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Abstract
This article explores the relationship between the agrarian and national 
questions. It is argued that the ambiguities and gaps in the develop-
mental theories after the Second World War have been progressively 
unveiled by the more successful processes of capitalist development of 
the twentieth century, which combined sustainable economic growth, 
reduction of social inequalities and improvement of political institutions 
with the progressive inclusion of the working masses. The relevance 
of the relation between the agrarian and the national questions was 
often obscured in prescriptive theories, but came to be anticipated in 
some of them, providing heuristic tools for the development of new 
projects and new utopias. The article interrogates one of these ana-
lysts, Fernando Fajnzylber, key ideologue of the neostructuralism in 
Latin America, with regard to his vision on development, an explicitly 
knowledge-based one, and much more rural-based than assumed by the 
old ECLA structuralism.
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Ideologies of Post-war Development:  
The Agrarian Question in the Back Seat

In the modernization ideologies that multiplied in the post-war period, 
development was consistently identified with industrialization, while 
nation building was often associated with the emergence of large cities. 
The gradual decline of agriculture in the national product and among  
the economically active population was seen as a type of liquid indicator 
of progress. Furthermore, even within agriculture, the technical revolu-
tion, characterized by the integration and mechanization of tasks, seemed 
to replace, and even to avoid, an eventual, difficult and uncomfortable 
transformation in property relations. The motto of the times was ‘green’ 
revolution, instead of ‘Red’. As we shall see later, the real process of 
development over the last 60 years has been far from clear, peaceful and 
unilinear progress. Thus, the facts seem to undermine the credibility of 
these analyses—although they have not yet been buried as beliefs.

In most retrospective analyses, the so-called ‘Asian Tigers’ (like 
Japan and South Korea) are highlighted as examples of success, with 
sustained economic growth, lower social inequality and greater innova-
tion capacity in technical systems and social institutions. On the other 
hand, opposite indicators and adjectives would apply to the Latin 
American countries, even those showing greater industrialization 
(Argentina, Mexico and Brazil).

The explanatory theories for such contrasting developments are quite 
divided when trying to identify causes and circumstances. The canonical 
neoclassical explanation—ultra-liberal—attributed the virtuous Asian 
examples to their market-friendly policies and to the export option. In 
contrast, on the same explanatory basis, Latin American countries opted 
for ‘inward’ development, for protectionism and extreme state interven-
tion in business.

It is true that heterodox theories did emerge in the great intellectual 
centres of the North. A handful of analysts, the ‘Developmental State’ 
theorists, dedicated their work to a persistent and thorough examination 
of the peculiarities of the Tigers.1 Gradually, they elaborated an under-
standing which conflicted with the liberal and neoclassical perspectives, 
emphasizing the relevance of state intervention in the engendering of 
‘miracles’ in the East. Nonetheless, whether among the neoclassical 
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orthodox thinkers or the semi-Keynesian dissidents, rare were the refer-
ences to the transformation of the agrarian basis in those model coun-
tries. And when the item appeared, it was expected to come into play 
more as a supporting factor than as a protagonist. 

This bias predominated even among the intellectual currents born in 
the South. From the Economic Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ECLAC), we may recollect a strategic statement: ‘The doc-
trine of development without the transformation of agriculture has its 
origins in the industrialist theses formulated in the first ECLAC studies’ 
(Furtado 1972: 111; author’s translation).

We emphasize the above as a ‘strategic statement’, as its author is 
none other than Celso Furtado, in his Analysis of the ‘Brazilian Model’, 
published in 1972. Furtado was certainly one of the most important fig-
ures of ECLAC since its creation. Note that he refers to ‘the first ECLAC 
studies’, an organization that emerged in the late 1940s and formulated 
its main doctrine at the beginning of the following decade. The dating 
makes sense and is relevant: it would be excessive to consider that ‘neg-
ligence’ as a permanent feature in the structuralist record. Read, for 
example, a text written in 1962 by Raúl Prebisch, in which he affirms, 
from an ECLAC perspective, the meaning of the Alliance for Progress. 
In this text, Don Raúl even dares to include industrialization as a core 
element of his commandments. However, he also emphasizes a second 
one: agrarian reform (Prebisch 1962). He points out, in the latter, two 
combined aspects: on the one hand, the change of property relations, 
ownership and use; and on the other, the policy of agricultural develop-
ment. Thus, the topic of agrarian reform is something that appears and 
reappears in the thinking of the ECLAC.

