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1

Understanding the Growth of 
Large Estates

Very often latifundialization is described in terms of the
concentration of land holdings in the hands of a few. While it is true
that that is the central phenomenon, there are various
particulars/causative factors related to it. Instead of reducing it to a
single phenomenon or factor, a more useful way of dealing with the
subject is to get a fuller picture by focusing on multiple dimensions.
Understanding the process of latifundialization entails not only
delineating some key conceptual categories to provide a general
frame of reference but also developing a catalog of particulars/aspects
relevant to the issue. The strategy in this study is to address these
concerns in successive stages.

In agrarian societies, land constitutes the primary economic base,
and the majority of the population are rural cultivators or peasants.
The term “peasants/peasantry,” though in frequent use in the social
scientific literature, lacks consensus when it comes to defining it. For
extensive treatments of this subject the reader is referred to some key
relevant works.1 The difficulty in defining the term is twofold. First,
there is a tendency to oversimplify and describe groups as belonging
to either one or other category. Groups of human beings are classified
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as being either “in” or “not in” the category. Second, such
categorization (either “in” or “not in”) is done on the basis of only one
criterion or as few as possible (Landsberger 1974:9). For instance,
there have been attempts to define peasants in relation to ownership
of land or control of the production process or orientation to market.
These individual descriptions are true and valid. But, the picture is
more complex. 

Henry Landsberger proposes a different strategy, which the
author finds helpful not only for the definition of peasants but also for
the subject under discussion. There are two crucial elements in
Landsberger’s approach (1974:9–10). In the first place, the focus is on
continuing variables instead of either-or categories. The example he
cites to illustrate this point is that we tend to characterize people as tall
or short. The fact of the matter is that people have a certain height.
There may be other positions in society according to which people
can be characterized. The second element has to do with recognizing
multiple dimensions to characterize a phenomenon. The two key
dimensions in the case of the peasantry are economic and political. In
analyzing protest movements involving peasants, Landsberger points
out that technology and environment are critical variables. This
determines what kind of peasantry arises. From a methodological
point of view, Landsberger’s insight is helpful in that it points out the
inadequacy of a single-criterion definition because it cannot focus on
the various dimensions of the phenomenon and also the possible
causes and effects. For the purposes of this study, however, peasants
are understood as small-scale rural cultivators who cultivate the land
with access to simple technology for their own livelihood and for the
transfer of the agricultural surplus to the dominant ruling class. 

The categories used for providing some general background to
the issue of latifundialization are brought under two heads: (1)
categories relating to production and (2) categories relating to
distribution. These categories are by no means mutually exclusive.
They interface at several points. 

Categories Relating to Production
The production categories are further classified into (a) factors of

production and (b) nature of production. The section on factors of
production is further subdivided into segments dealing with land,
labor, and capital. 
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Factors of Production

LAND

In agrarian societies the principal means of subsistence is
provided by the tillage of fields without access to inanimate sources
of energy. Needless to say, land becomes an important factor in this
context. The peasants’ access to land, with particular reference to the
cost involved, terms under which such access is available, and the
security of such a privilege, is dictated and/or controlled by the
systems of land tenure. Here we are concerned with questions such
as: Who owned the land? How was ownership acquired? How was
ownership maintained? In pursuing these questions, one might also
discover how systems of land tenure determined the distribution of
power and privilege in a society. In other words, land tenure relations
are social relations. One person’s relation to another is determined by
the use of land. In this sense, in an agrarian community, land tenure
arrangements may actually define the status of individuals socially
and economically (K. Parsons 1956:4).

