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Two models of peasant rebellion are examined using historical census data relevant to
the Romanian peasant rebellion of 1907. One model synthesizes the arguments of Wolf, Moore,
Hobsbawm and Tilly. The other is Stinchcombe’s. Each model is operationalized and tested
using multiple regression techniques on county level data. The first synthetic model works well
and shows that the most important variable explaining the intensity of the rebellion is the
interactive effect of peasant traditionalism and the penetration of market forces in agriculture.

Some historians (particularly Mousnier,
1970) have claimed that every peasant upris-
ing must be explained in purely particularistic
terms. But actually there is some agreement
among recent theoreticians about the general
causes of peasant rebellions that have taken
place in the last several centuries. Hobsbawm
(1959), Tilly (1967), Moore (1967), Wolf
(1969) and Stinchcombe (1961) have devel-
oped explanations that have a great deal in
common.

Hosbawm (1959:67) writes:

The irruption of modern capitalism into
peasant society, generally in the form of
liberal or Jacobin reforms (the introduc-
tion of a free land-market, the secularism
of church estates, the equivalents of the
enclosure movements and the reform of
common land and forest laws, etc.) has
always had cataclysmic effects on that
society. When it comes suddenly ... its
effect is all the more disturbing (our
emphasis).

Though Tilly’s The Vendee is not exclu-
sively about peasants, his general thesis is the
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same. The Vendee revolted against the
Jacobin reforms of the French Revolution
because it was an area that had been subjected
to relatively rapid and recent commercial
market forces, chiefly through the growth of a
textile industry. This came in a region that
had less commercial agriculture than neighbor-
ing regions, and therefore it had a profoundly
disturbing effect. Neighboring regions that
had long been engaged in commercial
agriculture and had well-established com-
mercial towns were not upset by the
post-1789 changes and did not rebel against
the Republican government (Tilly, 1967:
particularly 114-9).

Moore, taking a much broader historical
view than either Hobsbawm or Tilly, agrees
with their general interpretation and rejects
another widely held view, that the “revolution
of rising expectations” had much to do with
peasant unrest, at least in many of the most
important cases of rebellion. He argues
(Moore, 1967:474):

In any event, one of the greatest dangers
for an ancien regime during the earliest
phases of transition to the world of com-
merce and industry is to lose the support
of the upper crust of the peasantry. One
common explanation is a psychological
one, to the effect that limited improve-
ments in the economic position of this
stratum leads to greater and greater de-
mands and eventually to a revolutionary

428



PEASANT REBELLIONS

outbreak. This notion of a “revolution of
rising expectations” may have some ex-
planatory power. It will not do as a general
explanation. For both Russia and China,
even in the twentieth century, it strains the
evidence beyond recognition. . . . The tim-
ing of changes in the life of the peasantry,
including the number of people simulta-
neously affected, are crucial factors in their
own right. I suspect that they are more
important than the material changes in
food, shelter, clothing, except for very
sudden and big ones. Economic deteriora-
tion by slow degrees can become accepted
by its victims as part of the normal
situation. Especially when no alternative is
clearly visible, more and more privation
can gradually find acceptance in the peas-
ants’ standards of what is right and proper.
What infuriates peasants (and not just
peasants) is a new and sudden imposition
or demand that strikes many people at
once and that is a break with accepted
rules and customs.

Wolf generally agrees with Moore and takes
up the theme of what he calls “middle
peasants’” (Moore’s upper crust of the peasant-
ry, middle in relation to large landowners). He
stresses the fact that sudden creation of a
large-scale market in land has profoundly
unsettling effects on peasants long used to
considering land as community or family
property whose utilization ought to be subject
to many social ties and requirements. Since
impersonal market forces strip the land of
these social obligations, and consequently
render life insecure for many of the peasants,
*. .. capitalism necessarily produces a revolu-
tion of its own” (Wolf, 1969:277-8). But at
the same time, “The poor peasant or landless
laborer who depends on the landlord for the
largest part of his livelihood or the totality of
it, has no tactical power” (1969:290). He is
therefore less likely to initiate a rebellion.
Wolf feels it is the middle peasant who is both
able to initiate rebellion and who is most
frightened by the growth of market forces.

