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Review Essay Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam A. HAROON AKRAM-LODHI



Land in Transition: Reform and Poverty in Rural Vietnam, by Martin Ravallion and Dominique van de Walle. Washington, DC and Houndmills: World Bank and Palgrave, 2008. Pp. xii+203. £50 (hb); £21.99 (pb). ISBN 9780821372753 and 9780821372746



Martin Ravallion and Dominique van de Walle argue that growing landlessness in Vietnam is a function of people capitalizing on the higher returns to education witnessed in wage labour when compared with farming. So, growing landlessness is a sign of economic success.This review argues that Ravallion and van de Walle misconstrue landlessness, misinterpret the associated data and downplay the constraints facing rural Vietnamese. In so doing, they fail to capture the complex realities of Vietnam’s agrarian transition. Keywords: labour markets, landlessness, land markets, land reform, poverty, Vietnam
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An agrarian transition is driven by transformations in social property relations, which are witnessed in the emergence of differentiated access to productive assets and the commodification of labour, changes that form two aspects of a single dynamic process (Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2010).Vietnam has been undergoing an agrarian transition since the 1980s, which has redistributed land and reconfigured labour markets (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 2007). Under Resolution 10 of 1988, collective farms were dismantled and ‘the bulk of the country’s agricultural land was scheduled for privatization over a relatively short period’ (p. 3).1 Some four million hectares of land was redistributed to individual farmers and their families, creating petty commodity production of a ‘modified Chayanovian’-type out of collective agriculture (Watts 1998, 483). Farmers were given land-use rights, were allowed to buy and sell inputs and outputs, and were allowed to decide the crop mix.This was reinforced in 1993, when the Land Law granted peasants the right to transfer, exchange, inherit, rent and A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi, Department of International Development Studies, Trent University, 1600 West Bank Drive, Peterborough, Canada K9J 7B8. E-mail: [email protected] 1 All unreferenced page citations are to Ravallion and van de Walle (2008). © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 565 mortgage their land, creating a land market. So, in a matter of five years,Vietnam went ‘from a highly controlled collective-farming system to the type of free-market economy in farm outputs found in non-socialist economies’ (p. 3). According to Martin Ravallion and Dominique van de Walle in Land in Transition: Reform and Rural Poverty in Vietnam, in undertaking its agrarian transition Vietnam followed ‘the standard policy prescription for transforming a socialist command economy into a market economy’ when it ‘privatize(d) productive assets and then . . . change(d) the law to permit free transactions in those assets’ (p. 175). However, Ravallion and van de Walle tell us that ‘the literature tells very little about the welfare distributional impacts of these truly major economic changes’ (p. 3). They note that in the case of Vietnam: legal reforms alone do not . . . ensure that the subsequent transactions and reallocations of land will make the rural economy any more efficient. Given the pervasive involvement of the local state, and the risks of capture by local elites, the ‘free market’ could yield outcomes that were neither equitable nor more efficient than the prereform economy. (p. 23) This is the terrain that Land in Transition seeks to unstitch: ‘how . . . changes in land institutions and land allocation required for Vietnam’s agrarian transition affected people’s living standards – notably that of the country’s rural poor’ (p. 2), ‘because while economic efficiency was clearly the primary objective of these reforms’ (p. 5) only ‘the impact on the absolute levels of living of the poor . . . [is] the main measure of success’ (p. 7).2 Ravallion and van de Walle suggest that debates around the impact of Vietnam’s agrarian transition on social welfare can be grouped around two poles (pp. 23–30). On the one hand, the creation of a market in equitably distributed land-use rights should have led to a market-led reallocation of decollectivized land as more efficient farmers expanded their control over land and other means of production, boosted aggregate output and sustained agrarian accumulation. On the other hand, this process has important equity implications in a country where 73 per cent of the population (World Bank 2010) is in the countryside: market imperatives would reallocate land from the comparatively less efficient to the comparatively more efficient, fostering a deterioration in the equity of the initial land allocation and thus the possibility of rising landlessness and, concomitantly, waged labour. There is therefore an important debate on the equity and efficiency outcomes of land reform in Vietnam, with implications well beyond the country in question – most notably for China. Ravallion and van de Walle argue that supporters of reform claim that it ‘contributed to more rapid poverty reduction by allowing more efficient farmers to accumulate more land’ (p. 25). Contrarily, critics of reform, they state, argue that it ‘has exacerbated long-term poverty by promoting rural landlessness’ (p. 26) and wage labour ‘which (it is believed) makes them worse off’ (p. 27). This they call the ‘poverty-increasing landless effect’, or PILE. The core of Ravallion and van de Walle’s investigation is whether the veracity of these positions can be substantiated. It is motivated by a key empiric: increasing 2



