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Jhmes Stott aptly sums up the different ways

in which the peasantry’s “moral vision"

guides their revolts when he remarks:
Thay take up arms less often to destroy elites
than to compel them te meet their meral obliga-
fons, Where a shred of the potential normative
shucture remains, peasants often attempt 1o
dive cut the collector of laxes and rents (o to
meve beyondtheir reach) and to re-establish an
autenomous community.., In those cases where
the fhreat to subsistence routines  seams
silaclysmic and irresistible, the response ap-
paers more often o take on millennial and
itopian overtenes, [1]

Substantial  empirical evidence  definitely
wilidate one of Scott’s basic arguments; i e,
(hat peasant tebellion and revolt are "largely
lefensive elforts 1o protect sources of subsis-
Tt that are threatened or (o restore them
onee: they have been lost” [2] Peasants, when
tbey revolt, are governed by and invoke wvalues
andnorms that seek to maintain or restore the
gl balance in terms of subsistence and
reciprocity. |3

But rural resistance (and its accompanying
nligmalization based on the deeply-held exist-
g values and norms) - as responses to "the
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threat to subsistence roulines” -- cannol also
be exclusively cateporized as only either "lar-
pely defensive” or desperate rear guard actions
to preseive peasant subsistence. Neither can
they be simply classified as yearnings l[or a
utopia coinciding with  the Jost autonomous
village economy and society, On the contrary,
one may argue thal in periods of extreme
social stress, peasanlt consciousness and moral
vision take on a form that may be considered
different, sométimes uniquely incomparable o
that which has broken down with the crum-
bling of the village's economy. This conscious-
ness and its altendant normative structures
combine village-based or village-derived ele-
ments with new norms and values that the
peasantry critically incorporates from ideas,
persons, institutions and practices external to
the willage.

This syncretism reformulates the peasantry’s
worldview such  thar in times of rebellion, it
allows them 1o undertake actions  which they
normally would consider as forbidden either
by the moral precepts of the old order or by
the sheer coercive power of rural elites. I
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provides them the justifications for their
revolt (or participation in a rebellion) as well
as the bases of their conceptualizaton of a4 new
social order which is transcendent of the order
in which they are immersed at the (ime of
rebellion.

This consciousness has a certain tenacity
and resilience. Itdees not disappear with the
end of rebellion; rather it becomes an intepral
part of the “littde" tradition, passed on from
ong generation 10 another -- most of the time
orally -- and survives as long as the peasantry
remains a fairly substantial part of the popula-
tion. [4] In between rebellions, it may be sub-
sumed and may take a non-political form. Bui
it still sustains the peasants’ hopes that in the
near future the desired society which earlier
rebellions had failed 1o realize may become a
reality. In times of fresh outbieaks of resis-
tance, it is such vision that motivates fervent
peasant participation and pives them the bases
10 support any rebellious undertaking. [5]

Aspects of rural relations are also consider-
ably changed by this new consciousness and
vision -- particularly that between peasanis
and the wo types of elites the former relate
to (i. e, the rural elites controlling the villape
and the elites who ascribe to themselves the
leadership of a rebellion). On the one hand,
a levelling off of conirol over land and
property, a delegitimization of elite "supe-
riority, " and the advent of aconception of the
world where "the last shall be first" now, be-
come a moral preoccupation of the peasantry.
6]

Having, lost all vestiges of their legitimacy,
elites are now subject to the same norms and
values thal povern the lives of peasants. They
become  "like us" and are therefore not ex-
empted anymore from undergoing the same
brutality and harshness that inform peasant
life. The peasant outrage that becomes trans-
lated into ferce attacks and reprisals against
rural ¢lites is therefore not an “irrational® act
induced by the impact of the breakdown of
the peasant economy. These "furies” are not
symplomatic of infantilism or insanity but are
actions that peasants sce (or feel) as perfectly
and morally justified in terms of the changed
relationship.

On the other hand, aside from what Scott
has noticed about peasant "protest and
profanation,” peasant relations with rebel or
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revolutionary elites exhibit contradictory fea
tures:  either elites become thoroughly in
finenced by the peasant vision or a meaningfu
syncretism occurs which allows for some form
of collaboration -- although not lasting — thy
may prove decisive in a rebellion.

Rebellious justification may also be man
dated by invoking an individual of high mornd!
and political auwthority whom peasants regan
as motre powerful than those they encounta
in their local or regional locations. This in
dividual may ¢xist in a world geographically o
historically distant from the peasantry. But i
is this relative distance that, in the peasant’
view, is one of its strongest sources ol powe
(apart from such powerful representations
it, like the army, that once in a while travers:
and project its power in the regions and vk
lages). The immense breadth of this authoriy
gives peasants the legitimacy o revoll agains
minor authorities thal "misrepresent”  the
"noble” wishes for the peasantry ol the larger
ruler, In thisway, peasants are able to portriy)
themselves as belonging to a larger politico.
moral domain that encompasses the miscreanl
regional and local subordinates, therely
rendering the latter’s influence and power in
clleciual.

This paper attempts to broadly explore thi
variant of peasant syncretism. While o
recognizes the merits of the thesis put forwan
by authors like Scott, this paper Hopes o
show thatsestorative moral norms need not b
the sole basis for peasant rebellion, Such 3
thesis imposes limits on our understanding of
the capacity of peasants as active participanti
in rebellion or revolt. To a certain extent, i
even does injustice to the capacities of (h
peasant’s rebellious mentalire.

