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Abstract: This paper posits that the majority of “smallholders” in contemporary China are
commodity producers who must engage in various commodity exchanges to carry out
agricultural production and accomplish their social reproduction. Consequently,
“smallholder” refers to a family-based economic operation model, rather than a social
identity or psychological identification. Within this framework, the study focuses on the
intricate relationships between smallholders, various commodity markets, and other market
participants. Specifically, it examines two aspects: the relationship between smallholders and
capitalized large-scale producers and other agriculture-related capital entities, and the
relationship between smallholders and the commodified labor force. The paper argues that
the interaction between smallholders and capitalized large-scale producers is not a zero-sum
game of mutual replacement; except in certain areas, smallholders are not driven out of
agricultural production by large-scale capitalized producers, but coexist and interact with
them in various ways. On the other hand, smallholders heavily rely on short-term hired labor
for their agricultural production, and many also become wage earners themselves,
participating in the agricultural production of other producers and earning wage income.
Compared to the expansion of capitalized large-scale production, the most significant

challenge facing China’s smallholder economy, as this paper contends, is the



intergenerational crisis brought about by the aging of the labor force and the urbanization of

the younger generation.
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