. Social institutions incompatible with capital accumulation logic are marginalized, leaving traditional rural orders, organizations, and communities unable to protect impoverished peasants. Consequently, poverty eradication through state intervention becomes an endogenous obligation for developing states. To effectively address peasant poverty, stronger direct linkages must be forged between peasants and the state, making rural livelihoods and production increasingly dependent on political power. Paradoxically, modernization compels developing countries to sacrifice peasant interests for industrialization/urbanization, exacerbating poverty - especially during early modernization phases. Ultimately, states face the efficiency-equity dilemma. On the one hand, efficiency demands power centralization. On the other hand, equity requires power decentralization. While not inherently contradictory, this necessitates balancing socio-economic restructuring with political institutional reforms to prevent mutual obstruction. Merely relying on developmental "trickle-down effects" proves inadequate. States must actively guide poverty alleviation while unleashing popular creativity - transforming poverty reduction into new economic advantages and growth drivers. This constitutes the critical frontier for future exploration.
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