This paper proposes that the "syncretic
union between "big" and "litde”  tradition
trai:sforms peasant consciousness towards om
that seeks 10 go beyond the "narrow” confing
of thevillage’s worldview by appropriating the
norms, symbols and explanations of the "big
tradition and combining these with whatis
indigencous 1o the village. Peasants may als
reinterpret the concepts and ideals from the
big tradition in order 1o come out with thei
own vision that is distinctly peasant-focusel
but which addresses the larger social world. [
is his conciousness thal propels peasant action
into reshaping not merely village relations bu
even that of the larger society in times of
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ewolt. In short, as active actors in a revolt or
1 revolution, peasants must be seen as capable
of conceptualizing and explaining (along maoral
gounds in most cases) their actions through
ideas, ideplogies and other normalive
[rameworks that need not necessarily be
derived from their own village moral economy.

A Second Look at Peasants and the Big
Tradition

The examination of peasant incorporation
of the ideas and ideals of the big tradition and
its representatives (either radical or tradition-
al) has largely been dominated by two major
positions, On the one hand, some authors
(specially Marxists) tend 1o look at this
gncretism as more directed and determined
by non-peasant classes with the peasantry play-
ing the role of recipients of whatever concepls
and ideals Tintroduced” from the outside.
"Grand" concepts like nationalism, socialism
or communism are viewed by these authors as
mainly representative of post-agrarian social
orders and articulated by Ron-peasant groups
and classes that emerge along with these or-
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or are "bequeathed”

ders. Peasants "adopt”
these concepts courtesy of non-agrarian clas-
ses as they are unable 1o conceptualize them

given their "pre-modern” ("pre-capitalist™)
foundation. But Jeft 1o themselves, peasants
are said (0 be prone lo adopl conservative
("reactionary”) political postures. |7]

Where the concern is on how the assimila-
tion process affects the peasantry’s modes of
thinking and action, some authors tend 1o un-
derestimate the capacity of peasanis in achiev-
ing a level of sophisticated syncretism. Peasant
millenial movements, for example, arc al most
times described as politically handicapped due
to their "very lack of sophistication with an
effective revolutionary strategy and tactics
[that] makes them push the logic of the
revolutionary position to the point of absur-
dity or paradox.” [8] It is only when  these
movements "substitute a modern, that i5 in
general, a secular theory of history and revolu-
tion: nationalist, socialist, communist, anar-
chist or some other type that [they] retain
[their] revolutionism.”

This underestimation of peasant political
consciousness has  been criticized by scholars
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belonging to the so-called “culturalist” school.
[%] They arpue that this syncretism is "a
reworking, a selective appropriation of those
clements of a religious (or political) doctrine
that answers to the nceds of the subordinate
classes." [10] Peasants are regarded as more
active and "imaginative” than what they pre-
viously were pictured to be. During periods of
rebellion, peasant syncretism reflect restora-
live aspirations, reject the major ingredients of
the old order, incorporate new elements from
"other sources” or reinterpret old symbols and
norms, and establish the bases for aworldview
that strengthens the village's moral economy.
[11]

The tension between elites leading revolts
and the efforts of the "little tradition" 1o
redefine and "wsurp that  rtebellion for its
parochial ends” is one of the resulis of this
syncretism. [12] Elites usually end up attempt-
ing to contain their peasant followers and
societies turning againgt them w0 ensure the
success and  stability of their revolutionary
poals. In most cases, they usually succeed in
once more subordinating the little tradition,
Bul where rebellions are known to have failed,
the failure is also due to the sheer strength of
the little tradition. [13]

"Culturalists” have, understandably, under-
scored the importance of giving little tradition
its proper due. Yet, the tendency of this im-
passioned defense of the little taditon is to
de- emphasize the fact that the interaction be-
tween the big and little traditions also means
chanpes in the nmature of the little tradition.
Peasants, in the fuce of powerful external for-
ces, may themselves resort -- with modification
and considerable re- interpreling -- to the
values, norms, principles and even ideology of
these forces to explain why their resistance
had gone beyond the village and justify a su-
perior position towards the elites. The litile
tradition’s resilience is either strenpthened in
the process because of this absorption or is
completely changed as new core concepts that
would significantly alter the little  ftradition
arise.

In his reinvestipation of the ideological
bases of the 189% Philippine Revolution
(which ended over three hundred years of
Spanish colonialism), Reynaldo lleto observes
that while Catholicism served as a powerful
ideological weapon to culturally subdue
Filipinos, it was also this same colonial
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weapon  that "provide[d] lowland Philippin
society with a language for articulating its own
values, ideals and even hopes for liberation'
[14] Using stories culled from the life of
Jesus Christ, and the Acsopian moral lessomn
provided by daily priestly sermons [15]
peasants were able 1o conceive of a worldview
that enabled them to understand, appreciat,
and explain their participation in the anti
colonial  revolution, Commitment o "inde
pendence," the revolutionary organization, ani
the envisioned alternative society came o k|
undegrstoad  through the prism  of  thes
religious elements, This "marriage" made pos
sible the union of the peasant’s personal life
and the revolution’s nationalist aims. Observe
llete:
Kalayaan [national freedom] as a political term
[becomes] inseparable from its connotations of
parent-child relationships, reflesting  social
values like the tendency of mothers in lowland
Fhilippines to pamper thelr children and
develop strong emotional tles with them... In
Kalayaan, revolutionists found an ideal term far
independence that combined separatism  from
colenial rule (I e, a mother whe showed crualty
Instead of lovel and the'coming tegether' of
pecple in the Katipunan [the erganization].
Fatipunan is kafayaan in that it is a recovery of
the " country’s pre-Spanish condition of whale-
nesg, biiss and contentment, & condition that is

oxperienced as fapaw wha-is thus able to leap
fram the ‘familial’ to the ‘national. [16]