Further, the *...middle peasant forms
a...culturally conservative stratum ...
which . .. most depends on tradition-

al social relations of kind and mutual aid
between neighbors.” It is the middle peasant’s
attempt ““...to remain traditional which
makes him revolutionary” (1969:291-2).
Stinchcombe reaches similar conclusions,
but by a different route. He explains peasant

429

unrest ahistorically in terms of comparative
rural stratification. His basic thesis is that
among all types of land tenure systems in
agrarian societies in which there exist markets
for agricultural produce, those systems charac-
terized by family-sized tenancy will prove
most volatile. The family-size tenancy system
is one in which much or most of the land is
owned by a relatively small number of owners
who do not cultivate their lands as unified
estates. Rather, small peasant tenants share-
crop or lease plots from landlords and farm
them as they would ordinary small peasant
plots. Thus, small peasant techniques and
habits prevail in a society dominated by large
landlords. The situation is volatile for five
reasons.

First, there is a clear conflict of interest
between the peasant and the rentier capitalist
who tries to squeeze as much rent as possible
from his tenants. Second, there is a conflict
over risks to the peasant. Third, there tends to
be little social contact between the landlord,
who usually lives in a town, and the tenants
who live in peasant villages. The landlord is
thus an outsider. Fourth, there tends to
develop a small class of prosperous, indepen-
dent peasants. Though they do not suffer
from the prevailing system as much as their
poorer fellow peasants, they see the rentier
class blocking their upward mobility, and
being members of the village community, they
form a class of natural leaders within the
village against the urban landlords. Fifth, the
peasants perform their work without super-
vision, and generally, without landlord invest-
ment or managerial skills. They therefore
know that if the landlords could be excluded,
there would be no loss of needed capital or
technology. The peasant would simply get to
keep a much higher proportion of his produce
(Stinchcombe, 1961). This combination of
facts makes family-sized tenancy agrarian
systems exceptionally prone to peasant rebel-
lion, and Stinchcombe documents this quite
well, citing, among other examples, the case
of Romania before World War L.

Thus, two general arguments exist: an
historical argument (synthesizing Hobsbawm,
Tilly, Wolf and Moore) stressing the survival
of peasant traditionalism following the intru-
sion of capitalist market forces; and a struc-
tural argument (Stinchcombe) emphasizing
comparative rural stratification. Both argu-
ments stress the importance of the middle
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peasantry, but in the more historical argu-
ment, the concern is with middle peasants as a
bastion of traditionalism rather than as a class.

The major elements of the first argument
include (1) the rapid penetration of market
forces and (2) strong residual peasant tradi-
tionalism. This may be contrasted with the
second argument to see which explains peas-
ant rebellion better. We will also argue that a
proper synthesis of Hobsbawm, Tilly, Wolf
and Moore (for lack of a more precise term,
we can label this the “transitional society”
argument) must take into account the inter-
action between these elements, not simply the
additive effects of all of them together. None
of the authors would claim that any one
element alone, no matter how strong, can
explain peasant rebellion. A highly traditional
peasantry in a non-market economy will not
be more prone to rebellion than a somewhat
traditional peasantry in a somewhat commer-
cialized economy. It is the combined effects
of traditionalism and of market forces that
produces the potential for rebellion. In other
words, the multiplicative interaction effects
must be taken into account in order to test
the theory.

In order to test these arguments, we shall
look at one particularly intense but brief
peasant uprising which took place in Romania
in March, 1907. In a few weeks some 11,000
peasants were killed by the army (two of
every 1,000 rural inhabitants). Though brief,
the intensity of the uprising traumatized
Romaria and eventually became a major
factor in producing a land reform some ten
years later (Roberts, 1951:34, 21; for rural
population in 1907, see Ministerul Industrii,
1909:40).

PRELUDE TO REBELLION

The agrarian history of Romania is quite
complex; for our purpose it can be outlined
very briefly.

In the middle ages Romania consisted of
two distinct principalities, Moldavia and
Wallachia. Rural inhabitants were agro-pas-
toralists who relied more on their animals
than on the limited amounts of farming in
which they engaged. The states were ruled by
the princes and court aristocracies who de-
rived most of their revenues from taxes they
levied on the international trade that transited
through the principalities. Thus, villages were

taxed quite lightly; they were also free (there
were few serfs); and they were communal
(land belonged to the community, not to
individuals, and it was not alienable to out-
siders). The situation changed in the 16th
century with the Turkish conquest of Roma-
nia and the decline of the international Black
Sea trade. The states needed huge new reve-
nues to pay the Turkish tribute and they had
to tax the villages to get them. Flight from the
villages became endemic to avoid taxes, and to
stop it, serfdom was decreed. But not all
villages were affected. In some areas, a free
peasantry persisted. (For details on early
Romanian states and their decline see Chirot,
1974.) It proved impossible, however, to
turn a largely pastoral population into serfs.
Flight remained common. Finally, in the
mid-18th century serfdom was abolished, but
villagers continued to have to pay six days of
corvee obligations to lords. This was, however,
a very light load. By comparison, in mid-18th
century Russia the peasant corvee amounted
to two or three days per week (Blum,
1964:445). Even later, when Romanian vil-
lagers were obliged to pay 12 days of corvee
labor, this was hardly a crushing burden.
Further, it was generally paid in kind or cash,
rarely in labor. And in some areas, villagers
retained many of their old freedoms (Mihor-
dea, 1971:202-37).