Nonetheless, the effective recovery of the topic, as a central factor in 
the historical process, appears later in the analyses of Fernando 
Fajnzylber, arguably the most remarkable intellectual of ‘New ECLAC’, 
the neostructuralism of the end of the millennium. This Chilean econo-
mist died prematurely, but left highly provocative studies and works. It 
is true that his arguments were highly sweetened and moderated by many 
of his successors in New ECLAC. However, looking back, his analysis 
may help us understand the relevance of the agrarian question within  
the national question. This understanding, produced within academic 
and general discourse, is certainly not enough to change the facts and 
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produce new realities. The childhood trauma of the agrarian question, 
stifled and repressed, often reappears, transfigured in ‘adult’ society, 
among countries like Brazil, in the form of neuroses, Freudian slips and 
apparently unexplained social, political and cultural distortions. The 
ghost of the oligarchy, especially when coupled with its reincarnation as 
‘agribusiness’, haunts the correlation of forces. This return of the 
repressed is the cost of the failure of its effective recognition. However, 
recognition, if it occurs, is only one step in overcoming the failure. The 
young Marx had his reasons to say, in his Contribution to the Critique of 
Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1843), that the condition of abandoning 
illusions is the abandonment of the condition that requires illusions. Let 
us rummage this basement of illusions (Marx 1843/1970).

Post-war Conjunctures: From the Golden  
Age to Neoliberal Depression

For peripheral countries with late development—the Asian Tigers or the 
Latin American trio composed of Argentina, Mexico and Brazil—the 
agrarian question is a critical component of national destiny, the differ-
entiation of two profiles. On the one hand, there are countries that deeply 
reform property relations in the countryside and dramatically reduce the 
power of the oligarchy. On the other hand, there are those that fail to do 
so and perpetuate the presence of this fraction of landed classes in mod-
elling the economy, society, politics and ideology. 

Let us refer back to the context in order to understand the behaviour 
of its agents.

In the immediate post-war period, the world was given a handful  
of young nations, with newly created states arising from decolonization. 
In this context, Latin American countries, already in existence, were 
themselves remolded and reinserted in the international order. Most of 
these nations had a rural demographic profile and an agricultural and 
extractive economic profile. Their insertion in the world order occurred 
primarily through trade. Foreign investment tended to focus on agricul-
ture and mining, as well as the provision of infrastructure (roads, ports, 
power generation, etc.) related to these main activities. The developmen-
tal theories would multiply in the following decades, on the basis of 
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these facts, to identify the ‘problems’ and to engineer ‘solutions’ (or 
development policies). 

With some simplification, we can identify three major currents in this 
ideological terrain. One of them is frankly and deliberately anti-systemic, 
anti-capitalist: the imperialist theories derived from Lenin, Rosa 
Luxemburg and, in the early 1950s, those represented paradigmatically 
by Paul Baran. The other two currents were pro-systemic, transiting 
within the economic categories of capitalism, that is, forms of private 
ownership of means of production. Let us see what they were.

The first of the pro-systemic approaches had two pillars: a neoclassi-
cal economic model; and a functionalist type of sociological and politi-
cal theory (so-called modernization theory). Its main representative was 
W.W. Rostow, author of the famous and influential theory of ‘take-off’. 
The second approach had a reformist, Keynesian and structuralist aspect. 
In Latin America, but not only there, its main representative was Raúl 
Prebisch, important not only for what he wrote but also for ‘inventing’ 
the ECLAC and United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD), organizations which became, to a large extent, a means of 
communication of this trend among peripheral countries.2

These contrasting views marked the debates on development in the 
‘twenty-five glorious years’ of the post-war period. In the 1970s, how-
ever, other topics dominated the intellectual centres of the North: the fall 
of Bretton Woods; the stagflation of the core countries; the dollar crisis; 
and the decline (real or exaggerated) of the United States (US). In the 
periphery (or Third World), the development ideologies came into crisis; 
in countries such as Brazil, instead of economic growth with internal 
market expansion, national independence and popular political partici-
pation, its own model of ‘miracle’ seemed to be growth with social 
exclusion, income concentration, associated and dependent capitalism 
and military dictatorship. Despite this cost, for part of the periphery, at 
least the term ‘developing’ still seemed to make sense.