Moreover, 4 language was created "which
enabled the ordinary indio to relate his per
sonal experience in the ‘national™” [1was a
language that “became part of every revoly
tionary leader's vocabulary in arousing
people.” The most effective leaders then wer
those who spoke to the peasant masses in this
(uasi- religious form. And even when th
revolution was coopted by the Filipino elites
these new leaders were still "foreed” to com
municate in this langeage 1o their peasan
mass to ensure continued support in the war
against the Americans, even as they took st
to contrel the peasants’ "communist tenden
cies.” [17]

Across the Pacific and within the same his
torical time frame as Heto's, the ideology of
peasant resistance in South América combined
such pre-colonial Andean concepts like th
"muliplicity of humanity” with tthe Spanish
legal tradition. There emerged a peasant-based
"protonationalism” that sought Andean separa-
tion from Spanish rule and a restoration o
the old Inca order but clearly along what
peasants perceived o0 be "republican” lines and
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misting as a part of an international "com-
munity of nations." [18]

What makes the Andean cases doubly inter-
Gling, however, is that even as  Andean-
Spunish gua  Catholic  syncretism  informed
st of these rebellions, scholars have dis-
twvered that peasants — on their own - were
gble 1o conceive their own version of
“mationalism." Mallon argues — based on her
Amamination of peasant participation in the
f79-1902 Peruvian resistance to a Chilean in-
sion - that it was  possible for "non-
Cpialist classes” to come up with a nationalist
o, "Campesino nationalism’ hopes for a
clety
n whigh lesal sutonomy would nudure local
 prodporlly,  withoul Inndowner  oppressien o
site oxactions, and where a largoer confedera-
fion could handle commaores, infrastracture and
n gemmon dalense, | recognized the need for
llance with othor closses apd for bhelp from
lotdars whe had a broader politieal prepartion
nd vislom,, it called owt lor conlition with other
clessos that, glven thelr common relatien o the
candition of production, would be willing to ally

with the poasantry in the defense and cometruc-
Hon of & nabion. [19)

The peasants in three Aaciendas and five
wmmunitics in the Peruvian central highland
in-fact proposed, without the assistance of
whan elites or other classes normally  as-
swciated with the rise of nationalism, that "an
independent peasant confederation [must be
|_fﬁ1md] that would defend both the village and
e nation.”" This federation, which drew its
i@pirtion from the pre-colonial Inca tradi-
fion combined with what the peasants found
‘weful® in Spanish, "eame fairly close to an
mative national project for their [the

peasint] class.” [20]

It is not only with the concept
‘nitionalism® that peasants explain their rebel-
lignsness. In 2 more contemporary vein, Zim-
an peasants supported a guerilla move-
oot that was immensely susiained by making
the latter's goals a part of their lives. Accord-

g 10 David Lan:

 |Feasante] had come to accept that the names
“glven to the badworld of the present. must be
- wwept nslde, while 'soclallsm’ was the name

:r'%lu‘nn of the good one that would arive once
 Tils |leng and  bitter but Immediate percd of
| Waifare wes over.. The presant world had been
facied because 1 worked o the poasant's
- tovere disadvaniage but once this ancestral in-
 lorreghum  was over, the rewards would be bet-
lor livee lived In comlertable surreundings, bet-
~hor feod, better education for their children, bet-
- b bheolth care,  particlpatory  democimcy, In
dbarl, all the advantages thatthe modern wotld
. vk Bring, [21]
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The revolution became part of a set of
symbolic categories preserved and nurtured by
the most central personality in the village, the
mhondoro  (spirit medium}). Through the
mediums, guerrillas and peasants were "ex-
posed” 1o each other's worlds leading to the
consensus that elements of both worlds would
enable them to unite against a common
enemy and strive for a new world loosely
defined as "socialism.” Lan narrates:

Thus, when the ZANLA guerrillas made contact

with tha spirit medium in Danda, they onterad

world In which the Ife of the ancestors had
taken on a mest parvasive  and vibrant inten-
gity... It s mgainst this background that wa
must listento the wave aller wave of oxpaorion-
ces nnd anocdoles reported by guarrdilas and
poasants of the mimculous, unprocadentad hap-
ponings  thol ocoured durng tha war Wild
animals protecting mujibas, snokes pointing the
way to stores of food, spirita keopln pmrulu
alive undor water, tees talking, birds giving
warpings and - the like. For the word ol the
prasent had swung away and thay were hold

for a tmo in the firtm grasp of the ancostors,
powered betwaon the future and the past, [22)

These cases present us with the insunces
where  elements introduced 1o village  com-
munities for diverse reasons by external agents
(priests or guerrillas) became part of the core
explanations of peasant participation in rebel-
lion or constituted the symbols by which they
imagine and conjure theirown versions of the
"prand” concepts. Peasant understanding of
these concepts may deviate significantly from
how concepis like "Catholicism,” “nationalism"
and “socialism” are intg¢rpreted by the clerical
and revolutionary intelligentsia. But it is
precisely this re-interpretation that shows us
the capacity of the peasaniry (0 incorparate
concepts hitherto alien to the village and give
these new meaning and substance based on
their experiences (plus the political or clerical
inputs from the guerrillas or priests). This re-
interpretation also helps them come up with
an alternative way of interpreting the world
and conceiving a politico-moral rtationale for
their involvement in rebellions.