The situation changed quite dramatically
with the conversion from a primarily pastoral
to a primarily cereal economy in the 19th
century. In 1829 the Black Sea was opened to
international commerce and Romania shifted
to a wheat export economy. The lords gradu-
ally became true landowners instead of mere
tax collectors; the villagers became cereal
growing peasants rather than pastoralists. Fur-
ther, because the land was so lightly popu-
lated and because there was a consequent
labor shortage, the peasants were turned into
serfs. By the middle of the 19th century, the
peasants owed an average of 56 days of corvee
labor per year. From the early 1830s to the
mid-1840s wheat production and planted
hectares of wheat went up some two and one
half times. (Corfus, 1969:302-79; Emerit,
1937:229-36; for a discussion of the labor-
scarcity theory of serfdom, see Domar, 1970
and Chirot, 1975.)

In 1859 the Romanian principalities were
united de facto into a single country that
became fully independent as a monarchy in
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1878. In 1864 there occurred a land reform
which ushered in the age of full capitalist
agriculture and serfdom was abolished once
more. Land was turned into private property
and the communal village that had persisted in
many ways since the middle ages was de-
stroyed. The peasants received their own land,
but the lords received the best lands and the
peasants were left with too little on which to
survive. They were therefore obliged to enter
into sharecropping arrangements with the
lords, and in this way the vital wheat exports
could be produced (Garoflid, 1938:578-9).
Tracing the growth of wheat production and
exports in Romania reveals the impressive
nature of the transformation which took
place. (If precise figures existed from 1830,
the change would seem even more dramatic.)

In the 1860s some 700,000 to 900,000
hectares of wheat were cultivated each year.
By 1901-1904 the annual average was
1,600,000 hectares, and in 1905 and 1906 it
reached 2,000,000 hectares. From 1880 to
1885 an annual average of 342,000 tons of
wheat were exported. In 1905 and 1906 over
1,700,000 tons were exported (60% of the
total wheat crop in 1905 and 55% in 1906).
In the period from 1900 to 1904, wheat took
up an average of 31% of all land cultivated in
Romania. In 1905 and 1906, that proportion
went up to about 39% of all cultivated land
(Ministerul Industrii, 1909:146-7, 159). In
1906, cereals (mostly wheat) formed 82.5% of
the value of Romania’s total exports — the
rest consisted almost entirely of lumber,
petroleum, meat and vegetable products
(Ministerul Industrii, 1909:495). It is quite
clear that the intrusion of capitalism was both
abrupt and intensive. The production of the
key export crop rose dramatically, and the
‘rate of growth seems to have taken an even
sharper upturn in the early years of the 20th
century. This had important consequences on
the peasant way of life and on the entire rural
social structure. Hobsbawm’s description of
the “irruption of modern capitalism into
peasant society” might as easily have been
written about Romania as about rural Spain
or Italy.

The agrarian system that evolved has been
called neo-serfdom (Mitrany, 1951:27). The
unit of cultivation was chiefly the peasant
family, not the large estate. Peasants owned
land, but on the average, they did not have
enough of their own land and they had to
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sharecrop the lords’ lands to survive. Peasants
were generally required to work first on the
lord’s portion, then on their own portion
from which they took their share of the
produce. This meant that in times of intense
labor needs, particularly at harvest time, they
had to work directly for the lord’s benefit,
and with whatever time was left, on their own
portion before a frost or severe rain damaged
the harvest (Creanga, 1907). The peasants
used their own tools, took most of the risks
and usually had to borrow cereal for food and
seed in the spring. This was done at usurious
rates such that peasants tended to fall farther
and farther behind, never quite able to catch
up to the previous year’s debts (Roberts,
1951:14-6).

In 1905, 0.6% of all landowners owned
48.7% of the land, while 95.4% of the owners
owned 40.3% of the land (Jormescu and
Popa-Burca, 1907: Table 11, Part III). In other
words, a few thousand families, the crown and
monasteries owned close to 50% of the land
while the million or so small peasant house-
holds owned 50%. By 1900 a system very
close to that described by Stinchcombe pre-
vailed. Indeed, Romania was characterized by
a typical “family-sized tenancy system.”