As we know, in the 1980s, neoliberal discourse dominated the politi-
cal setting, mesmerizing governments, social and academics groups and 
media agents. It went so far as to be seen as ‘single thought’. Margaret 
Thatcher summed up this situation with her famous aphorism of ‘TINA’: 
There Is No Alternative. In that decade, it was also common to exalt the 
path chosen by the Asian countries in contrast to what the Latin 
Americans had preferred; indeed, two development strategies, attributed 
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to Latin American countries and the Asian Tigers, were contrasted. This 
stereotyped narrative would find, on the one hand, the statists who sought 
‘inward’ growth, by substituting imports and protecting trade, and on the 
other, the liberals who sought in open markets, the stimulation of innova-
tion and promotion of exports.

In the apologetic discourse of a supposed ‘Asian model’, some essen-
tial elements were thrown into oblivion: certainly, the geopolitical cir-
cumstances, but also, and with even greater silence, the reform of 
landownership relations.3 Even the critical discourses tended to give less 
importance to it. A pioneering study by Fajnzylber (1983), the major 
intellectual leader of ECLAC at that moment, spoke on the topic without 
emphasizing it. And the scholars who challenged the neoclassical vision 
by means of the notion of an ‘Asian Developmental State’, also took that 
route.

It is true that agricultural and rural development has often been indi-
cated as crucial for economic development. Ranis and Orrock (1985: 
57), for example, have affirmed that balanced growth in the agricultural 
sector was essential for the economic success in Eastern Asia. Oshima 
(1987) has gone far beyond, pointing to the development of the rural 
economy as a prerequisite of economic development in general. The 
World Bank itself, in its well-known report on The East Asian Miracle 
(1993), pointed in a similar direction. Wade (1999: 120–21) has also 
highlighted the role of agricultural development for the overall process 
of economic growth in Taiwan.

One aspect, however, is less frequently remembered and, in our view, 
rarely appreciated in due proportion. This is the political rupture occur-
ring at the outbreak of this process. Strictly speaking, there are two rup-
tures: the political rupture necessary to produce the event; and the 
political rupture that the event produced as a result. Japan, Korea and 
Taiwan underwent reforms in their land structures, transformations vir-
tually incomparable in the non-communist world. And they went far 
beyond all comparable cases, if we think of agrarian reform more 
broadly, to include agricultural development policy which guarantees the 
positive development of changes in ownership and possession. In these 
three countries, the results of the agrarian reform are overwhelming in at 
least three dimensions: (a) the economic, that is, by the increase in pro-
duction and productivity; (b) the social, in terms of social cohesion and 
redistribution of wealth, income and assets such as education; and (c) the 
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political, by virtue of the change in the correlation of forces, especially 
with regards to the asphyxia of the landowning oligarchy.

Fajnzylber, however, soon noticed this blind spot in the existing anal-
yses. In a book intended to unlock the secrets of industrial reconstruction 
in Latin America (Fajnzylber 1990), the nerve of the change was identi-
fied not exactly in industry, but in agriculture, in the transformation of 
property relations in the countryside. 

Attention must be drawn to this aggionarmento of ECLAC. Let us see 
in what it consists.

Beyond the Tacit Dimension: Development is 
Equal to Industrialization?