The Filipino and Andean peasants’ re-inter-
pretation of the Christian doctrine became the
means by which the indio asserted that the
real essence of Catholicism was better under-
stood and internalized by him/her and not by
the friar. [23] By extension, it demonstrated
that the Karipunan became the concrete nega-
tion of and superior force over Spanish
colonialism. [24] The invocation of the
glorious Inca past, which merged with ele-
ments from Spanish  colonialism  deemed a8
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uselul and relevant, allowed Andean peasants
o make the important “critical re-interpreta-
tion of the past in terms of their own moral
and cullural reference” |25] in erder to con-
ronl their enemics, In a parallel manner, by
attribuling socialism to"all the advantages that
the modern world  could  bring,"  African
peasants were, inoelfecl, presenting a position
depieting a4 world much better than the one
they were living o [26]  More importantly,
these svneretic conceptions serve 1o indicate
that peasants do have the aptitude to look
and act beyond the village: Rebellions, there-
lore, cannol be simply reduced o mere res-
lorationist ends. The fact that it was Andean
peasants who proposed the idea ol a national
confederation o defend  nationalist aspirations,
Filipine peasanls who doggedly pursued their
ideals of o wadonalise revolution, and Zimbah-
weall peasants who braved repression W active-
Iy accept the guerrilla promise of a bountilul
soviabism, all attest that peasants could think
and act as citizens inoa larger social order and
net o merely as narrow-minded,  status quo
preservationisis:

The organizational  manifestations of  this
syncretic wision  are clearly reflected in the
concepl of 4 national  federation  Eess
proposed by the Andean  peasants
and the strong epalitarianism of the
Katipunan before @5 usurpation of
Filipino. clites, The above associa-
tions -- proposed or actually frmed
— rellect how peasants can critically
assimilatle organizational ideas Lhat
are identificd with the big tradilion
and artieolite  them o pive some
lorm of institmional Iegitimacy (o
thedr revoll, and demonsteate o the
people that the ability o role and
govern was not the sole expertise of
rursl elites or representatives of the
Stite, Similar forms of organization-
al syneretism have been obscrved by
other peasant scholars. An English
administrator’s description of the re-
organization proposal by an Indian
poasant  leader  who  ascended 10
local state power may be the most
Hustrative,

On  entering  the town, Dayby  Sing
roceeded to the schoolroom, a build-
ing lately erected by our Gowernmant,
In this ha established his hoad-
quarters,... He then constituted a
government af his owrnwhich fre formed

oft e English model, He appainted  a
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Board of Revenue, a Supreme Court of Judica-
ture, a commissionar, aMagistiate and a Supar-
intendent of Police. For this last office he did
not conaider any of his own people propearly
qualified; =0 he sent a message to the lale
incurmbent kegging him o returnand promising
him an increase in salary. [27)

A Second Look at Millennialism and the
Higher Authority

The phenomenon of millennialism can the
be seen in the sameliphts These revolts indea
reflect "nostalpgic yearnings" by peasams ol ¢
lost "ecompassionate” politico-moeral order. |24
But what  prevents us from viewing  thes
peasant sentiments as he invocations ol 4 5
perior morl view which peasanis project o
those that represent guintessence of an n
moral political world (ioce the Tural elites o
the State)?

While millennial studies  may argoe th
these are merely utopian elaboralions ol a e
sociely or territory, there s cqual reason
contend that such desires W return o "th
traditional village as o wviable cconomy
society” (Hobshiawm) hive also assimilated sen
timents that are formerly ool of the wvillag
confines but have since then become part o
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it worldview, As Michael Adas puts i, the
ideclogy of prophetic movements

are nomally eclestic both tempoeally and cul-

rally, They include elemants doown from the

past  and present experignces  and contain
vistans of the future, They mix, often in incon-
grucus  combinations, aspects of the in-
digerous  traditions and  ideas derived  from
cutside groups.,, they can rise in sosic-cullural
corflexts whore there 15 a rich prophetic tradi-
ton of where eschatelogical ideas have been

infrocuced by outsiders. [249]

This delinition does favor the restorative
thesis on peasant rebellions, But it can alse be
seried that i s precisely this eclecticism of
clements  from the big  tradition  that  also
reales  thee possibility for the  peasant Lo
lranseend a restorative outlook and conceive of
i different view (hat may not necessarily be a
mutal re-construction of the previouws idea of
a villape moral economy. Norman Cohn points
oul that salvation for millenarian sects involves
mmagining a world edally  different lrom their
s quoy something thal "will be no. more
improvement on the present but perfection il-
self” 1ois o oworld of "blissand peace,” terres-
lal we "I would come in here-and-now rather
lan ofter dexth.," It is a world beyond time
and history and yet represents  the culmination
of both," 300 The aims of millenarian maove-
ments therefore are nol merely atlempls al
aloring 4 material world lost by the crisis,
colonial invasion or whatever, Rather, it is in-
herent in these types of peasant rebellion o
Ik a1 their struggle not as one

for speaific. Imited objectives, but a5 an event

af unique importance, dgifferent in kind from all

other struggles kpown 1o history, a catachysm

from whizn the warld 15 1o emerge totally frans-
fermed and redeemed. [31]

Similarly, when peasants  identily  their
rehellions with powerful individuals iU allows
them 10 believe that they are empowercd by
such authority with the rfight w act agains
lhose  who  are  of lower rank  than  this
anlhorily. They become, o effect, the "real”
epresentatives  of  this  powerful  individual.
The Russian mughiks’ invocation of the Tsar
wis their way of rationalizing his opposition
o the hoyars and local state officials. The
Tsar shared his children’s aspirations; his local
fiicials and landlord allics chose not W récog-
nize this and thus had viclated this "sacred
principle.” Peasanl attacks on rural elites were,
ineffect, based on a perceived position of su-
periority by virtue of a “support” from  the
Tsar, Russia’s highest authority. [32]
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Tha peasants oid not conceive of represent
thomselves to beé making political demands far
they stood outside poltics.., They justified
worldly  decisions by imvoking  an authorty
veiled in mystery and standing cutéide themsai-
ves - God, immemorial custom or Cthe will of
the taar' [33]