Absolute levels of living are defined as ‘household command over commodities, as measured by consumption’ (p. 2).
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566 A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi landlessness was demonstrated during the 2000s (Joint Donor Report 2003; AkramLodhi 2005, 2007). Ravallion and van de Walle show (Table 6.1) that between 1993 and 2004 landlessness increased from 8.4 per cent to 13.6 per cent of the rural population, so for them the title of chapter 6 (p. 121) says it all: ‘Rising landlessness: a sign of success or failure?’ In order to investigate the efficiency and equity implications of Vietnam’s transition, tabular, exploratory, graphical, decomposition and panel data regression ‘tools of counterfactual analysis’ (p. 175) are employed on data derived from four living standards measurement surveys (LSMS) that are discussed in chapter 3 and that were undertaken in Vietnam between 1993 and 2004, as well as a rural roads impact survey undertaken between 1997 and 2003. While Ravallion and van de Walle should be complimented on their graphical analysis, which makes the technical results more understandable, it is still the case that the econometric analysis may reduce their readership, which would be unfortunate given the ramifications of the issues that are examined. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are the heart of Land in Transition. Chapter 4 assesses the impact of ‘the privatization of land-use rights undertaken at the time of breaking up the collectives and cooperatives’ (p. 75) by comparing the administratively determined ‘observed allocation of annual agricultural land against explicit counterfactuals’ (p. 76) that estimate the distribution of land that would have been generated by competitive markets. Ravallion and van de Walle find that: this decentralized reform resulted in a more equitable outcome than one would have expected from a consumption-efficient allocation,3 as would have been achieved by competitive markets. It seems that an effort was made to protect the poorest and reduce overall inequality at the expense of aggregate consumption. (p. 97) This outcome is explained as being a function of an ‘implicit coalition’ of farmers and reformers in the central state, along with a set of ‘initial conditions’, of which ‘low inequality in the initial distribution of education’ (p. 177) is important. While it is recognized that there were ‘some . . . individual deviations’, ‘our results suggest that one should not generalize about how land-use rights were assigned at the time of decollectivization’ (p. 176): the decentralized character of the reform did not result in a maldistribution of land in favour of local party-state elites. Chapter 5 investigates ‘how farmers responded’ (p. 103) to the introduction of ‘a market in the land-use rights that had been privatized at the time of decollectivization’ (p. 101), with the main hypothesis being that land reallocations ‘helped offset prior inefficiencies in the administrative allocation’ (p. 103). Arraying households in quintiles on the basis of their ‘land deficit’, defined as the consumption-efficient allocation less the administrative allocation of land witnessed in 1993, Ravallion and van de Walle demonstrate that ‘the allocation of farmland responded such that those farmers with too little land (relative to the efficient allocation) tended to trade up by acquiring more land, while those with too much land traded down’ (p. 121); 3



The consumption-efficient allocation is defined as ‘the allocation that maximizes the commune’s aggregate current consumption’ and thus ‘equates the marginal products of land across all households in a given commune’ (pp. 77–8).
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Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 567 a minority disposed of their allocated land, ‘possibly to take up non-farm activities or to pay off debts’ (p. 118). So Ravallion and van de Walle are unambiguous in their assessment:‘the transition process favoured the land-poor’ (p. 178). A range of factors that might have worked against the land-poor – location, demographic structure, gender of household head, level of education, and extent of non-annual land – is found to be ‘cooperant’ with markets, promoting greater equity and efficiency in the distribution and utilization of land. Chapter 6 gets to the heart of the debate by focusing upon three questions: 1. ‘Will landlessness rise among the poor as a result of this reform?’ 2. ‘Will the post-reform landlessness rate be highest for the poorest?’ 3. ‘Who will gain and who will lose?’ (p. 122) They find that ‘rising landlessness has been a positive factor in poverty reduction in Vietnam as a whole’ (p. 148) because there are higher rates of poverty and lower levels of consumption expenditure amongst those with land. So a ‘rise in the landlessness rate amongst the poor’ (p. 179) is not a bad thing because ‘a higher landlessness rate implies lower – or at least not higher – poverty incidence’ (p. 147) as people move out of poverty. The basis of this finding is given in Table 1, which decomposes the changes in landlessness between 1993 and 2004 as being a consequence of both a reallocation of land through the market as well as a redistribution of consumption as households become better off. Table 1 shows that while the reallocation of land through the market increased aggregate landlessness by 2.3 per cent, the change in the distribution of consumption increased landlessness by 2.9 per cent. In other words, ‘slightly more than half of the increase in landlessness is directly associated with falling poverty, as rural households that moved out of poverty also moved out of farming’ (p. 139), taking up ‘new economic opportunities, particularly wage labour’ (p. 149), and thereby boosting household consumption. So there is no PILE: the poorest are those that are least likely to be landless, landlessness is associated with falling poverty and moving out of farming into wage labour, and poverty reduction is higher for those who became landless between 1993 and 2004; the exception to this rule is in the Mekong River Delta, in the south. Ravallion and van de Walle explain this as a result of the returns to schooling (Gallup 2004). The rise in landless consumption expenditure in the Red River Delta and the fall in landed consumption expenditure in the Mekong River Delta Table 1. Sources of the change in landlessness, 1993–2004 Landlessness rate, 1993