Distinct in origin and in political alignments, the modernization theory 
and the structuralism of ECLAC shared some beliefs; for example, both 
identified an anti-development bottleneck: the formation of capital (and 
of capitalist spirits . . .) in developing (or underdeveloped) countries. And 
both envisaged a model or target for the development project: industri-
alization, generally identified with pioneering countries (like England) 
and even more with the most modern of the developed countries, the 
United States. At one point in history, by the way, the two currents 
seemed very close to a convergence, or at least a partnership. It seemed 
possible when the president elected in United States, Kennedy, came 
from the Democratic Party, with his Alliance for Progress.4

For Latin America, as we have noted, the relevant institution was 
ECLAC, with a doctrine that diagnosed processes of reproduction of 
underdevelopment and an energetic remedy, a development policy in 
general called industrialization, by import substitution. If the insertion of 
peripheral countries, such as the Latin American, in the international 
order occurred largely through trade, this was the nerve that ECLAC 
identified as the patient. From the diagnosis of the ‘deterioration of the 
terms of trade’, ECLAC drew a prognosis, the perpetuation of depend-
ency and its deleterious effects, and a remedy, an industrialization project 
accelerated by the political initiative of the state.

After Second World War, some countries in the region industrialized 
substantially—but not exactly as proposed or provided by ECLAC. 
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Industrialization through the installation of foreign subsidiaries (mainly 
the United States) would bring to the list of dependencies certain compo-
nents other than the transfer of surplus through unequal trade: profit 
remittances; payments for licences and patents; interests on financing 
and freight; and other ‘invisible’ services. In the following decades, 
trade, strictly understood, would be replaced by other ways of expanding 
the centre–periphery divide. The transnationalization of manufacturing 
industries and of financial institutions would modify even the identity of 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). Anyone who has followed its successive ‘rounds’ 
would notice that, at every step, ‘new topics’ have arisen, beyond the 
exchange of goods and cross-border movements, with their tariff fees 
and quotas, towards intervention in various domestic regulations, such as 
direct investment, government procurement, intellectual property and 
finance (WTO 1995: 9).

Land is Power: Where the Weak Have no Place

Indeed, the reflection by ECLAC seems flimsy on the topic mentioned 
by Furtado. The structural transformation of the agrarian sector, espe-
cially its forms of property, ownership and land use, has been largely 
underestimated, or subordinated, to the technical modernization of the 
industry. One of the few exceptions is precisely Furtado, because, more 
than once, he has called attention to the fact that ‘landlordism’ is a sys-
tem of power. More than once Furtado stated that this was the proof that 
industrialization was not enough to free a country from the curse of 
underdevelopment. And he judged negatively the policy of agricultural 
modernization:

The penetration of the tractor is producing effects similar to the expansion of 
livestock production—it deprives the population of work. And these results 
are achieved at the cost of subsidies given by the government that contribute 
to aggravate the concentration of wealth in the hands of a small minority. 
(Furtado 1982: 86; author’s translation)

Thus, destroying this system of power is indispensable to resume, or 
reform, the interrupted building of the nation:
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. . .no structural reconstruction project work will provide permanent 
results if it is not able to release the bulk of the rural population—and  
primarily the smallholder farmers—from the machine that currently con-
demns them to misery. The main objective of the reconstruction of agrarian 
structures should be the installation of production units capable of using the 
full capacity of a family and advancing it through the path of technical mod-
ernisation. Giving subsidies to medium and large businesses in order for them 
to mechanise and to use fertilisers can produce immediate results in terms of 
production, but how can one ignore that this short-term economic perspec-
tive leads to the worsening of social problems? (Furtado 1982: 85; author’s 
translation)

This not only implies reform of agricultural landownership and use 
patterns, but implies also a new rural–urban balance and a new economic 
geography, that rights regional inequalities:

A spatially large economy, focused on the domestic market and facing 
increasing relative prices of liquid fuels should seek to minimise its trans-
port costs, thereby decentralising its industrial activity, and freeing itself, by  
technical innovation, of much of the current imperatives of economies of 
scale. In the case of agriculture, the preeminence of biomass as an energy 
source creates the possibility of extensive decentralisation in the production 
of inputs. Opting for the opposite result, intending to frame the transforma-
tion of the energy system in the current patterns of industrial location and 
urban concentration, is to opt for the aggravation of social problems and  
overload the economic system with increasing costs. (Furtado 1982: 88; 
author’s translation)

This assessment—which is already 30 years old—remains pertinent. 
The normative judgement is even more pertinent; it is urgent and cannot 
be postponed.