There were other aspects to the system. A
large number of estate owners leased their
estates out to estate farmers who paid a global
rent for the property and then tried to recover
their investments by squeezing a maximum
out of the peasants. All of the crown lands
and most monastery lands were also handled
in this way. Thus, true “capitalists” (in the
sense of being motivated purely by market
forces and the profit motive) were in charge
of much of the best estate lands. By 1902,
59% of all the arable lands in estates were
being managed by these estate farmers (Jor-
mescu and Popa-Burca, 1907:Table 9, Part
IMT). To make matters more explosive, a large
portion of these farmers were not Romanian.
In Moldavia 40% were Jews (the use of “Court
Jews” and other aliens in a somewhat differ-
ent, but analogous context has been discussed
by Coser, 1972) and about 10% were “other
foreigners” (Jormescu and Popa-Burca, 1907:
Table 9, Part III).

The final complicating factor was that
throughout the 19th century the peasant
population increased rapidly as new lands
were turned from pasture to cereal. From
1800 to 1860 the population probably dou-
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bled, and from 1859 to 1899 it increased 54%
(Jormescu and Popa-Burca, 1907:18). In
1899, 81% of the population was rural (Minis-
terul Industrii, 1909-23). Thus, along with
rapid commercialization of agriculture there
was also overcrowding of the land. This
played into the hands of the landowners who
could thereby extract harsher tenancy con-
tracts from the peasants.

By and large, Romanian peasants were still
highly traditional. Among rural males over
seven years old, the literacy rate was 26% in
1899. Among females, it was 4.5%. In the
cities, by comparison 60% of all males and
38% of all females were literate (Ministerul
Industrii, 1909:34—5). Even in the 1930s
sociological studies of Romanian villages re-
vealed great adherence to old traditions (War-
riner, 1965:116-20). The crucial thing is that
there existed a large gap between the rapidly
changing economic circumstances and the
continued adherence of the rural population
to old ways of perceiving society. The low
rate of literacy indicates a slow rate of change
in that perception. Thus, while Romanian
agriculture was being drawn ever more tightly
into the world market and while demands on
the peasants were increasing, the outlook of
the peasantry remained bound to old patterns.
This is a perfect example of Moore’s state-
ment about the nature of “new and sudden”
impositions that seem to be “a break with
accepted rules and customs.”

The growth of the market, the retention of
traditional attitudes, the rapid rise in demands
placed on the peasantry, the transformation
of property relations that created full private
property in land and destroyed the commons,
and finally, the emergence of a “family-sized
tenancy system” should have provoked a
peasant rebellion. It did. But it should be
emphasized that the traits predicted to pro-
voke rebellion were not evenly distributed
throughout the country. Generally, wheat
grew best in the plains, not in the hills and
mountains. The large estates predominated in
the plains. By and large, the plains peasants
were also less traditional than those in the
hills. But the dichotomy between hill areas
and plains areas is a gross oversimplification,
since these traits were not that simply distri-
buted. In some hill areas there were rich
valleys with cereal cultivation. Some plains
areas did have highly traditional villages. Some
plains areas had a more egalitarian distribution

of land than some of the hill counties even
though this was not generally the case. The
concentration of middle peasants varied a
great deal as well. There is therefore no
overwhelmingly clear geographic pattern that
explains these differences particularly when
the country is examined on a county by
county basis.

The intensity of the rebellion of 1907 also
varied greatly from county to county. Some
counties had virtually no outbreakes, while in
others there was a great deal of violence. Nor
was the pattern neatly constrained by geo-
graphic area even though, on the whole, the
plains districts were more prone to rebellion.
Still, some plains districts experienced no
rebellion and some hill districts did. This high
degree of variation from county to county is
fortunate for our purposes since it makes a
comparative analysis possible.

THE REVOLT OF 1907

There were local peasant uprisings in 1888,
1889 and 1900. But in March, 1907, a massive
rebellion occurred (Roberts, 1951:4). In de-
scribing peasant violence in Andalusia,
Hobsbawm has written (1959:79):

. . . social movements tended to reach peak
intensity during the worst months of the
year—January to March, when farm la-
bourers have least work, March-July, when
the preceding harvest has been exhausted
and times are leanest.