In the process of latifundialization, there is a steady worsening of
the plight of the peasantry, which is directly related to the loss of easy
and secure access to cultivable land. To express this in terms of land
tenure relations, there is a shift from peasant-held small-plot type of
domain to a combination of patrimonial, prebendal, and mercantile
domains (Wolf 1966:50–57). Patrimonial domain refers to the
arrangement where access to land is determined by lineage (Wolf
1966:50). In the prebendal domain, land is given as a grant to
members of the bureaucracy in return for their services to the state
(Wolf 1966:51). This domain presupposes the existence of a
centralized form of governing. In some cases, land acquired under the
prebendal domain could become a heritable property. The
mercantile domain has to do with conditions that allow the buying
and selling of land. Land is viewed as a private property (Wolf
1966:53). These three forms of domain can exist side by side in the
same social order. As to the nature of relationship between the three,
one cannot place them on an evolutionary scale. The shift toward a
combination of the above-mentioned forms involves a change in the
direction of large land holdings. The major social consequence of this
shift is that the number of people owning land continues to shrink as
the expanse of land held by this group increases. The land-owning
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class becomes smaller and smaller with the growth of large estates. In
this process, the peasants are at the losing end with maximum risk
and minimum security of tenure. The worsening plight of the
peasantry with the growth of latifundia is directly related to the loss of
easy and secure access to cultivable land. In a subsistent economy,
primary producers control the means of production. However, the
control of the means of production may be more decentralized, local,
and familial. Was land always vested in kinship groups? Probably.
However, as May Diaz points out, in some societies it is possible to
conceive of land ownership resting in the village community as a
whole (1967:52). This implies that the rights to manage and distribute
land are held by the village community. Individual households are
assigned plots to which they had right of access. These plots are
means of residence and subsistence never to be sold as commodities
(Heilbroner and Thurow 1978:46). This form of communal settlement
with small plots and freeholding peasants fosters maximum security
and minimum risk to their access to land. 

With regard to ownership of land, two other aspects are relevant:
property relations and pattern of inheritance. As Teodor Shanin
points out, the concept of property relations is virtually nonexistent
(1971:246). However, there may be a different understanding of land
as a property. In a subsistence economy, the major concern of the
peasant is to provide for the members of the family by cultivating the
land. This leads to a physical or corporeal sense of property. In an
economy where market begins to play a vital role, the conception of
property also changes. An intangible understanding of property
emerges that is related to access to markets (K. Parsons 1956:4). The
reason for this is the increase in the value of land depending on the
accessibility to markets. In K. H. Parsons’s words: “Then there
evolves a new form of property rights in land—incorporeal property
that rests upon right-duty relationship. Here the right is valuable to
the creditor because the payment of debt is a duty of the borrower”
(1956:9). 

The value of market access creates an asset out of land, which
can be pledged for debt.

In the growth of large estates, the pattern of inheritance does play
a part. Eric Wolf distinguishes between two patterns of inheritance:
partible and impartible. Partible inheritance involves more than one
heir. The heritable land is divided among many members so that all
members get some land. In contrast, impartible inheritance involves
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only a single heir (Wolf 1966:73). This creates within the social order
the classes of heirs and disinherited. The pattern of impartible
inheritance in a society where there are large estates only helps to
perpetuate large holdings. 

LABOR

Labor or productive human energy is organized in particular
productive units. In conjunction with the process of latifundialization,
there is a shift from freeholding peasant proprietors to landless day
laborers. Before the rise of a market economy, land, labor, and capital
are never considered as commodities for sale (Heilbroner and
Thurow 1978:46). Labor is considered as a social duty to be
performed. In other words, the bonds of kinship govern the economic
activities (Nash 1967:5). With the rise of market economy, there is a
complete change in the composition and structure of the productive
units. Labor, which was once considered as a social obligation,
becomes a commodity, an abstract quantity to be offered for sale in
the market. With regard to the structure of the productive unit, as Neil
Smelser argues, there is “an evolution from a multifunctional role
structure to several more specialized structures” (1967:32). Under the
subsistence economy, the productive units tend to have multiple
purposes. There are many smaller productive units similarly
structured, all doing the same thing (Nash 1967:5). The only division
of labor to be found is based along the lines of sex and age. With the
rise of market economy, economic activities are no longer confined to
the family productive units. With the change in the role structure
comes an increasing division of labor. The division of labor facilitates
specialized structures of productive units, which are geared to the
market economy. Under such conditions, agricultural wage labor
undermines the family productive unit. Although the shift may be
described primarily as a change from freeholding peasant proprietor
to landless day laborer, the overall picture is probably more nuanced
than that. The net result of this process leads to a stratification of the
peasantry. We can classify three types of peasantry. At the higher end
of the spectrum, there is a very small group of peasants of some
means who produce commercial crops for the market. At the other
end of the spectrum, there are the poor peasants who probably
constitute the majority of the population. This group, deprived of the
land, is forced to sell their labor in the market. In the middle are
peasants with small land holdings to produce subsistence only.
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Because of its inability to meet the demands of providing sustenance
for the family, this group is under constant pressure to sell its labor.