Fajnzylber: Industrial Reconstruction requires 
Agrarian Restructuring

It is, however, in another ECLAC thinker, Fernando Fajnzylber, that we 
found new clues about the way the structuralist analysis of ECLAC con-
fronts the transformation of the agricultural world as an indispensable 
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element of overcoming underdevelopment. Interesting—and the author 
acknowledges the paradox—is that the observation is made in a book 
dedicated to the Unavoidable Industrial Restructuring in Latin America 
(Fajnzylber 1990). This reconstruction of the industrial profile, says 
Fajnzylber, has a starting point in the agrarian world:

The starting point of the analysis resides in the transformation of the agrarian 
structure. This may seem strange, since the principal focus of concern is the 
industrial sector, the incorporation of technological pro gress, and international 
insertion, but the structural transformation of the agricultural sector has 
performed a determinant role in distinct ex periences of industrialisation. 
(Fajnzylber 1990: 56; author’s translation) 

Fajnzylber underlines that such a transformation of the agrarian struc-
tures is crucial to define the path of these social formations and, we must 
highlight, to model their national leaders. It is worth remembering that, 
more recently, Davis (2004) dedicated a provocative study precisely to 
this question: how the form of development, its successes and failures, 
the manner by which it maintains and distributes itself, are linked to the 
design of the rural world—more specifically, to the destiny of the ‘rural 
middle classes’. Davies studies and compares Korea, Taiwan, Argentina 
and Mexico. Fajnzylber had previously commented on the Latin 
American case in a similar sense: 

In the specific case of Latin America, the concrete expres sion of the insuf-
ficiencies in the structural transformation of agriculture would be the unequal 
distribution of income and a certain ‘rentierist’ component incorporated into 
the respective national leaders’ (Fajnzylber 1990: 70; author’s translation).

The political effects of this economic sociology are also noticeable:

In those situations in which political change does not transform the agrar-
ian social structure, there emerges a leopard-like mechanism of domina-
tion through which traditional sectors develop the flexibility to ‘absorb’ 
and deform the process of modernisation (Fajnzylber 1990: 70; author’s 
translation).

Fajnzylber recalls some known aspects of the history of the process  
of industrialization, some of which would constitute some of the cases 
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studied by Davis. Some of them were more successful on the sustainabil-
ity of development, or in obtaining desirable socio-political effects 
(equity, access to rights). In these processes, previous transformations in 
the agrarian structure were relevant—especially with the predominance 
of what has been called a ‘unimodal structure’, best suited to the diffu-
sion and homogenization of productivity gains.

To conclude with elements of a more prescriptive nature, it is impor-
tant to list the recommendations selected by Fajnzylber, as well as to 
underline the aim to which such recommendations are subjected: ‘reduce 
the contrasts between town and country and between agriculture and 
industry’. The recommendations are the following:

1. Stimulate the production of inputs and means of production for 
the agricultural sector (fertilizers, pesticides, plastics for farm use, 
implements and in some cases, machinery), and increasing industrial 
processing of raw materials of agricultural origin.

2. Promote the ruralization of agro-industry and other industrial 
branches, with a view to making the former a nucleus for the 
creation of superior forms of productive organization for small and 
medium-sized farmers and turning the latter into a mechanism of 
absorbing the un deremployment and seasonal unemployment 
typical of this sector (as the experience of many developed coun-
tries shows, the combination of partial employment in agriculture 
with local industrial employment has been a major factor in reduc-
ing differences in income and living stan dards between town and 
country).

3. Stimulate the development of para-agricultural services to per mit 
large-scale access to technical assistance, the mechanization of 
some tasks and experimentation with alternative forms of soil 
management and analysis.

4. Increase or, if resources do not permit, reallocate public investment 
to infrastructure for agricultural production (transport, stor age, 
refrigeration, etc.) and rural social services (schools, clinics, etc.), 
so that, by completing the measures mentioned above, it would 
help to retain the rural population and thus avoid its migration to 
the cities and the consequent increase in urban poverty 
(Fajnzylber 1990: 75–76; author’s translation).
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If We Do Not Have the Answers, Do We at Least 
Know the Question?