The same was true in Romania. The revolt
began in Northern Moldavia and was first
directed primarily against Jews who con-
trolled over 40% of all estate lands and about
25% of all the land (Jormescu and Popa-
Burca, 1907:Table 9, Part III). The govem-
ment was caught unprepared. The revolt
spread quickly and became focused against
absentee landlords and estate farmers. The
army was sent in, but to little effect. Bands of
peasants threatened the cities. Soon, all
Moldavia was in uproar, the hill counties as
well as those in the plains, even though the
intensity of protest was smaller than in the
northern counties where the rebellion began.
In all this, few people were killed even though
houses were set on fire, Jews were mistreated
and the peasants called for more land
(Rosetti, 1907:6114).
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In Bucharest, the government was dis-
missed by the king because of its failure to
crush the rebellion. One hundred twenty
thousand men were placed under arms and the
capital was ringed with troops. In Moldavia
the rebellion soon lost steam. But as things
were quieting down in that part of the
country, in the south, in Wallachia, a more
dangerous situation arose. Whole armies of
insurgent peasants engaged in pitched battles
with the army. In one county, not very far
from Bucharest, a poorly armed peasant army
of 10,000 was mowed down and dispersed. In
whole counties the majority of villages arose,
and flying columns of regular troops with
cannons systematically demolished rebellious
villages. In other counties, the rebellion was
much more localized, but where it erupted,
there was also bloodshed. After reaching a
paroxysm of violence in the southern and
western parts of Wallachia, the rebellion was
brought under control (Rosetti, 1907:614-21;
Hurezeanu,  1962:355-9;  Seton-Watson,
1963:385-8).

All of those who have studied this rebellion
(including Tucker, 1972 and Eidelberg, 1974)
agree that in Wallachia it was far more violent
than in Moldavia. In part, this may have been
because the army was better organized and
the government firmer by the time the rebel-
lion spread there from Moldavia. But even at
the very start, there had been some minor
bloodshed. And in Wallachia, those counties
that rebelled weakly also experienced only
minor bloodshed. There were other factors at
work, and in many counties of Wallachia the
peasants seemed better organized than their
Moldavian counterparts as well as more pur-
poseful in destroying estates and murdering
lords’ agents. It was in these counties that
there was the most severe repression and the
most killing by both sides (Eidelberg,
1974:1-2).

After the rebellion, records were destroyed
by the government to conceal the extent of
bloodshed. It is therefore impossible to get a
precise breakdown of-deaths and property
damage. But reliable accounts have been put
together from county records, from news-
paper accounts of that time and from tele-
grams sent to Bucharest by county administra-
tors. From 1945 to 1967, Romanian histori-
ans put together all of the existing documents
to produce the most comprehensive account
of the events (Otetea et al., 1967).

433
MEASURING THE INTENSITY OF REBELLION

The intensity of rebellion varied according
to the extent of its diffusion and according to
the ‘degree of violence associated with the
rebellion.

The spread, or extent, of the rebellion in
each county could be measured either by
counting the number of rebellious events, or
by counting the proportion of villages in
which events took place. Both methods are
problematic. If events are counted, there is
the problem of villages in which multiple
events took place and where, in many in-
stances, separating events is very difficult, and
somewhat arbitrary. If arrest records were
available, this might solve the problem, but
they were largely destroyed by the govemn-
ment and many arrests were never recorded at
all. On the other hand, simply counting
villages is somewhat misleading since in some
villages the entire population was involved,
while in others, only a few individuals were
involved. Further, all of the data are not
available. What is available is a compendium
of events, narrated on a county by county
basis, put together by 16 of Romania’s leading
historians (Otetea et al., 1967). We found
counting events an impossible task because it
often proved impossible to separate one event
from another. But counting the villages in
which events took place was not problematic.
The Otetea account is extremely thorough
and it includes an index of villages in which
events took place (1967:868-907). The 1909
Statistical Abstract provides a count of the
number of villages per county (Ministerul
Industrii, 1909:11). The proportion of villages
involved varied from 4% to 46%. It is clear
that the Otetea account does not include all
villages in which events took place and it
describes some events that were so trivial as to
be marginally relevant. Nevertheless, this sin-
gle source is the best available, and the best
that will ever be produced given the destruc-
tion of many documents by the old govem-
ment.