The 17th and 18th century  rebellions than
sought the "utter destruction ol the whole so-
cial structure which lay on the Russian peasant
like a heavy burden” were thus informed Dby
what one author called o "revolutionary deol-
ey maintained by this myth oof  Tsarist
henevolence towards and in defense of the
peasantry, [34] It was a peasantry that ook
the moral and political and religious offensive
against the local elites using a political and
religious authority far larpger than thal of the
landlords and local state officials, [33]

It is fa] common assarion that peasants, scat

tered  and isolated by the conditions of their

existence are jncapable of mebilizing themsel-
ves for poliical acticn, They need an 'oulside

leader we are told a Pszasant King or a

modern  substitute, [to] come 1o deliver the

people from the thrall, Yei a just and dsually
distant ruler has often begn known 1o provide
the necessary inspiration for peasant rovolt, Tha
belief in an outside leader’ can ‘alse bo sooen

as the obversa of a belief in the brask-down of
the locally recognized structure of authority, [36]

The Contradictory Relationship between
Peasants and Rebel Elites

This svneretism adds @ new dimension Lo
the nature of elile- peasant relationships. "Fhe
focus here will be the two predominant Lypes
of elite-peasant relationships - thal between
non-peasaniswho enter into an allianes with
peasants during  revolt, and  non- peasants
whom the peasants directly stand in opposi-
ton o, more pardcularty landlords and local
represeontatives of the Stale.

Elites whe ascribe to themselves the leader-
ship of a peasant- based and  peasant-
dominated rebellion enter inlo tenuous  and
contradictory  relations with' peasants. Scotl
wiats basically correct in arguing that at certain
pents in oa rebellion, elites tend to contain
peasant actions that become unconsciously une
politigee dadventnres [37], mainly 0 avold a
derailing of the lempo of the revelutionary
process and, ultimately, prevent the
peasantry’s  quest 1o restore the violated
norms ol reciprocity and  the ethics of subsis-
tence, [38]

Yel, if one were to approach this issuc
from another angle, one may be able o ook
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at this elite containment of peasant enthusiasm
in reverse: elite fears may be viewed as reflec-
tive of "narrower” and more "lecalistic” inter-
ests as compared 1o that of the peasants.
Peasants, with their synoretic consciousness
and moral vision, may Wi oul 10 possess a
broader world characlerized by a fundamental
restructuring of the old secietywhile the elites
become the ones seeking 1o reinstate the
status qua ante or control the rebellion’s direc-
tion in favor of their narrower scll- or class
interest.

This is perhaps most illustrative among
anti-colonial revolts where peasants enler into
formal or informal alliances with landed or
urban elites against colonizers, Filipino elites
who usurped the revolutionary leadership in
1896 (rom the revolutionary  movement's
plebeian  lounders, for example, expressed
alarm that their peasant followers "alk of
lierties [that] had caused o germinate in the
minds of the masses certain socialistic or com-
munistic ideas which forbade no good for the
future of certain  properties of doubtful
origin." [39] The elite-controlled revolutionary
povernment would then proceed Lo issue
decrees that tried to contain these "ideas.” In
the Andean example, the unified resistance
against the Chilean invasion was, in fact,
braken up by the landed elites who, in their
desire 10 protect their property, opted (o
negotiale: with the invaders thereby belraying
their narrow class interests. This left their
erstwhile peasant allies with the responsibility
of continuing the nationalist resistance. As
Mallon puts it

For the landowners, the final result was the

attormpt to defend their conditions of production

agsinst both Chilean and Peruvian peasants by
seaking peace at any pidce. For the peasantry,
whose resistance to the Chileans wes based on
their communities and increasingly sutonamous
from outside control, the owutcoms was the
doevelopment of an Independart peasant
rationaliem which, depending on the specific
part of the central highlands, was more or less
fastle fo the fandowning class. [40]

Moreover, a4 yearning for restoring patron-
client ties need not also be exclusive to the
pedasants  themselves, Tanabe observes that
during the Chiang Mai rebellion of 1389-13%0,
Thai local petty officials who allied themselves
with peasants against the central government
"tended 10 expect the restoration of the disap-
pearing patron-client  tie which was seen as
better than the direct taxation™ by the central
state. This was, expectedly, & position  that
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their peasant allies did not ardently share with
them. [43] Akira Oki [ound out that defens
of village autonomy was strongly advocated by
rural elites in order o maintain their control
over the village community and the land ata
time of increased state  encroachment  and
peasant resistance. [42)

Some scholars have, in fact, discovered (ha
in certain rebellions, 0t s not the peasang
who adopt — critically orwhatever -- the agen
da and accompanying vision of elite leader
but rather it is the leaders themselves, Aberlo
Flores Galindo cites the case of two memben
of the educated “provincial middle class" whe
became involved in an anti-Spanish conspiracy
o restore  the  pre-colonial  Andean  wotll
under the leadership of the returned  Inc
Galindo, while cautioning of the transitory mi.
ture of this phenomenon, nevertheless con
cedes the power of this pedsant-based mullen
néal vision that had “congueercd the imtagination
af urban creoles and intelfectuals.” [43]

It may be counter-argued, however, thil
this assertion may not hold true with Marxist
led peasant-based revolutions given their com
prehensive revolutionary agenda. But how cin
one account for the divergence between the
Party and the peasantry at certain opccasions,
especially where the former's "tactical goals'
seem 10 be threatened by the latter’s desin
for sweeping social change leading to radicl
redistribution, among other things? Does no
the euphemism "tactical actions™ or "lactict
unity” reveal a certain “parochial-ness” among
revolutionary elités even as this is subsumet
under an extensive revolutionary  strategy!
James Scott’s description of the Nghe-Tink
uprisings -- though one might have certain
reservations about his contention that peasant
rebelliousness is  "wraditional® (i, e., largel
parochial) - is most illlustrative.