Rural Vietnam



8.42%



Landlessness rate, 2004



13.55%



Decomposition Land reallocation, 1993–2004



Consumption redistribution, 1993–2004



2.27%



2.85%



Source: Ravallion and van de Walle (2008, Table 6.1). © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



Total change, 1993–2004



5.13%



568 A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi are a result of differential returns to labour in the two deltas, which are in turn associated with differences in educational achievement (Gallup 2004). Thus, Ravallion and van de Walle argue that because returns to schooling are high, some farmers make a choice to take up more remunerative activities; so it is non-poor consumption expenditure groups that are likely to undertake land market transactions, with the result that the non-poor are likely to be landless. Ravallion and van de Walle also find that the inequality of consumption expenditure is higher among the landless and lower among those with land. However, this does not support PILE: there is, firstly, a convergent trend between the landless and those with land, which is equalizing consumption expenditure between the two groups over time; and secondly, there is no emergence of consumption expenditure polarization within the landless between a group that is poor and a group that is non-poor. Thus, in terms of the three questions listed above, Ravallion and van de Walle argue that:



• landlessness has risen as a result of Vietnam’s agrarian reforms • the post-reform landlessness rate is lowest for the poorest • the vast majority have gained from Vietnam’s agrarian reforms; few have lost. For Ravallion and van de Walle, landlessness is a choice made by people based upon their ability in a market economy to optimally reallocate their available land and labour resources. The implication for policy is clear: the need to focus on making ‘land markets work better for poor people and on complementary efforts to enhance non-farm opportunities’ (p. 180) as poor farmers shift out of farming in order to take advantage of alternative employment options. Ravallion and van de Walle have made a characteristically confident and technically sophisticated intervention into debates in Vietnam (and beyond) regarding the impact of landlessness on poverty. Indeed, given the character of the debate about landlessness within Vietnamese and international policy making circles, it is likely to be considered by many a definitive intervention. Nonetheless, it is possible to seriously question the analysis that they offer and the conclusions that they present. The following sets about this task.



MISCONSTRUING THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LANDLESSNESS Ravallion and van de Walle contrast a ‘debate’ between those that believe that agrarian reform boosted living standards and those that believe that agrarian reform fostered poverty through the ‘poverty-increasing landless effect’. Within the latter, Ravallion and van de Walle identify an article of mine that was published in this Journal, stating that ‘Akram-Lodhi (2004, 2005) argues that Vietnam’s reforms have not been pro-poor but have created “peasant class differentiation” ’ (p. 27). In support of this claim they offer the following quote: The evidence demonstrates the rapid growth of a class of rural landless who are largely separated from the means of production, who survive by intermittently selling their labour, and who are the poorest segments of rural society. (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 73) © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 569 There are three problems with the interpretation of this statement offered by Ravallion and van de Walle. The first problem is that saying the landless are the poorest, as in the quote, is not the same as saying that the rural poor are the landless, which Ravallion and van de Walle infer. I do not claim the latter because the landless and the poor are not necessarily the same. Rather, the rural landless are heterogeneous: ‘all-country data . . . may hide emerging intra-provincial, and indeed intra-district and intra commune divergence in access to land’ (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 85). So in some places the landless may be the poorest; but this need not be the case. This is because land is not in and of itself the issue. As was argued (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 88), ‘it is possible for land distribution to become more equitable even as the distribution of total farm assets becomes more inequitable’. The issue is thus trends in the distribution of total assets, not just land. As noted in Vietnam:Voices of the Poor (World Bank and DFID 1999, 12),‘households at the top of the well-being rankings have a favourable combination of assets’. Those at the bottom do not. Indeed, it is the process by which a set of assets can expand for some, and not for others, as a consequence of reconfigurations in the process of rural production, that defines the character of an agrarian transition. This leads into the second problem with the interpretation offered by Ravallion and van de Walle. Saying that the landless are the poorest, as in my article, is not the same as saying that landlessness increases poverty. In the article landlessness is one indicator of wider trends in unequal access to rural assets: land, livestock, tools, equipment and machinery. Differential access to these assets is related to poverty processes, but again land is not in and of itself the issue; Ravallion and van de Walle misconstrue the significance of landlessness in Vietnam’s agrarian transition. The third problem with Ravallion and van de Walle’s interpretation of the quote is that I have never said that Vietnam’s reforms have not been pro-poor, if poverty is measured in absolute terms. Rather, I have said that ‘over the course of the past 20 years Vietnam has demonstrated impressive rates of growth, poverty reduction and social development’ (Akram-Lodhi 2007, 152) and that, to cite a report agreed by donors and the government (Joint Donor Report 2004, 118), ‘it is not an overstatement to suggest that “Vietnam’s performance in terms of poverty reduction has been spectacular” ’. So it should not be inferred from the article that Ravallion and van de Walle cite that I am a proponent of the PILE hypothesis.This is because the emergence of class stratification in the Vietnamese countryside does not require the PILE hypothesis to hold. Indeed, it is surprising that Ravallion and van de Walle seem to believe that class stratification implies immiserization, for such is not the case. Class stratification, which, as an agrarian political economist, I define as differentiation in access to productive assets (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 76; Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2010), can be an absolute or a relative process; if it is the latter it is perfectly compatible with rising rural incomes. Simply put, the issue is not that the numbers of the poor in Vietnam are increasing in absolute terms as a result of landlessness (such a claim would be ludicrous). Rather, the issue is that the rate of growth of income in the lower end of the distribution is slower than the rate of growth in the upper end of the distribution – income inequality is increasing.This is driven by increasing inequality in access to assets, of which rising landlessness is, in certain spaces and places, a sign. © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