CAPITAL

Even though we cannot talk about capital in relation to the
subsistence economy in the modern sense of its usage, in some sense
there did exist the idea of capital in antiquity. Robert Heilbroner and
Lester Thurow comment, “capital is as old as the first hunting
implements or digging sticks” (1978:46). Like land and labor, capital
is never considered as a commodity for sale. But with the change in
the system of tenure, the factors of production become saleable
entities due to the influence of the market process. Rent capitalism
becomes an important component of the new domain. Rent
capitalism refers to the process of splitting up the means of production
into several units to which a monetary value is attached (Wolf
1966:55). The peasants who are tenants in the large estates have not
only to pay for the use of the land but also for the various means of
production like water, seed, work animals, and human labor. In order
to produce, the peasant has to pay rent for these. Needless to say, the
cost of production goes up. 

The high cost of production coupled with the inability of the
peasants to pay for these factors of production force the peasants to
borrow, probably at a high rate of interest. The needs of the peasants
include such essentials as replacement of livestock, agricultural
implements, seed, water, and, above all, food to sustain the family
(Lambton 1953:380). Loans are usually obtained on the value and
security of the next harvest. If crops fail due to a bad season, the
peasant goes into deeper debt. This means that the peasants’ capacity
to repay is further diminished. The diminishing capacity to repay,
together with the increasing demand for loans and the desire on the
part of the creditor to capitalize on the misfortunes of the peasants,
contribute to driving up the interest rates (Wolf 1966:56). Besides the
usuriousness of the terms of the loans, there are other ways the
landlords and moneylenders try to squeeze the peasants of their
livelihood. The peasants lose money by being forced to sell their crop
at the time of the harvest, when the prices are always the lowest
(Feder 1971:147). The peasants are also shortchanged through the use
of false weights and measures when the crop is divided. This way,
they are subject to undue exactions. The ultimate effect of all this is
the heavy indebtedness of the peasantry, which eventually leads to
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foreclosure. Foreclosure through debt instruments becomes a major
means of accumulating land. The legal machinery, instead of
safeguarding the interests of the poor peasantry, in fact serves as
means of rubber-stamping corrupt and unjust practices. The reason for
this is the fact that the legal courts have not reached the independence
to act and to enforce the law on their own (Feder 1971:165). This is
probably because the ruling elite control the court officials.

Nature of Production 
In this section, we will be looking at the shift that occurs in the

nature of goods produced. The basic shift is from a mixed subsistence
type of farming to a single cash crop type of farming. The market
orientation brings about a change in the production pattern. The
change from a subsistence orientation to a market orientation is
probably the best single scale for interpreting the various aspects of
an economic system. The production for market brings about a whole
set of changes in the structure of economies (K. Parsons 1956:8). First
of all, as Smelser argues, the introduction of cash crops “marks a
differentiation between the contexts of production and consumption”
(1967:34). Under the subsistence economy, the productive as well as
the consumptive units are the same. In other words, here, people who
are engaged in production produce for their own consumption, and
they consume what they produce. But in the market economy,
production is geared to the market for an unknown consumer, both
locally and outside. In order to be economically profitable,
commercial crops require extensive plantations and thus come to
occupy large expanses of land in response to market pressures.
Commenting on the effect of commercial crop production in the
Brazilian context, Shepard Forman writes:

Agricultural development is a two-part process: the marketing
system will lead to a restructuring of the production system
when the latter is unable to meet consumer demands. In the
Brazilian case, this structuring will result in the consolidation
and concentration of landholdings, reinvestment in com-
mercial crop production as in cattle raising and displacement
of peasants from the land and proletarianization of rural
labor. (1975:115) 

Growing cash crops for export and also local consumption
adversely affects the production of staples. The production to meet
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the local subsistence needs is neglected. In this connection, the
peasants are the hardest hit. With what little income is at their
disposal, they have to spend more for buying staples. The need to buy
staples (which they used to produce for themselves) forces them into
an unfamiliar market system where the merchants take advantage of
them with false measures and rigged scales and weights. Further, the
vagaries of rain agriculture affect the yield significantly, forcing them
into debt. One other factor contributing to peasant poverty is the
cyclical cultivation required by crops such as vines and olives. In the
off-season, laborers are left jobless, forcing them to seek more loans,
which they likely cannot repay. 

Categories Relating to Distribution
Under this heading we are concerned with categories that deal

with the disposal of goods produced–the ways in which the products
of agricultural labor are distributed within a society. Three aspects
become important in this regard: (a) consumption, (b) systems of
exchange or distribution, and (c) the nature of distributive systems.

Consumption
In the subsistence economy, the productive unit is also the

consumptive unit. It is a subsistent production aimed at providing for
the family or kinship unit. But with a shift in the land tenurial system,
the composition of the consumptive unit not only changes but also
expands. As pointed out earlier, the introduction of cash crops marks
a separation between the social context of production and
consumption. The peasant cultivator is now producing for an
unknown consumer. The production happens in one social context,
but the consumption happens in another context. The consumptive
unit expands to include royalty, bureaucrats, soldiers, merchants,
artisans, and cultic personnel (Diaz 1967:51). The agricultural surplus
is no longer distributed within the family or kinship unit. It is
transferred to the ruling class, which has control over the economic
activity.

In a stratified society, the distribution of goods and services is
dictated by the power and status of individuals, whereas, in a less
stratified society, the distribution is dependent on need. A stratified
society reflects a situation where a dominant class of people controls
and dictates the distribution of goods and services. The basic concern
for the dominant class is how to extract the maximum surplus from
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the primary producers. It requires achieving a delicate balance
between extracting the maximum surplus, yet allowing just enough
for the producing group to survive in order to continue production.
This has implications for the structure of the society. When such
exploitation embodies and expresses itself in social structure, it has
been called class struggle (Ste. Croix 1981:43). Focusing on the class
structure helps to delineate the lines of conflict within a society.
Failure to note this dimension obscures the nature of agrarian
societies. 

At the heart of the pattern of exploitation is the extraction of
surplus, which may take many forms within two modes:  (1) direct
and individual, and (2) indirect and collective.

Direct and individual: This refers to the extraction of surplus by
individuals such as employers, landlords, and moneylenders. This
could take the form of (a) exploitation of wage labor; or (b)
exploitation of “unfree” labor like slaves, serfs, and debt
bondspeople; or (c) lease of land and house property to tenants in
return for money, payment in kind, or services (Ste. Croix 1981:53).
The scope of this extraction is limited in comparison with the indirect
and collective way. The latter is more effective in acquiring larger
portions of surplus for a longer period of time. 

Indirect and collective: The agent of this mode of extraction is the
state. The state, controlled by the dominant class, may extract large
portions of surplus in indirect ways. The extraction of surplus may
take the form of internal taxation, imposition of compulsory state
services (e.g., corvée or forced labor, military conscription), and a
policy of imperialism (Ste. Croix 1981:53). Internal taxation is
probably the major and most continuous source of revenue for the
state. Taxation becomes an effective instrument of transferring the
agricultural surplus from the primary producers to the center. The
burden of supporting the state and the privileged class falls on the
shoulders of the peasants. In addition to regular taxation, there may
be other occasions that may prompt special taxation: for example,
payment of tribute during war, particular building projects
undertaken by the state, or agricultural operations in a state-owned
estate. 