The amount of violence associated with the
rebellion is harder to measure. But there are
approximate numbers of deaths recorded for
each county. In particular, the Otetea group
scanned all newspaper accounts and all avail-
able government reports and it provides many
specific accounts of deaths. In most counties,
there were fewer than 25 reported deaths. In
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these counties, local newspapers reported
most if not all of the deaths. In one county 74
deaths were reported. In six counties, there
were hundreds of deaths, and here, newspaper
accounts are not much help since even local
news reports lost track of the number of
people killed. - But the Otetea account
(1967:155-562) states that in four of the
counties, there were many hundreds of
deaths, and more probably over 1,000 per
county. In two others, there were somewhat
fewer deaths, but well over 100. A logical
coding system therefore presented itself:

Code Deaths

1 less than 25 (25 counties)

2 25t0 100 (1 county)

3 between 100 and 500 (2 counties)
4  over 500 (4 counties)

There is no absolute proof that this coding is
perfect. But aside from the most widely
accepted estimate of 11,000 deaths, there are
a number of other estimates by reliable
observers that permit some sort of comparison
between the coding scheme and the total
number of deaths. The French Embassy in
Bucharest in 1907 estimated that there were
between 10,000 and 20,000 deaths, and the
Austrian Embassy estimated that there were
from 3,000 to 5,000 deaths (Eidelberg,
1974:1). Taking our coding scheme into
account, the lowest possible number of deaths
would have been on the order of about 2,500.
The highest possible number (assuming 4,000
deaths in each of the four principal centers of
rebellion, 500 in the two other counties with
intense rebellion, 75 in the county labelled
“2,” and 25 each in the other 25 counties) of
deaths would have been a bit under 18,000
deaths. A more reasonable estimate, using the
mid-points offered in the coding scheme,
estimating about 2,000 deaths in each of the
four main counties, yields about 9,000 deaths.
Since greater precision is impossible and since
this procedure yields reasonable results, we
used it.

In defense of our procedure, we might
point out that these estimates are based on
the best judgment of 16 historians, not on the
basis of a single author. They also correspond
very closely to the subjective evaluation of the
seriousness of the rebellion on a county by
county basis in the other leading accounts
(Eidelberg, 1974; Tucker, 1972; Seton-

Watson, 1963:385-8; Hurezeanu, 1962:355-
73; Rosetti, 1907:611-23).

Granting that the coding procedure is
historically reasonable, however, does not
explain why we used the values 1, 2, 3, 4
instead of the actual estimated number of
deaths. There are two reasons for this. First,
the estimates, while grossly correct, are not
sufficiently reliable to justify a claim that the
numbers should be used as if this were a
continuous variable. Second, and more impor-
tant, raw numbers of deaths are not adequate
expressions of violence. Most of the killing,
after all, was done by the army, not by the
peasants. Most killings occurred where the
peasants rebelled more strongly, but the act of
repression magnified the number of deaths in
these counties. The army did not create
violence where there was none to begin with,
but where 1000 peasants were killed, it is
unlikely that the rebellious peasants were 100
times more violent than where 10 peasants
were killed. (What does 100 times more
violent mean in any case?) It is only certain
that where 1000 were killed, the peasants
were more rebellious than where 10 or 100
were killed. On these grounds, our coding
system seems like the only way of quantifying
violence, at least in this particular case.

To measure the overall intensity of the
rebellion, we added the measures of spread
and violence (after standardizing them).

THE ANALYSIS OF THE INTENSITY
OF THE REBELLION

Rather complete census data exist for
Romania because a series of nationwide cen-
suses were taken between 1896 and 1905.
Jormescu and Popa-Burca (1907) report the
results of the various agricultural censuses
(land distribution, amount of cultivated land
by crop, etc.) while the Statistical Abstract of
Romania for 1909 (Ministerul Industrii, 1909)
reports some of the same data as well as
others relating to population, literacy, foreign
trade, agricultural production, etc. The avail-
ability of this data, organized at the county
level, makes a statistical study of the various
models of rebellion possible.

The counties are relatively homogeneous
ecologically (that is, they are similar with
respect to size and population and all but one
are predominantly rural); the possibility of
spurious ecological correlation is therefore
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minimal. County size and population were
entered into all the regressions tested and no
significant biases were discovered. The small
number of cases, 32 counties, does make
statistical examination awkward, but not im-
possible. We could either assume that we had
the universe of Romanian counties and that
all statistical results would be significant, or
we could apply the usual tests of significance.
While we did have data on the universe of
counties, we decided to apply the usual tests
of significance to help us judge the relative
importance of the various explanatory vari-
ables. Also, given the probability of measure-
ment error in historical census data, this
procedure contributes to the strength of our
argument.

The best available indicator of tradition-
alism is the rural literacy rate. Many authors
who have dealt with modernization have
stressed the crucial nature of rising literacy in
breaking down traditional ways of viewing the
world and in promoting a more impersonal
and rational outlook toward the modern
economy and society. (In particular, see Levy,
1966:758-60.)