570 A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi Thus, the Gini coefficient rose from 35.5 to 39.2 between 1998 and 2004 (ILO 2009). This increase is a concern for the state because of the perception that inequality fuels social unrest in rural Vietnam. In this light it should be noted that much of what Ravallion and van de Walle argue substantiates the arguments in Akram-Lodhi (2005). Thus, they find that ‘landlessness rose among Vietnam’s poor in the aftermath of the agrarian reforms’ (p. 148) in both the Mekong River Delta and the Red River Delta, and there was an increasing correspondence between landlessness and poverty status. This finding mirrors my own. They stress the preponderance of landlessness in the Mekong River Delta – as I do – and argue that there ‘the rate of poverty decline is lower for the landless’ (p. 144). They also find that ‘the poor have not seen gains in their land quality’ (p. 131) – a point that I also make (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 84). Finally, Ravallion and van de Walle find that it is likely that ‘access to non-land inputs was more wealth dependent’ (p. 129) in the Mekong River Delta – a point that is consistent with my understanding of class stratification.4 This leads Ravallion and van de Walle to conclude that ‘class differentiation is emerging in the South’ (p. 139), which is also made in Akram-Lodhi (2005), for the same reasons; but I make the important proviso that it is subject to spatial and social variation even within the Mekong River Delta. MISCONSTRUING THE DATA Ravallion and van de Walle use Vietnam’s living standards measurement surveys for most of their analysis. At no point do Ravallion and van de Walle discuss the quality of the LSMS data; this is a very important omission for, as I have argued (AkramLodhi 2007, 158–9), the quality of Vietnam’s LSMS remain open to question. Firstly, the extent to which the LSMS are, in a formal statistical sense, representative is in doubt. Ravallion and van de Walle (p. 37) claim that they are. However, a careful analysis of Vietnam’s 1998 LSMS (Desai 2000, 4) suggests that because of its sampling methodology it ‘is not a true random sample of Vietnamese households – even if appropriate sampling weights are used’. It ‘(a) under represents households headed by very young adults, and (b) displays a considerably older age distribution’. Desai cautions that this ‘should be borne in mind while interpreting statistics’; something that Ravallion and van de Walle do not accommodate. The second reason to question the LSMS is that the sampling frame for the surveys may not be fully representative of the population. The sampling frame excludes an important segment of the population, namely unregistered rural–urban, rural–rural and urban–rural migrant wage labour. A participatory poverty assessment (PPA) of Ho Chi Minh City found that at least one out of every five households in a number of wards of the city were not registered with the authorities; amongst the poorest, the number of unregistered ‘non-residents’ was double that figure (Save the Children UK 1999, 19). As a significant portion of unregistered migrant wage labour might originate from Vietnam’s countryside, this would have an effect on the quantification and analysis of the poverty implications of landlessness. 4