Another means of surplus extraction is corvée. This refers to the
imposition of compulsory state services on the common population
for accomplishing building projects, laying roads, digging canals, and
erecting forts. The state can accomplish these projects by using free
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labor. From the perspective of the peasants, corvée is a means of
fulfilling requisitions in kind (Smilianskaya 1966:236). Through the
corvée, the state’s dominant class provides for its security and luxury.
The privileged class’s penchant for imposing structures and
mammoth buildings requires extensive labor, which creates the need
for corvée. These structures become visible symbols of the elite’s
economic prowess. Peasants provide both the labor and the financial
resources for these projects. The members of the upper class disdain
physical labor, and therefore they put peasants to work. The
establishment of a network of roads allows the growth of trade and
commerce, which the crown undertakes and maintains in an agrarian
society. The building of military fortifications secures internal political
control and also establishes defensive frontiers against foreign
powers. The preparation for war involving the provision of defense
systems and waterworks necessitates the employment of forced labor. 

The state’s policy of imperialism determines the role of military
conscription in the extraction of surplus. Like the institution of forced
labor, military service takes the peasant away from agricultural work
to accomplish things that are of interest to the ruling elite.
Agricultural production suffers because the peasants expend their
energies in military service and forced labor. The production and
supply of war materials is a drain on the local economy. 

Military conscription is only part of a larger policy of imperialism
that may take a more direct or indirect form. Establishing military
superiority through territorial conquest is a direct form of
imperialism. An indirect form would be a policy of economic
imperialism. The distinction, however, is not so clear-cut. Territorial
expansion often results in economic gains. Conversely, a policy of
economic imperialism may result in the establishment of political
control. The fundamental motivation for imperialistic designs is the
extraction of surplus. Most often, increasing expenditures and
inadequate local resources necessitate this course of action. The
elaborate building projects, maintenance of a huge army, state
bureaucracy, and the royal paraphernalia are of enormous economic
consequences. Thus, the economic surplus from the agricultural
periphery flows into the center to support the agriculturally
nonproductive personnel and projects. The economic benefits of
imperialism are threefold: plunder, tribute, and trade. The predatory
policy is a more primitive and short-term form of economic gain. In
contrast, the extraction of tribute is a more steady and long-lasting
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source of revenue. The payment of tribute has dire consequences for
the economy of the extracted. Through internal taxation from
common people, the crown raises the tribute. Sometimes, rulers have
to pay tribute in advance to avoid drastic consequences at the hands
of the aggressors. The threat of foreign invasion also accelerates the
preparation for war. The military buildup creates economic pressure
on the royal coffers. 

A strong policy of imperialism is possible only under a strong
state. The colonization of new territories promotes active trade under
the royal/state hegemony and thereby ensures a steady flow of
surplus. The extracted surplus goes primarily to underwrite the
elaborate and expensive lifestyle of the elite and also to support those
who provide goods and services to the upper class (Wolf 1966:4).
Those who provide goods and services to the society are, from an
agricultural point of view, nonproductive competitors for the
agricultural surplus. In the distribution of goods, a major portion goes
for conspicuous consumption by the ruling elite, who not only do not
produce but who also plainly scorn physical labor. Abstention from
hard labor becomes an expression of “superior pecuniary
achievement, respectability and a requisite of decency,” to use the
words of Thorstein Veblen (1912:43). Their only occupations are
government, war, and sports. Two prominent features of the lifestyle
of the elite are conspicuous leisure and voluptuous consumption.
Veblen defines leisure in this context as the “non-productive
consumption of time” (1912:43). This is for two reasons. First, the
nonproductive consumption of time comes out of a sense of “the
unworthiness of productive work.” At the same time, nonproductive
consumption is an evidence of one’s economic prowess to afford a life
of inaction and leisure (1912:43). Conspicuous leisure goes hand in
hand with voluptuous consumption. The common element to both is
waste. Consumption is no longer a means to stay alive. It becomes a
way of life, a status symbol to show off one’s wealth. Expensive feasts,
entertainment, costly presents, and elaborate attire become the
paraphernalia for displaying one’s economic strength.