in his struggle against taxes, the interests of

the and the impoverished poasantry. coin-

cided, But when it came to the second plank
of the peasant program, the equitable distribu-
tion of food, the party emphatically dencunced
the campaign against rich peasarts, middle
peasants, and small notables as ‘une pofitigus |
d'adveniures.’ Here tha pary and the poasantry |
parfed ways. While the party leaders were un-
doubtedly comest in .sealng the nead for &
broader conlition of classes, the confiscation of
fead for the relatively wellto-do was navarthe-

less an integral, # vielent, ferm of Waditional
rodistributive notm, [44]

Yet, it cannot be denied that there exis
instances of successful elite-peasant  interac
tions and collaboration. These are usually the
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ies where the elite leaders are cither "ol the
wllage” themselves, or oulsiders who have sue-
geded in assimilating themselves  into the
peasants” "world" It is these elites thateither
become the "mediums” and “interpreters” of
he big tradition thereby making it possible lor
the syneretic union (o be meaningful w0 the
jasintry. These elites also act as the trans-
Elors of the aspirations of the litle tadition
i order for these to be assimilated and
Merped with the larger tradition,

On the one hand,
(iophets of millen-
mal revolts act as
imgrpreters ol a
wisls, providing  "a
widesrange of ideas
ik level of copni-
lion which would
eely have  been
ailable to ordinary
peasanis” and  are
dble to "gain  the
pputar respect and
become  political
leaders  among
psants ino crisis
due to their extraor-
dinary capability
wlich is believed to
he attributable to a
aeal accumulation
of [religious] merit."
5] On the other
hand, through a
mmbination  of
malerial benefits --
10 matter how mini-
dule - to the
[ssantry and an-al-
liring of the radical
idenlogy and collec-
Ave memory of a
mdition of resis-
Anes: to conform with the moral norms of the
asaniry, these elites have been able o mo-
lilize peasant support to their revolutionary
s,

Frances Fitzgerald shows how Vietnamese
wmmunists were able to mobilize peasant sup-
jort not solely by ideology but perhaps mainly
B making them ‘“see” Mamism-Leninism’s

lel to Confucian norms that have long
med part of their consciousness,
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An ogth to rebellion: A farmer joins the und
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While tha Party cadres often used class
categories in the "scieptific’ or economic sense,
they alzo wsed ihem as roral categonaes.,, For
the Viethamese party cadre, Mamism-Leninism
was no more 8 soloof docrines, than was
Canfucianism, butl rather a Too, of as the Mar
wists put i, a ‘style of work' a 'siyle of
leadership'. The Confusian son learned to im-
itate & tather, similarly, the codie learmed io
amulate the revolutiznary modes of conduct,
Ta him, policies and programs were of secon:
dary impedance. He belioved that # all mem-
bers bohaved ‘sincerely’, they would outamat:
ically come. up with the comrect palicies and
programs, [46]

As 4 result,

by reversing  their
roles  with  the vil-
lagers and bacam-
ing the ‘children  of
the people,’ the
MLF cadres gave
the villagers a posi-
fion of power such
that they had not
aven in the days of
the empire. Once
the cadres had con-
vinced the villagers
thatl they behaved
well out of neces-
sity, the villagers lot
down thair traditianal
detenses, trusted
thiem and tended fo
believe their
propaganda — oftan
despite evidenco
that belied it, [47]

Feasanl  scholars
have skeptically
avicwed Lthis

relationship’s
viability. They arpgue
that it paves the
way (or the eventual
B re- subjugation of
% the peasantry and
the little tradition
to  the agenda of
revolutionary  elites.
[48] Yet, the his-
torical validation of
this skepticism does not negate the fact that
the integration of these elites into the village
and the attendant syncretic union of radical
ideology and peasant village worldview arising
from such interaction can and has changed the
peasant’s well-being, A recent in-depth study
of the Philippine communist movement offers
this trite comment on how guerrillas changed
the lives of the peasantry.

At the very least, the revelution's legacy will be
the changesthat have transfermed the lives of
the Filipine peasants. Poor farmers whe had

o
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once slept with their livestock and produce for
laar of thioves no longer did so in barios ruled
by the rebels, Peasants who before had paid
two-thirds of thelr harvest fo landlords now paid
one-third. The elimination of usury had enabled
some rfural families to escape indebtedness for
the fist time in two generations.  (ifiterale
peasants, young and old, had learned to read,
write and do anthmetic. They had also leamed
about political and civil rights and for the fimst
tima in thelr lives had exercised them, [49]

O course, there is no certainty that once
the Party wins power, this relationship stll
would endure, as the cases of socialist regimes
have shown, But whatever occurs in the post-
revolutionary period stll does not erase the
fact that peasant lives have enormously
changed while the puerrilla movement was still
grappling with the vicissitudes of winning the
revolution against the State.

Peasant vs. Rural Eltes: Contextualizing
Peasant Outrage

If peasant revolutionary elite relationships,
under the contextof the above syncretic vision,
are marked by different types of contradictions,
the same vision may belp uvs understand the
main and most conspicuous enemy, the rural
elites (landlords and local agents of the State).
Scolt sees the breakdown of the moral bases
of rural relationships in a Malaysian village as
a result of iniensified capitalist process
Peasants  sought 1o morally  defend their
declining livelihood by invoking villapge norms
and Islam, the natidnal religion, to remind
rural elites of their village obligations. Failing
0 do so, the rural poor's perceptions of their
More prosperous counterparis began 1o shift
from deference t0 contempt and increasing
disrespect, until a breaking point is reached
where one of the¢ rémaining options left for
the peasantry is rebellion. [50] And should the
rebellion occur, peasant anger is almost always
directed immediately at rural elites who, after
all, have lost peasants’ respect and deference.