I argue that the driver of social differentiation in rural Vietnam is the shift towards more capital-intensive technical coefficients of production witnessed within the accumulating rich peasantry.
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Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 571 A third reason to question the LSMS is that the sampling units used in a conventional LSMS must reside in a permanent structure. This under represents those who live in temporary structures, sub-standard housing or institutional housing, all of which are important in Vietnam; so an analysis that left out those that resided in these structures may be flawed. For example, unregistered migrants in Ho Chi Minh City typically occupy ‘poor housing’ with ‘no mains water or electricity’ (Save the Children UK 1999, 21), reinforcing the tendencies of the LSMS to miss migrants. The fourth reason to question the LSMS is that the more detailed labour force surveys built into the first two iterations of the LSMS are likely to omit unregistered migrants from the module, for the reasons just mentioned. This reduces the reliability of the labour market data contained in the LSMS. A fifth reason to question the LSMS is that the ‘assumptions relating to . . . the valuation of goods produced within the household and the imputed value of owner-occupied housing’ (Pincus and Sender 2008) can be challenged. The final, and perhaps most disturbing, reason for questioning the LSMS lies in the implementation protocols governing the surveys. In 2001, when the third LSMS was being undertaken, the protocols were distributed to local authorities, which were given the responsibility for implementation. There have been reports by very reputable Vietnamese academics conducting fieldwork when the LSMS was being implemented that after receiving training the authorities distributed the surveys to senior members within the community, who completed them: households were not, by and large, interviewed.5 The surveys were then returned to the local authorities and the results reviewed in order to ensure consistency with data that are routinely relayed to provincial statistical offices. In the process, some quite significant irregularities may have been generated; for example, it has been suggested that the extent of rural diversification and rural non-farm employment was significantly overstated. Of course, it must be stressed that these reports may be anecdotal, which would not undermine the validity of the LSMS. However, it should be noted that the LSMS suggests that most land is rented out at no charge; but in the fieldwork that I have conducted in more than twelve provinces over a ten-year period this has not been witnessed. Moreover, three of the LSMS suggest that urban unemployment in Vietnam fell from 6.9 per cent in 1992/93 to 4 per cent in 2002 (General Statistical Office 1999, 2004). In a country as poor as Vietnam continues to be, this rate of urban unemployment stretches credulity. These problems have been known in Vietnam for some time. Moreover, they are cumulative; as Pincus and Sender (2008) stress, ‘combining them . . . generates errors’. In this light, and in the context of Ravallion and van de Walle’s argument, at a minimum missing migrants in the LSMS might have important implications for landlessness–poverty nexus. More generally, many of the policy recommendations that have been made using LSMS results, by the government, the donor community and academic observers, including those of Ravallion and van de Walle, should be considered very carefully, because possible flaws in the LSMS mean that Vietnam has a very narrow evidential base upon which to develop policy. 5



For the time being, the names of these researchers must remain confidential, for reasons of personal security.
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572 A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi MISCONSTRUING THEORY Ravallion and van de Walle want to understand the impact of land reform on the poor (p. 7). However, the level of analysis used by Ravallion and van de Walle are not poor and non-poor individuals but rather poor and non-poor households: so households make choices and households take decisions. Focusing on households requires assuming that the optimizing objective of the household is the joint utility maximization of the individual members of the household, which in turn requires assuming that household resources are pooled and then reallocated so that individual household members’ welfare are maximized at the margin. So Ravallion and van de Walle adopt an approach that requires the household to be a pareto-optimal institution: no member can be made better off without another member being made worse off. This approach has been called the ‘unitary’ model of the household (AkramLodhi 1997). However, unitary models of household behaviour have been challenged on the basis of long-established evidence of intra-household inequality, which renders the assumption of pooling problematic (Sen 1984; Folbre 1986; Agarwal 1994; Haddad et al. 1997). Inequality is starkly witnessed in the intrahousehold division of labour; the performance of household maintenance and service activities such as cooking, cleaning and caring in Vietnam as elsewhere is structured by prevailing parameters of gender relations. Thus, as Desai (2000, 21) notes, across Vietnam household chores require an average of 33 hours a week, or between four and five hours a day, of which women are responsible for 70 per cent of the time spent on unpaid care work.These imbalances in the distribution of time reinforce and are reinforced by frequent male control of household finances, limited female control over reproductive decisions, and ‘strong evidence of significant levels of wife-beating’ (World Bank and DFID 1999, 75). Gender relations therefore drive a division of labour between paid work in the commodity-producing economy and unpaid care work engaged in household activities, resulting in widespread gender inequality in the distribution of workloads between females and males. Labour resources are not pooled. Patel (2009, 67) suggests that the positive externalities generated by women’s work in reproducing households and the labour force represents ‘the most fundamental misvaluation, worldwide’ of the capitalist economy. But there is more: the structural characteristics of Vietnamese households are complex (Scott 2003), and PPAs show that differences in household expenditure patterns reflect differences in the gendered characteristics of household structure (Oxfam 1999; Save the Children UK 1999; Poverty Task Force 2003a).Thus, in many instances males and females do not so much pool their resources as rather have access to different resources and different types of income, which results in gender-specific types of expenditure (Agarwal 1994; Haddad et al. 1994). In this light the use of a monolithic model of household behaviour such as that adopted by Ravallion and van de Walle may be inappropriate. As a recent, definitive, assessment has stated, ‘numerous studies point to persistent inefficiencies in intra-household allocation. . . . Resources . . . are not pooled to maximize household utility’ (Johnston and Le Roux 2007, 362). Ravallion and van de Walle are well aware of these problems.Yet at no point do they problematize the Vietnamese household.This omission is of critical importance © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 573 when considering the distributional implications of the consumption expenditure ‘benefits’ of rising landlessness that they purport to demonstrate. Simply put, even if there are consumption expenditure benefits to members of a household from rising landlessness, this says nothing about the distribution of those benefits amongst the members of the household. It is perfectly feasible to hypothesize circumstances in which increased welfare amongst (some) male members of the household is accompanied by a less-than-offsetting decrease in welfare amongst (some) female members of the household, generating in aggregate an increase in consumption expenditure for the household even as females become worse off. Ravallion and van de Walle analyze household choices. But analysis conducted at the level of the household offers very little insight into its inner workings: the choices that are made and why, the role of gender relations and gender-based violence in structuring those choices, or the distribution of the costs and benefits of participating in both the commodity and household economies. In this light, it would appear to be very dubious to generalize about the welfare implications of rising landlessness for all members of a household. However, problems in the analysis of household choices go further. Ravallion and van de Walle assume (pp. 122, 149–156) that there is a homogenous choice set amongst households that are landed and landless and amongst households that are poor and non-poor. Granted, this is a very widely held assumption in applied microeconomics. But there are reasons to question such an assumption that go beyond the issue of household structure. Baluch et al. (2007) demonstrate that ethnic minority farmers in rural Vietnam have different economic and social characteristics when compared with ethnic majority farmers – a point reinforced by van de Walle and Gunewardena (2001). Ravallion and van de Walle state that ‘the choices of the (ethnic) minorities may well be constrained by discriminatory features of labour markets . . . arguably land markets also work differently’ (p. 128).They also note that consumption expenditure differs according to the amount of allocated land (p. 86). Finally, Desai (2000) has demonstrated that female-led farming households have different characteristics when compared with male-led farming households – a finding that reinforces the need to ‘unpack’ the structural characteristics of the household. There is thus a strong possibility that farms have heterogeneous characteristics and face heterogeneous constraints. In this light the assumption that the choice set facing farmers is homogenous should be, at the very least, substantiated. However, Ravallion and van de Walle do not provide an empirical substantiation of this assumption. An alternative assumption would be that the constraints and hence choices facing rural households differ on the basis of their absolute or relative endowments of assets. If this assumption is made, the land assets of farms can be used as an admittedly imperfect proxy for rural wealth, in order to assess any correlations that might be found. Tabulation of the LSMS data can then be done on the basis of the amount of land held by households. The results for Vietnam as a whole are reproduced in Table 2. The relationships demonstrated in Table 2 show a remarkable degree of linearity. There is a clear positive association between land ownership, total non-land assets, working capital expenditures, the value of total farm output, total income from all © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd
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0.1 0.7 1.5 4.9 0.2 0.3 0.7 1.7 5.8 0.8 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.9 0.6