The high propensity to consume is matched by a low propensity
to invest. The elite spend their wealth on consumer goods, attire,
ornaments, weapons, or in ways quite unrelated to agriculture. In
Ernest Feder’s words, the propensity for “conspicuous consumption
expenditures of the wealthy is paralleled by a penchant for showy
structures and the like” (1971:98). This penchant for showy structures
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affects the agricultural laborers in another way. The laborers expend
their energies in cultivation and performing compulsory state
services. Needless to say, subsistence agricultural production suffers.
Growing cash crops for export and local consumption adversely
affects the production of subsistence crops to meet local needs. In this
situation the peasants are the hardest hit. With the meager resources
at their disposal, they have to buy the staples to survive. The need to
buy staples, which they once produced themselves, forces them into
unfamiliar market system where the merchants may cheat them with
false measures and rigged scales. 

Systems of Exchange
In this arena, the shift is from the local exchange arrangements to

a wider market. Under the subsistence economy, there is very little
exchange outside the family or kinship or village circles. But with the
advent of the market condition, the situation changes drastically. Wolf
describes some important details in this shift: First, the market system
puts an end to the group monopolies on the local level. Second,
monetary considerations begin to govern the exchange of goods and
services (Wolf 1966:48). Goods and services increasingly become part
of the market system. This results in an expanding market. Factors
that promote the expansion of local and interregional trade include
improvements in farming techniques, increase in production, growth
of urban centers, increased use of an effective medium of exchange,
colonization of new territories, and an increase in population (Blum
1961:602).

With the expansion of the market network, trade develops in the
areas of both exports and imports. Cash crop items serve as effective
media of exchange because they are worth more than subsistence
items. Improved means of transportation and storage facilities help in
the growth of trade. Improved transportation, inland and seaborne,
facilitates the easy movement of goods over vast distances. Increased
storage facilities enable the storing of goods for a longer period of
time. 

In discussing the economic history of ancient Mesopotamia, Leo
Oppenheim draws attention to a phenomenon that is of interest to
any student of the ancient societies. Oppenheim highlights the role of
the palace in the economic system in ancient Mesopotamia (1957:31).
He argues that the palace functions as the center of economic activity;
the palace becomes the channel for storage and distribution of goods.
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This gives rise to the evolution of a bureaucracy for bookkeeping and
accounting. In this process, political control is reinforced by
economic control and vice versa. It is important to keep in mind the
fact that regional or interregional trade in agrarian societies of
antiquity was initiated, maintained, and monopolized by the
state/royal crown. 

Nature of Distributive Systems
This section will focus on changes in the dynamics of the

distributive systems. According to Gerhard Lenski, two principles
dictate the distribution of all products of human labor: need and
power (1966:26–27). In simpler societies marked by a subsistence
economy, the available goods and services are distributed mainly on
the basis of need. But in advanced societies, power is the determining
factor. Power determines privilege. In other words, power becomes
the determining force in the distributive process. People in power are
willing to share the products of human labor only to the extent that it
would allow just the survival and continued productivity of those who
provide the goods and services. Another observation relevant to this
dynamic is that the degree of inequality in a society will tend to vary
in relation to the society’s surplus. With the surplus comes economic
power. 

In a subsistence economy, political power is not related to
economic power in the same way it is in a more developed economy.
In a more developed economy, there is a close relationship between
economic and political power (Forde and Douglas 1967:21). In a
subsistence economy, the peasant is subject to very little extrinsic
economic control. The economic activities are governed by religious,
familial, or communal sanctions. But in a situation where market
conditions play a vital role, money begins to govern the economic
activity. By controlling production, those in power are able to secure
political advantages and privileges in consumption (Forde and
Douglas 1967:21). K. H. Parsons isolates three dimensions of
production that serve as potential sources of economic power: control
of land use, markets, and credit (1956:9). By a skillful and/or devious
manipulation of land use, market forces, and sources of credit, the
ruling class is able to extend its tentacles of power over the powerless
majority. The most critical feature of this development is the growth
of dependency relationships. Inequalities in land distribution fuel this
dependency. Land tenure patterns and production arrangements
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force the landless workers and smallholders to subject themselves to
the hegemony of wealthy landowners. Forman illustrates this from the
Brazilian context (1975:48). Political and religious institutions also
play a crucial role in the distributive process. In simpler societies, the
political and religious institutions, whatever form they take and
however simple they might be, serve as important means of
redistributing resources and surplus. In a more advanced society, the
same institutions serve the purpose of promoting and/or legitimizing
inequalities. 