One does not need a huge amount of additional information, nor great 
imagination, to realize that some of these policies were the key to the 
success of countries like Japan, Korea and Taiwan in the aforementioned 
indicators (economic growth, social cohesion and institutional innova-
tion). The aforementioned study carried out by Davis (2004) exposes 
how the Korean industrialization policy, as initiated by General Park 
Chung-hee in the 1960s, was subject to these parameters. In a systematic 
and no less surprising manner, the General used to indicate as his objec-
tive, the transformation of Korea into a ‘New Denmark’. Phenomena 
quite similar are those detailed by Davis for the case of Taiwan.

Nevertheless, with all this, we only reach the first part of the problem 
to be solved. The second part concerns the manner by which such inter-
ventions become politically possible. And, in this dimension, to avoid 
the dreams of accelerated emulation, the warning provided by another 
scholar, Alice Amsden, remains valid. After drawing attention to the 
unusual nature of the circumstances under which Taiwan experienced its 
take-off, Amsden questions the attempt to transform this path into a type 
of model to be followed by other poor countries. She calls attention to a 
specific aspect that interests us:

What sharply distinguishes Taiwan from other Third World economies are 
the scientific advances that agriculture made under Japanese imperialism 
and the subsequent success of the 1953 land reform. We have argued that 
this reform helped mediate the ef fects of exporting labor-intensive manufac-
tures to advantage. Yet there is much to suggest that land reforms in other 
Third World countries are unlikely to materialize except under revolutionary  
conditions. Taiwan’s land reform was engineered exogenously, by the 
Guomindang, in alliance with the Americans. The Taiwanese landed aris-
tocracy could be expropriated because the Americans and Mainlanders were 
under no obligation to it. This most unusual situation was unlikely to be 
repeated. (Amsden 1988: 172–73)

There are no longer circumstances and initiatives that permitted the 
take-off and structural transformation of Japan, Korea and Taiwan. 
Would there be functional equivalents to meet the needs of our frame-
work, here and now? The question becomes even more demanding when 
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we read previous articles written by Alice Amsden, who put into ques-
tion the models and theories of development (statism, dependency, struc-
turalism, etc.). One of these studies is particularly intriguing and 
suggestive. One has a provocative title: ‘Import Substitution in High-
tech Industries: Prebisch Lives in Asia!’ (Amsden 2004). Despite the 
title, the argument that Amsden actually develops is a little different. 
Asia (or the part of Asia, the tigers and new tigers) revives Prebisch, but 
does so in its very own way, creating policies for the protection and 
encouragement of high-technology industries. And the normative conse-
quence of the article follows a different direction from that suggested  
by the title: the Latin Americans are the ones that maybe should learn 
from the Asian experience of rectifying the path. If Asia resurrects 
Prebisch, the continent also returns him, quite rejuvenated and reformed, 
to Latin America. 

The centre of the discussion is in Singapore, a very peculiar country 
or city-state. Interesting in this case is the discovery of the strategic role 
of research and development (R&D), led by government action, in 
selected areas with high incidence in productive activities relevant to 
the development of the country. Aside from Singapore’s peculiarities 
and its productive framework, the question almost stands out, especially 
when it is connected to two other terms of the problem. The first aspect 
appears in the Amsden article (Amsden 2004) that calls for the resurrec-
tion of Prebisch in Asia through the promotion of high-technology 
industries. The second aspect concerns the realities of large countries 
with a highly significant rural dimension, where agricultural production 
and agro-industrial food and fibre chains have decisive weight in the 
productive framework. It has been a while—indeed, quite a while—
since agricultural production was identified with the world of technical 
backwardness, or with that world in which science and technology 
could not penetrate. The combination of these two vectors—rural-based 
development and knowledge-based development—is even more impor-
tant for countries like Brazil which may have to creatively resurrect the 
ideas of Raúl Prebisch, Celso Furtado, Anibal Pinto and Fernando 
Fajnzylber.