58.3 17.8 18.5 5.4



-29.1 10.6 13.6 4.9



Average area (ha)



87.4 7.2 4.9 0.5



% of farms



639.7 970.5 157.7 2,048.0 1,402.4



2,238.9 3,505.9 4,452.3 8,990.1 3,103.7



1,599.2 2,535.4 4,294.6 6,942.1 1,701.3



Value of non-land assets



54.1 -398.6 72.5 1,636.3 413.5



3,026.9 3,728.1 4,189.9 5,191.8 3,319.7



2,972.8 4,126.7 4,117.4 3,555.5 2,906.2



Family labour



2,572.4 4,044.3 4,590.3 5,308.9 3,847.7



3,678.3 5,685.2 7,890.3 12,469.5 5,075.4



1,105.9 1,640.9 3,300.1 7,160.5 1,227.8



Working capital costs



4,733.8 8,383.4 11,712.1 8,874.5 8,537.7



8,770.1 14,736.1 20,835.9 32,116.5 12,681.3



4,036.4 6,352.7 9,123.8 23,242.0 4,143.7



Gross farm output



Note: All monetary values in thousands of current Vietnamese dong; family labour is hours per year. Source: Akram-Lodhi (2007).



1993 >0–0.5 >0.5–1 >1–3 >3 Average 2002 >0–0.5 >0.5–1 >1–3 >3 Average Change, 1993–2002 >0–0.5 >0.5–1 >1–3 >3 Average