The Process of Latifundialization
Thus far in this chapter we have looked at some key categories

pertinent to the processes of production and distribution in agrarian
societies. This discussion was geared toward understanding the
dynamics involving shifts from a subsistence economy to a market
economy. In order to sharpen the discussion further, it would be
helpful to identify some specific aspects or particulars relating to the
process of latifundialization. This will serve a twofold purpose. It will
bring further clarity to the discussion by focusing on specific aspects.
Second, this catalogue of particulars will be used as a framework for
organizing the prophetic oracles in chapter 4. 

1. Land Accumulation
Central to the process of latifundialization is the growth of large

estates. The small plots of land to which the common peasants have
access for residence and cultivation of staples are taken over by the
landed elite. The accumulation of land grows in inverse proportion to
the number of people owning land. The landowning class gets smaller
and smaller, but the land held by this group gets larger and larger.
This deprives the common peasants of their right of access to land,
which constitutes the main economic base for the society. 

2. Growth of Urban Centers
The growth of urban centers is very much related to the growth

of a market-oriented economy. A market-oriented economy gives rise
to the emergence of privileged social groups such as ruling class,
officials of the royal administration, wealthy land owners, merchants,
and moneylenders. The whole market economy is geared toward
catering to the whims and fancies of these privileged groups. The best
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of the goods and services flow into a handful of urban centers. The
importance of the urban center/city stems from its political
(administrative and military), economic, and religious functions. The
social groups associated with these various functions have to be
supported. Being the productive base, the vast agricultural periphery
is the main provider of goods and services to the urban centers. In the
initial stages of the development of agrarian societies, this might have
been an arrangement of mutual benefit. The primary producers
provided goods and services in return for military protection. But
with the balance of power tilted in favor of the ruling class, the mutual
dependence soon degenerates into outright exploitation. The cities as
administrative centers of the state function effectively in extracting
the surplus from the rural areas. The urban centers virtually live off
the rural areas. One may even compare this to a leech living off a
human body draining its blood. 

3. Militarization
The dominance of the ruling class over the peasant group is

possible because of the military power of the former. There is a
concerted effort to ensure that the state has a strong military force at
its disposal. The ruling class understands the basic equation that the
stronger one’s military power, the more powerful one can be
politically. The more political power one has, the more social and
economic benefits one can derive. The more social and economic
benefits one has, the more one can pump into the military. And so
goes the vicious cycle. 

4. Extraction of Surplus
The systematic extraction of agricultural surplus is accomplished

through a careful system of taxation. Two things are critical to the
success of the taxation system. First, the highly organized nature of
the operations of ruling aristocracy gives them an advantage even
though they are a minority. Second, the ruling class can accomplish
what it wants because they have the military power, which gives them
the political clout. 