There still remains one part of the equation to be solved, a much more 
difficult and laborious part, if we want to move ahead. And here, once 
again, and in a tortuous way, appears something that defines the policy: 
the need to make possible that which is deemed to be necessary and not, 
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as the sophist would say, deem necessary only the things that seem  
possible. There are many differences in this blend of hues. The key to the 
problem lies in the way available power is used to change the correlation 
of forces and create the power necessary for large structural changes. 
Here lies the political ingenuity. In order to develop the productive forces 
and subjugate the natural world, human beings enter into social relations 
independently of their will. In this terrain, interests and classes are 
formed. In the terrain of ideology, human beings become aware of their 
interests and positions. But it is in the political terrain that such aware-
ness is led to its ultimate consequences. Someone once synthesized these 
ideas, and they seem to be valid today.

‘Prebisch Lives in Asia’: Amsden’s phrase should be coupled with her 
other remark on the peculiar context that surrounded the take-off of the 
Asian Tigers and the transformations that occurred within them. They 
remind us of the combination of two vectors: the geopolitical circum-
stances (the international plane); and the correlation of domestic forces. 
The case of the Tigers reveals clearly how these two vectors not only 
determine events and trajectories, but also how they determine each 
other. The geopolitical framework of the immediate post-war period and 
of the first decade of the Cold War, the imperative need to promote 
‘exemplar’ reconstruction of those countries and to immunize them 
against the ‘red danger’, gave a huge boost to the recomposition of polit-
ical forces, with a special effect: the significant marginalization of rural 
oligarchies and the constitution of a political sphere that dispensed with 
the oligarchies and was even antagonistic to them. On the other hand, the 
correlation of forces established inside the Asian Tigers was essential to 
determine its mode of insertion in the economy and political constella-
tion over the following decades.

Amsden warns that the case of the Asian Tigers should not be thought 
as something to replicate in other Third World countries. However, it is 
useful to be aware of the great turbulence that has recently hit the 
world—it certainly tends to create a very different geopolitical context 
and perhaps, one inclined to make room for major transformations in the 
correlations of forces within Third World countries. Apparently, this has 
been noted in Latin America with the emergence of governments with 
reformist and nationalist colours. Maybe it can also be noted in the 
Middle East and other parts of the globe. 
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On the other hand, the transformation in the political composition of 
these countries enables) a fundamental alteration in how they are inserted 
into the world. States are arenas in struggle and competition. But when a 
progressive coalition grasps control of government, such states can 
become relevant actors in another arena, that of world power. If we take 
such a combination of circumstances to fit our twin questions (agrarian–
national), it is reasonable to expect that new possibilities are presented 
for deeper transformations within the agrarian space of the Third World. 
In a recent book on the agrarian question in Brazil (Moraes et al. 2008), 
we pointed to the clash between two political coalitions: the pro-status 
quo coalition and the reformist coalition. 

The achievement of a coalition at federal level led by the Workers 
Party is just a scratch on the system of domination of the Brazilian oli-
garchies. But it is not negligible: this bit of power may be insufficient (it 
certainly is) to give impetus to a radical transformation in the order of 
things, but it is valuable in strengthening the reformist coalition by 
means of public policies that reinforce its social foundations, self-esteem, 
confidence and political and strategic initiative.

The Return of the Political

There is still a need to clarify the connection between the geopolitical 
context and the correlation of forces inside the countries of our Third 
World. In the last decades, the United States had other concerns, relegat-
ing its Latin American ‘back yard’ (or, more especially, South America) 
to the background. On the other hand, neoliberal governments have 
entered a phase of declining legitimacy, worn out by the disastrous 
results of their adjustment plans. But this decline took place, paradoxi-
cally, in a framework in which trade unions and social movements (the 
Landless Workers Movement [MST] in Brazil and Via Campesina) and 
the political Left (political parties and organizations like the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia [FARC]) also lost ground. In this hiatus, 
political coalitions led by nationalist and reformist groups, in Venezuela, 
Brazil, Paraguay, Bolivia, Uruguay, Argentina and now Peru, have come 
into play. Such governments are placed in a challenging situation and in 
a possible trap. 
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They may opt for radically confronting the empire, without sufficient 
social force to defend against sabotage and coups; the case of a ‘hot fall’. 
Or they may opt increasingly for conceding and losing their own 
character, equally leading to a fall; in this, a ‘cold fall’.  For several 
decades, Celso Furtado addressed this dilemma in the Brazilian case, 
which may be expanded to other Latin American countries. Furtado 
argued that the political structure of the country could generate a situation 
where the president, elected by means of ‘one person, one vote’, receives 
a progressive mandate (an expectation of structural reforms), only to be 
confronted by a Congress elected in a way which preserves the anti-
reformist oligarchy. We could extend this analysis, even to a more 
reactionary front than the Congress: the president is surrounded and 
attacked by local and regional governments, by the legislative branch, 
the judiciary and by a conspiratory ‘fourth power’—the means of mass 
communication.