Size



Table 2. Assets, inputs, output and income on Vietnam’s farms, 1993–2002



6,853.3 11,966.7 12,992.8 13,901.2 10,123.4



14,974.0 18,975.5 21,937.3 30,846.7 17,917.6



8,120.7 7,008.8 8,944.5 16,945.5 7,794.2



Total household income



6,005.4 7,747.9 7,327.1 6,966.6 7,570.2



9,683.4 12,247.6 13,590.0 17,706.5 11,363.7



3,678.0 4,499.7 6,262.9 10,740.0 3,793.5



Total household expenditure
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Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 575 sources and household expenditure. PPAs have also found similar correlations (Poverty Task Force 2003a, 18), and these correlations have also been found to hold in a thorough, statistically representative survey of parts of the Mekong River Delta, where land size was associated with productive assets, with non-productive assets, with income, with food consumption and with poverty status (An 2005).There are, in short, clear correlations in Vietnam between land assets, non-land assets, output and expenditure, as well as understandable degrees of association with total incomes. Clearly, rural households differ significantly in their economic characteristics and their constraints (Oxfam 1999). The point here is straightforward: if farms with different assets face different constraints, then choice sets are non-homogenous when arrayed against wealth.The implication is that those becoming landless should not be treated homogenously. Indeed, a failure to decompose data into groups that share common choice sets could obscure important sources of difference within households, between households, and within communities. If such is reasonable, then Ravallion and van de Walle’s theoretical approach has misconstrued the circumstances facing the landed and the landless in Vietnam, resulting in a technical analysis that is subject to misspecification. MISCONSTRUING THE LABOUR MARKET Ravallion and van de Walle have an understanding of the labour market in which entry is predicated upon whether wage rates reflect utility preferences and human capital. There is thus a trade-off between the amount of labour supplied and the price that is paid for that labour. By implication, labour markets are reasonably well-functioning. However, the presumption of a well-functioning labour market misconstrues the situation facing many workers in contemporary Vietnam. As noted, the division of labour between paid work in the commodityproducing economy and unpaid care work engaged in household activities is predicated upon the latter being performed prior to the former. This ‘household maintenance constraint’ is assigned principally to females. So the decision-making process of females does not replicate the logic used by Ravallion and van de Walle: the terms and conditions governing people’s entry into labour markets reflects wage rates and utility preferences, but also, and critically, personalized non-monetized intrahousehold cooperative conflicts that effect and reflect the social relations of gender. Desai (2000, iii) puts it starkly: ‘the types of wage jobs women are employed in are different [from men]. . . .The wage labour market is less efficient in terms of allocating women’s human capital between different types of occupations’. The labour market is segmented on the basis of gender; social relationships affect how fragmented labour markets work. If social relations affect how labour markets work, then the discrete parameters of decision making may not necessarily reflect the optimization set portrayed by Ravallion and van de Walle. This is rendered more complicated by the realities of labour market operations in developing capitalist countries such as Vietnam, where ‘not all labour is employment’ (Standing 2006, 323). Employment sees women and men being expected to ‘turn up at a specific worksite at a specified time to work under direct supervision for a certain amount of time’ (2006, 323). This does not © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



576 A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi describe the terms and conditions of waged labour facing the majority of workers in developing capitalist countries, in that for many work is ‘casual, precarious and indirect’ (2006, 323).While this is an apt description for the legions of unregistered ‘non-residents’ that populate Vietnam’s cities, the precarious character of work is, if anything, all the more so in the countryside, where short-term labour circulation, piecework, exploitative forms of land rental, and indebtedness are common (Oxfam 1999; Akram-Lodhi 2005, 2007; An 2005). So labour markets, through the personalized transactions that structure their operation, feature both formal and informal mechanisms that foster employment and income insecurity as a means by which labour-power can be controlled in order to extract absolute and relative surplus value. These are not atypical features of labour markets: they are integral to them. This can be put more bluntly: do people enter labour markets from a position of choice, being pulled into the opportunities offered because they enhance the security of a diverse livelihood portfolio or even facilitate the household diversification that is expected in healthy capitalist development? Or do people enter labour markets from a position of necessity, being pushed because a series of factors have stretched their ability to cope to the point that a household’s relative livelihood security is deteriorating? Ravallion and van de Walle imply that the former is mostly the case; and it should not be denied that in some instances this is observed, as ‘for the poor, the most important factor in reducing poverty is increased opportunities for non-farm income generation’ (Poverty Task Force 2003a, 17). However, contrary to Ravallion and van de Walle, it can be argued that in Vietnam both pull and push can be witnessed simultaneously as dynamic economic processes in agriculture lead some into labour markets for positive economic reasons and others into labour markets for negative economic reasons. In this light, Table 3, which delineates poverty, inequality and vulnerability in Vietnam, offers an insight into labour market dynamics. The first column in Table 3 tells the Vietnam success story: the dramatic reduction in poverty, defined as the share of the population living below US$2 a day, experienced by the country over a six-year period between 1998 and 2004. However, impressive poverty reduction has been accompanied by heightened



Table 3. Poverty, inequality and vulnerability in Vietnam, 1998–2004 Year



Population below US$2 a day (%)



Gini coefficient



Share of vulnerable employment in total employment (%)