5. Lifestyle of the Upper Class
The extracted agricultural surplus goes to support a life of leisure

and luxury for the elite. The two key words that describe the lifestyle
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of the upper class are leisure and luxury. Leisure is the nonproductive
use of time. This comes from a disdain of physical work and a sense
of vanity in being able to afford an idle life (Veblen 1912:43). Luxury
is written all over their lifestyle. It applies to where they live, what
they consume, what they wear, and what they do in their leisure. One
common feature of their leisure and luxury is the element of waste.
But from the point of view of an elite, they constitute symbols of
prestige and power. First, the erection of palatial mansions and
expensive furnishings is one of the ways the economic surplus is used.
From an agricultural point of view, these undertakings are not only
nonproductive but also a drain on the royal coffers. Second, the ruling
class uses the local agricultural specialties (commercial crops) for their
conspicuous consumption. The ability to afford a life of decadent
consumption becomes a way of showing off one’s wealth. In addition
to local consumption, these agricultural specialties are also prominent
items in the export-import transactions. They are exported to
neighboring territories, often in exchange for military and luxury
items. The acquisition of military items is a critical piece in ensuring
and perpetuating political dominance and control. Third, in keeping
with the elite’s flair for pomp and glory, personal adornments such as
fine clothing, jewelry, perfume, and footwear become a way of
exhibiting their wealth and power. Besides, the long hours spent in
self-adornment is in character with their life of leisure. Fourth, the
favorite pastime of the upper class consists of engaging in activities
such as war, sports, music, and partying. Large agricultural surpluses
enable a leisurely and luxurious living. 

6. Trade and Commerce
One other area with significant impact at many levels is the

growth of trade and commerce. This comes with the expansion of the
market network. In agrarian monarchies, trade and commerce are
initiated, maintained, and monopolized by the royal group. Hence,
the beneficiaries of this enterprise are also the same group of people.
In fact, interregional and international trade are geared toward
procuring items that are of value and interest to this group. In this
connection, the systematic development and control of trade routes
are vital for the movement of goods as well as generating revenues
from trading caravans.
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7. Market Condition
This refers to the abuses/corrupt practices in the market situation.

With the advent of a wider market orientation, drastic changes occur
in the area of production. The demands of market forces promote the
cultivation of those crops that can gain maximum economic
advantage. This means that more and more lands are converted to
producing commercial crops, leaving the staples in short supply. The
peasants need these for their survival. Consequently, they are forced
to buy in the market the staples that they once produced themselves.
The merchants may take advantage of their unfamiliarity with the
market conditions and shortchange them through unscrupulous
tampering and deceit in the transactions. 

8. Indebtedness of the Peasants
Many factors drive peasants into debt. First, the exactions in

agricultural produce are heavy, sometimes more than half of the total
produce. Prices tend to be the lowest at the time of the harvest. Illegal
business practices on the part of the landowners further cut into the
returns. Second, the common peasants bear the brunt of much of the
taxation to support the programs of the state. The energies of the
peasants are expended between fulfilling their agricultural and corvée
obligations. Participation in one does not earn them a reprieve in
terms of the other. But their performance and productivity suffer in
both. Third, when the peasants are dependent primarily upon rain for
agriculture, there are serious consequences if rains fail. They are
forced to borrow to feed the family. If the rains fail for subsequent
seasons, the peasant goes into deeper debt. Often, the peasants may
offer either the piece of land they own or an article of value or a
member of the family as collateral. Failure to repay mounting loans
results in the foreclosure of land and/or being sold into debt slavery.
Accumulation of land through debt instruments does become a way
of creating large estates. 

9. Role of the Creditors
Creditors and moneylenders play a critical role in the

impoverishment of the peasantry. In some cases, it is conceivable that
the creditors and moneylenders were the landed elite themselves or a
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separate class within that group who specialized in that operation.
There is no doubt, whatsoever, about the drastic result of their
operation on the condition of the peasantry. 

10. Role of Judicial Courts
Judicial institutions play a critical role in sealing the fate of the

peasantry. The only court of appeal for the peasants to seek redress of
a situation or arbitration is the juridical institutions. But those chances
are dim, because the ruling class controls the courts and its officials.
Again, the judicial officials may be either part of the upper class or
puppets in the hands of the ruling elite. The venality of the ruling
class is in its calculated and concerted effort to manipulate the system
to render an air of legality to their evil machinations. 

All these aspects/particulars put together illustrate the more
comprehensive process of latifundialization. They are systemically
interrelated and mutually influential. 

This frame of reference will be used to analyze and organize the
eighth century prophetic oracles pertaining to Israel and Judah. 
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