While this explanation adequately explains
the ideological roots of peasant rebellion, it
remains insufficient in explaining instances of
brutal peasant reprisals. Scott's presentation
is based on the premise of a village economy
where skewed economic relationships are
preserved through norms of reciprocity and
subsistence and revolts are results of a break-
down of such norms. But it must also be
recalled that there is another side 1o the
peasant village, As Darnton puts it, rural
communities are not always "a happy and har-
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monious Gemeinschaft” and peasants live &
hard and uncomfortable existence. [51]
Peasant life is harsh and brutish and exploita-
tion among peasant families is endemic, Inter-
village relationships are marked by intense
tensions, disagreements and even violence over
such issues as village boundaries, water and
pasture rights, etc., and a common thread in
peasant oral tradition are "tales of struggle
between neighboring communities.” [52)

This hapless existence nurtures "a spirit of
savage revoll” that exists alongside a "spirit of
blind submission,” fatalism and a frustration
that dreams of a "better life" will only remain
as dreams. [53] And il ever norms of
reciprocity and subsistence keep the village
together, at best this moral adhesive is fragile,
The ties of peasants to rural clites are always
ofbrittle bonds as peasants would always view
with questioning eyes the disparity of living
standards. The rural elite, 10 a certain extent,
symbolizes both peasant dreams of prosperity
and the frustration of realizing such dreams,
Guillaumin’s peasant aptly describes such feel-
ing while looking at his landlord's living room
for the frst time:

That boautiful room contained in fact onl
boautiul u.ulm thin | thought of our dar
kitchan lnpldn‘!ud concrete,  our

badroom wi:h hs litthe lumps and holes,
wondearing # it was lalr that some people should
be so well set up _nnd athers so badly, [54]

Thus, in times of crisis, when-most peasants
suffer the consequences while the elites appear
capable of weathering such, if not even taking
advantage of the situation, the "spirit of revolt"
could easily be directed at the latter.

Revolts are usually regarded as combining
a reassertion of whatever is left of human dig-
nity and an inspiration for a more equitable
social order. It is also a “reaction of moral
outrage and sense of injustice” [55] over the
loss of that dignity and likewise the loss of the
rural elites’ privileged position of being "truly
human." As such, the norms that used w
govern elite-peasant relationship have broken
down and by abdicating their "humanity," elites
are now regarded as peasants’ "equals" and
thus can be subjected to the brutal codes of
condoct that inform peasant lives. [56]

Yet, this explanation is not complete as it

can lead to the validation of the thesis that |

peasant harsh reprisals against rural elites (and
in a broader sense, their revolis) are indeed
indications of irrational and extremist forms of
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hhaviors. ‘This is where the role of the
ncretic vision comes in - that of providing
e moral justification for instances of peasant
frutality.

Christine White cites the anecdote of a
peasant who decided 1o join the Vietminh and
fhome @ "communist” at the height of the
ebe-Tinh uprisings. The peasant saw in
wmmunism” a way of explaining the crisis of
he 19308 replacing a morally (and politically)
ineffective. Buddhism. Accordingly, he also saw
tommunism” as the force capable of enforcing
an equitable division of village properly among
he poor, But more importantly, for him,
wmmunism® was the new moral vision that
wuld provide him the moral right to exact
gngeance on the hated Mandarins and French.
His definition of the privileges of being a
wmmunist” is a very interesting one indeed:

Baing & communist means encouraging  each

dher o cut off the heads of Frenchmen and to

st off the heads of landlords and to divide the

popety among the poor peopls, among our-
sihies, [57)

wd & 4th Guarters 1980

As to whether the peasant proceeded to
exact his vengeance on landlords and
Frenchmen is not indicated in the anccdote.

But one is definitely familiar with the
brutalities inflicted by the Khmer Rouge on its
people, While an in-depth study hag still 1o be
made to explain the Kampuchean tragedy
from the point of view of the Khmer Rouge,
one may tentatively suggest that its actions
were partly informed by how its peasant
cadres saw the moral justification for their
pathological actions. Kiernan and Boua vite
experiences of witnesses who listened 10
Khmer Rouge cadres expressing their "uncon-
wrollable hatred” towards those of the "old
society” and how they mockingly wiirned
prisoners aboul learning “what their  (the
Khmer Rouge) life had been like." These
cadres did so with a confidence they purpor-
tedly derived from the “revolutionary teiach-
ings" of leaders like Pol Pol. [38]

Andean peasant Tebels were a bit more
sophisticated in arriving at the proper moral

i
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rationale 1o “kill

the Spaniards.”

According to  Jan

Szemenski, the s
rebels treated . -
local Spaniards -
with extreme
brutality but  did -
50 hecause they 2
believed  that  the
lowal correpidores
had  become  the
demons of evil,
The Spaniards
were described  as
"fearless ol God,
rebels apgainst the
king,  heretics,
apostales con-
demed o hell, traitors 10 the king and not
Christians at all whose decds were 'perverse
impasitions”,” Spanish officials were described
a8 "wsurpers, criminals and without fear of
God." On the other hand, Tupac Amaru, the
reincarnation of the Inca, was depiclted as
having performed deeds that were “truly Chris-
tian." He and his followers saw themselves as
more loyal o0 God than the "Chief Spaniard.”
The peasants who rallied behind him could
thus treat the Spaniards with extreme brutality
having been provided the religious, moral and
political grounds 10 do so. [59]

-

The vision therefore becomes the weapon
by which the peasant and his comrades assert
their "moral superiority” over elites and state
apents and allow them to "gain an ideclogical
|and moral] advantage over the ruling sectors.”
[60] It also delegitimizes previous relationships
that hinged on the dominance (both material
and moral) of these colonial and local elites
over the peasantry.