Literacy is not always a good measure of
traditionalism. In highly literate societies, a
low literacy rate within a particular segment
of the population may simply indicate pover-
ty. In some societies, where the literacy rate is
almost zero, comparative literacy rates mean
very little. But in transitional societies, where
the literacy rate (particularly the rural literacy
rate) remains low even while it is increasing,
this rate is a good indicator of the relative
penetration of new ideas (Huntington,
1968:32-3, 72-3).

The indicator of the spread of capitalist
market forces is perfectly straightforward.
Since wheat was by far the main cash crop, we
measured this construct by taking the percent
of the cultivated land in each county over a
five-year period (1900-1904) devoted to
wheat (Jormescu and Popa-Burca, 1907:152).

The relative strength of middle peasants
was measured by taking the percent of the
rural households that owned between 7 and
50 hectares. This fits with the economic
analysis available for Romania (Warriner,
1965:117-8) which shows that an average
household needed anywhere from three to
five hectares of land to survive without leasing
extra land. Seven hectares provided a safe
margin. Fifty hectares was the conventional
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sized unit used in Romanian censuses to
distinguish between peasants and small land-
lords. Peasants owning 20, 30 or 40 hectares
were quite prosperous indeed (Jormescu and
Popa-Burca, 1907:Tables 1 and 2, Part III).

The relative strength of the family-sized
tenancy system can be represented by a Gini
index of inequality of landowning. This was
calculated according to the formula provided
by Duncan and Duncan (1955:211). The
number of households and the amounts of
arable land held by them were computed for
the categories 0-3 hectares, 3-7, 7-50, 50-100,
and 100+ hectares from the census data
(Jormescu and Popa-Burca, 1907:Tables 1, 2,
10, 11, Part III). The Gini coefficient repre-
sents the relative predominance of a certain
type of tenurial system. In counties where
inequality of landownership was greater, there
were more peasants who held insufficient land
of their own to survive. These were the
peasants who were partly or entirely tenants,
sharecropping landlord estates. In counties
with a more egalitarian pattern, there were
relatively fewer peasants who were partly or
entirely dependent on sharecropping as more
peasants had enough land of their own. (This
indicator works for Romania, where there was
little or no real plantation land. In plantation
societies, a high Gini coefficient would indi-
cate the relative preponderance of plantation
land and of salaried workers, not of share-
cropping tenants.)

OPERATIONALIZED TESTS OF THE
TWO MODELS

The first, or “transitional society’’ model,
synthesizes Wolf, Moore, Tilly and Hobs-
bawm. The basic argument is that peasant
rebellion is most likely when there has been
extensive, recent commercialization of agricul-
ture in a traditional peasant society.
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The second, or “structural’ model is based
on Stinchcombe (even though elements of
Stinchcombe’s model are also found in the
writings of the other theorists). In this model
the emphasis is on class relations. The stronger
the tenancy system (that is, the greater the
inequality of land tenure) and the stronger the
middle peasants, the greater the tendency to
rebel.

Since the two arguments actually approach
each other obliquely, we also tested a com-
bined model which included both the “struc-
tural” and the “transitional society” model. It
is possible, for example, that the variables
relating to class relations have a much greater
effect when tested in conjunction with the
variables relating to the process which takes
place in transitional societies.

A test of the full model allows a more
definitive statement of the relationship be-

tween the two perspectives.
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SOME GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

We should begin by noting what we have
not done. We have made no attempt to
explain the exact timing of the rebellion (why
1907 and not 1906 or 1908). Given the fact
that the counties in Romania were contigu-
ous, that they existed within a single polity,
and given that the rebellion started in one
particular county, it is easy to account for its
spread throughout the country, and it is
possible to explain why the intensity varied

from county to county. But with the data at
hand, an explanation of why it started when it
did is not possible. Certainly, the “transi-
tional” model would predict that such a
rebellion could not have begun before the
spread of wheat cultivation. Nor could it have
begun after traditional peasant ways had been
eradicated. But this still leaves decades during
which rebellion would have been likely. As
stated at the start of the paper, there were, in
fact, sporadic rebellions throughout the late
19th century. Why the rebellion of 1907 was
so much more serious than the rebellion of
1888 remains an open question until someone
discovers data from 1888 that pertain to the
extent of commercialization of agriculture at
that time, and to the extent of literacy.
Unfortunately, no such data are likely to turn
up.

We cannot overgeneralize from our single
case study. At a minimum, however, the study
is a solid confirmation of some of the leading
theories of peasant rebellion. At a more
general level, it specifies the most important
variables that must be studied to explain the
phenomenon of peasant unrest. As such, it is
at least suggestive.