1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004



78.2



35.5



68.7



37.6



52.5



39.2



78.6 80.9 80.1 77.5 78.3 77.0 73.9



Source: ILO (2009). © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



Land, Labour and Agrarian Transition in Vietnam 577 inequality, as seen in the second column. In order to make sense of this, the third column in Table 3 displays the (gender aggregated) share of the employed population that fall under the International Labour Organization’s (ILO) definition of ‘vulnerability’. For the ILO, vulnerability is a state of high exposure to certain risks, combined with a reduced ability to protect or defend oneself against those risks and cope with their negative consequences. Examples of risks occurring at the individual level include those associated with health . . . or social shocks such as crime and domestic violence. Aggregate shocks affecting large populations can include natural disasters, health epidemics, . . . environmental calamities, . . . political crisis . . . or economic risks. . . .Vulnerability is a dynamic and relative concept. (ILO 2003, 2–3, 6) This suggests that a statistical decline in poverty can be associated with ongoing human insecurity, particularly amongst those who have recently exited from poverty and who are vulnerable to individual and aggregate shocks that can impact upon their livelihood – the near-poor who, ‘with even a minor negative impact on [their] . . . lives . . . could easily drop to below the official poverty line’ (Poverty Task Force 2003b, 17). In Table 3 there is a decline in the incidence of vulnerability: but the decline in vulnerability is nowhere near as dramatic as the fall in poverty. Expressing the relationship between vulnerability and poverty in the form of an elasticity of vulnerability with respect to poverty for the period between 1998 and 2004, a value of 0.18 is estimated, suggesting that vulnerability is highly inelastic with respect to poverty reduction. People in the labour market may not be poor, but that does not mean that they are secure. Expressing the elasticity of vulnerability with respect to inequality for the same period, a value of -0.57 is produced, indicating that as inequality rises vulnerability falls, but by far less than the rise in inequality. Vietnam demonstrates that an expansion of employment – more than 80 per cent of which falls within the categories of self-employment or own-account employment, which are perniciously insecure (ILO 2009) – should not be equated with a corresponding decrease in vulnerability. Vietnam remains a very poor country; many in the countryside and unregistered migrants in the cities work in highly insecure circumstances, do not consistently make a living wage, and are routinely exposed to shocks that have the capacity to throw them rapidly back into poverty. So the labour market in Vietnam is subject to highly uneven and contingent processes that are capable of generating security and insecurity simultaneously as less secure, less remunerative employment stubbornly persists. This has implications for the supposed ‘choice’ facing households that Ravallion and van de Walle posit when they conclude that, for many, maximizing the returns to their schooling requires ‘exiting’ from farming in order to take up waged labour. It suggests, instead, that while this may well be the case for some people, it may not be appropriate to assume that this option is available to even a majority of entrants into the labour market. Labour market entry need not be a sign of enhanced human security; for many the terms and conditions of labour market entry offers the possibility of shifting from an agricultural mode of life that is insecure and vulnerable to a non-agricultural mode of life that is also insecure and vulnerable. This © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



578 A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi helps explain why, in PPAs, access to wage income is usually ranked in the lower half of the factors that contribute to poverty reduction (Poverty Task Force 2003a, Table 3), while shortages of accessible quality land is usually ranked as the most important factor underpinning poverty (Vietnam–Sweden Mountain Rural Development Programme 1999, 21). People’s choices are tightly constrained by the political economy of their circumstances, and for many in Vietnam decisions reflect the compulsions arising out of processes of rural class formation and incipient, highly uneven capitalist development. Indeed, if the reconfiguration of the means of production in Vietnam’s agrarian transition involves a path of relative distributional polarization, to a lesser or greater extent – as I argued in Akram-Lodhi (2005) and which Ravallion and van de Walle accept for the Mekong River Delta – an implication of this path, particularly in the early stages of transition, is enhanced insecurity amongst the strata of the population that lose their assets and who come to rely on the often irregular and casualized sale of their undervalued labour-power as dynamic economic processes in agriculture result in an increased reliance upon labour markets. MISCONSTRUING AGRARIAN TRANSITION Martin Ravallion and Dominique van de Walle have made an important intervention in the study of Vietnam’s rural economy.Their key argument – that landlessness is a positive choice made by those seeking a better life – is an important one and, no doubt, does describe the circumstances facing some rural Vietnamese. But it does not describe the circumstances facing many – as Ravallion and van de Walle accept, but only in the context of the Mekong River Delta region. In this essay I have offered four reasons why Ravallion and van de Walle’s book should be considered very carefully, and very critically: they misconstrue the significance of landlessness, they misconstrue data, they misconstrue theory and they misconstrue the realities of labour markets. Access to assets in rural Vietnam is differentiating as capitalist farming emerges in some parts of the country. This has facilitated, in some places, the entry into wage labour of members of farm households, in an effort to diversify and expand sources of income growth. Simultaneously, other rural farmers, who are progressively unable to compete under the market imperatives of an increasingly capitalist agricultural sector, face challenges in constructing a livelihood that offers at least the possibility of a relative improvement in their position in the distribution of income. Some of these latter households become landless; some remain in farming, increasingly marginalized. Clearly, the landed and the landless are not homogenous; some are well off, and some are becoming relatively less well off. This is to be expected as peasant class differentiation spreads, for it is the character of the agrarian transition in Vietnam: one in which poverty is reduced, but inequality deepens as a result of the development of capitalism in agriculture. REFERENCES Agarwal, B.B., 1994. A Field of One’s Own. Gender and Land Rights in South Asia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. © 2010 Blackwell Publishing Ltd
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