Conclusion

This attempt at a different interpretation of
the peasants’ syncretic vision was largely the
result of the discomfiture with the thesis that
peasant rebellion 15, for most of the time,
restorative. The latter, for all its merits, still
assumes  heavy constraints on peasant ahilities
10 reconstruct a lost order (if ever it existed)
or a destroyed past, or 10 perceive their
thoughts and actions as constricted actions to
save the rustic village. Human history, it ap-
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|
pears, is replete)

with instances
=% = 0of exactly the
opposite.

Al the core|
of this paper i
the  thesis  tha
peasant  con
sciousness and
moral vision are
sulficiently
varicgated and
disparate  such
that 10 look
rebellion  as
based on "res
) I torativist!
Liberation aspirations  wil
anly explain 4 certain -- but nevertheless im-
portan! aspect of the peasant worldvies,
The rural world is as complex as any other |
society and it becomes more intricate as village
becomes more and more subsumed within 2
larger and urban- or town- dominated society,
As such, Antomio Gramsci's comment that the
"people is not a culturally homageneous unit,
but 15 culturally stratified in a complex way,
[61] can appropriately apply to peasant com
munities.

The complexity of peasanl consciousness
and moral vision may, inturn, reflect -- in the
last instance -- the divergent material reality of
both village communities as they relate to the
larger social reality in an uneven and differen
manner. This material condition(s) could nol
but play an important role in the type of
thinking and normative preferences thal
peasants take, especiallv during times of
profound changes brought about by either a
national crisis or a more specific phenomena
like the increase in capitalist penetration of
the countryside. [62] |

Moreover, peasant communities have had'
links with the outside world mainly through |
trade, tribute or the supply of labor. The
raison d'efre of peasants, afier all, is that they
are cultivators who are’ "subject 1o the
demands and sanctions of power holders” in-
side and outside of the village. |63] If such is
the case, then anyone can also discern a paral-
lel dialectical and syncretic relationship going
on in the level of ideas and normative
preference where peasants engage in various
forms of cultural "exchanges" with bearers --
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mirchants, priests,teachers, parly organizers,
molutionaries and what have you -- ol the
ileas from the “big tradition.” This exchange
ponot but influence both parties in a dialecti-
@l way resulting into diverse cultural, moral
and political outcomes; one of which is the
ype of consciousness and moral vision that
iz paper has been arguing.

Finally, most peasanl communitics Treside”
in societies that have had "lonper time frames,
ipnning centuries," Peasants live in "well-
lefined ‘cultural areas” with complex internal
fistorics, defining  cultural notions of social
ilentity and aspiration, order and disorder, jus-
tiee and vengeance, continuity and changes and
the like." [64] Peasants who are exposed to
iz long duree cannot help but be influenced
tv whatever predominant worldview their long
histories have nurtured. [65] These histories
Allow them o be

copable of  peliical, economic and  cuttural

arargy, croativity and mobilization to @ degres

which often transcends the limitations of locality

ared class position, to challenge the legitimacy

af mling classes, the state and the whole ordar

of society, They also challenge many of the

thecretical assumptions of scholars interasted

en studying their history, [68]

Yel, it is not only the long histories of
these societies that sustain  influence on
pessant consciousness, There is similarly along
dree in erms of what may refer 10 as Tinter-
wltoral" exchanges among popular cultures,
lhat of the peasants included. Scholars of
opular culture have pointed oul that peasant
lWestraverse across boundaries, some under-
pring modification to suit the cultural, histori-
@l and even political specifics of certain
ehilizations, [67] 1t would be hard to imagine

tions would not have a profound impact on
peasant CONSCIOusness.

Steven Stern perhaps succinctly summarizes
all these main points with his comment on
Andean peasants in rebellion. He argues:

The peasant's aspiration and ideclogical com-

mitment ge beyond narrow  obsessions  with

local land, subsistence guarantees or autonomy

[i, 2, the desire simply to be left alons), Mor

can wo say that the peasants' matéral ex-

perignce, social connection and political under-
standing were largely bounded b the ‘littla
worlds' of communities and hagiendas. For tha
late colonial period, both directly and through
intermaediaries, peasanls moved in social,
eronomic and ideolegical otbits that stretchod
considerably beyond their principal locales of
residence and work. Mobilization te instail a
new inca-ed social order reflacted not a- simpla
yearning for local subsistence and autonomy,
but an effert to forge a new macre-level polity
that Blended more successfully local peasant
neads and ospirations with supraregicnal peliti-
cal crder, [68]

This then makes peasant consciousness and
worldview a dynamic one where side by side
with testorative desires and demands for
autonomy are "aspirations and ideological
commitments [that may] go beyond narrow ob-
sessions with local land, subsistence guarantecs,
or autonomy (i. €, the desire 10 be left
alope).” We add the qualifier "may" (o stress
that this argument by Sterndoes not, in any
way, contradict the findings of Scott et al
Rather, it underscores the diversity of peasant
mentalities and therefore helps us pul the is-
sues raised by authors like Scott in the proper
perspective.

Then and only then perhaps can social
scientists, peasant scholars, state actors and ac-
tivists fully comprehend the complexity of the

| k peasant  and his world and give him his
that these "popular exchanges” across civiliza- proper due.
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