Our general conclusion is that in a rapidly
modernizing society there is an optimal period
in which peasant rebellion may occur, before
traditional peasant ways and attitudes are
destroyed. Once that point has passed, the
likelihood of peasant rebellion decreases
markedly. The theoretical explanation of this
point lies at the very heart of our argument,
and it therefore requires fuller explanation.

The issue of peasant traditionalism has led
to numerous debates. In Romania a tradi-
tional outlook made the peasants expect a
certain economic structure that was relatively
undemanding, that is, that extracted a rela-
tively low surplus from their production. It
also led them to expect a certain amount of
security. In the centuries preceding the intru-
sion of capitalist forces, that security existed
in the form of a large reservoir of common
lands that could be used by those who needed
it. Peasants who remained more traditional
held these expectations more strongly (Stahl,
1969). The commercialization of agriculture
contradicted these expectations. Common
farmland, forest and pasture vanished as land-
lords gained private property rights over the
land and as cereal farming took over increas-
ing amounts of land. A highly commercialized
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agrarian economy did not produce unrest by
itself, any more than did traditionalism by
itself. It was only when these two were
present together, where the effects of one
magnified the effects of the other, that there
was a high degree of unrest. This is not an
argument about “relative deprivation” be-
cause it has little to do with actual wealth.
The gap was one between expected level of
security, and the actual high insecurity of a
rural economy in which world prices and the
impersonal market determined the availability
of land and the actual reward received by the
peasant producers.

This does not answer the question of why
certain areas remained more traditional than
others. We are not in a position to explain
that without going into a county by county
history of social change from at least 1700 to
1900. The varying levels of traditionalism
were connected to the varying patterns of
lord-villager interaction, to the position of
various counties relative to trade routes, with
migration patterns and with the geographic
nature of each county. Specifying all these
variables, and finding out how they inter-
acted, is work for a whole monograph on
Romanian rural society.

In a sense, then, our use of the concept
“traditionalism” may be misleading. We are
not suggesting that Romanian peasants were
““primitive,” but only that the rate of econom-
ic change was much more rapid than the rate
of change in the peasantry’s outlook on
society in certain counties. Presumably, along
with low literacy levels there also existed a
host of other attitudes perpetuated by a
certain kind of social structure. It would have
been interesting had we been able to measure
other relevant attitudes more directly, particu-
larly those relating to feelings about the
propriety of heavy rents and the alienation of
common lands. But data were not available. It
would also have been interesting had we been
able to describe the kinds of village institu-
tions which perpetuated old attitudes.

QOur theoretical argument leads to a para-
doxical conclusion, but one that has been
prominent in the development literature (e.g.,
Huntington). The quicker the rate of econom-
ic change, the more difficult it will be for
social forms and attitudes to change at the
same rate. Thus, the danger of peasant unrest
will be particularly acute. But at the same
time, if economic change is very rapid it will
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destroy old social forms and attitudes more
quickly, and the period in which peasant
unrest might occur will be shorter. If econom-
ic change is slow, the period of potential
unrest -will be correspondingly longer because
old social forms and attitudes will persist
longer. But the danger of unrest will be less
acute. That seems to be the choice, a short
period of extreme unrest or a long period of
low but persistent unrest. A brief outline of
Romanian agrarian history after 1907 will
illustrate this conclusion.

After World War I there was a land reform.
Iand was more equitably distributed, and
even though population growth kept the
peasants poor, the pressure of the market
greatly decreased (Mitrany, 1930; Warriner,
1965:153). By 1934, only 1,300,000 hectares
of wheat were being cultivated in “old
Romania” (that part of post-war Romania
that had formed the pre-1918 kingdom). This
was only 65% of the surface devoted to wheat
in 1906. In 1935, the number of hectares of
wheat rose to 1,600,000 hectares, but this was
still considerably below the highs of 1905 and
1906. Yields per hectare fell from pre-war
levels as peasants were no longer forced to
produce for the lords. Exports never attained
pre-war levels (Institutul Central de Statistica,
1936:182-4, 312-5). For all the poverty in
rural Romania between 1920 and 1944, there
were no peasant uprisings (Roberts, 1951).

Since World War II Romanian agriculture
has been extremely commercialized (by social-
ism rather than capitalism). But collectiviza-
tion, massive industrialization, a large scale
literacy campaign and migration to the cities
has broken the traditional Romanian village
(see Montias, 1967). The peasants may have
many reasons to be discontented, but the
probability of a peasant uprising is minimal.
As in the rest of Europe, the jacquerie is a
subject of historical analysis, not a present
threat to contemporary stability.