An alternative that the new governments might attempt—and, in part, 
some of them already have—is to ‘depolarize’ the empire through the 
expansion of relations with its partners–competitors (the European 
Union and Japan), and expansion of regional integration (MERCOSUR, 
UNASUR) and South–South cooperation. They may even attempt to 
expand relations with an emerging star, China, whose international 
action has caused discomfort and imbalance in areas of the empire’s 
interests (notably, South America and Africa).

Such manoeuvres on the external front, that is, trying to exploit 
opportunities created by the new geopolitical framework, would have  
or should have a domestic counterpart: the use of the portion of  
power acquired (the national executive) to alter gradually the correlation 
of forces. Basically, this means adopting or strengthening public  
policies that reinforce the social foundations of a reformist coalition. 
This is made concrete, for example, in policies to enhance marginalized 
productive segments (such as smallholder farmers) and the urban and 
rural sub-proletariat (for example, via the Family Fund and microcredit). 
Such policies can produce relevant psycho-social and political effects: 
increase self-esteem, confidence and ideological and political independ-
ence on the part of these segments which traditionally have been 
marginalized. 

Apparently, the problem of the new Latin American governments does 
not lie in the lack of alternatives, or in political inertia and accommodation 
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(although these are often real), but in the insufficient use of the stated 
strategy. More than is necessary, the correlation of negative forces is 
presented as a justification for the poverty of decisions, when, in fact, 
this poverty notably contributes to retard the positive effects in the cor-
relation. The ‘pessimism of request’ has a long tradition in the reformist 
Left. Playing with the terms of Gramsci, we could say that this trap is the 
problem of the New Prince that does not recognize himself as such.

In the title of this article, I assumed that the national and the agrarian 
questions do not just walk hand in hand, but are fundamentally twins. 
The formation of modern nations includes intrinsically radical changes 
in the forms of landownership, whether by its transformation into mer-
chandize (in the bourgeois revolutions) or into a collective asset (the 
socialist experiments). The term ‘reclaiming’ is also intentional. It does 
not seem casual that two of the editors of this journal have previously 
organized two twin books—Reclaiming the Land (Moyo and Yeros 
2005) and Reclaiming the Nation (Moyo and Yeros 2011). The connec-
tion between them, as well as the other connection between the geopo-
litical framework and the national correlation of forces, continues to 
draw the challenging picture of progressive politics in the twenty-first 
century.

Notes

1. Among them, we may include Alice Amsden, Robert Wade, Chalmers 
Johnson, Meredith Woo-Cumings and Peter Evans.

2. It is worth remembering that, in the post-war period, the United Nations 
created regional economic organizations with different degrees of success, 
but with some similarity in origin. The ECLAC, headed by Raúl Prebisch, 
had in the Economic Commission for Europe (ECE), a sister organization, 
led by reformers Gunnar Myrdal and Nicholas Kaldor. On similar regional 
organizations, see Berthelot (2004).

3. It must be emphasized that, in Asia, the processes of agrarian reform have 
depended greatly on geopolitical circumstances, especially the relationship 
with the US; see Moraes (2009). We will return to this point at the end to 
extract some political conclusions.

4. A report on this meeting is found in the biography written by Dosman (2008). 
Also, for an important study on the topic, see Ribeiro (2006).
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