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Abstract: Around the world, peasant populations continue their traditional livelihoods in the face of
increasingly global economic transformation. In Iran, as elsewhere, agriculture is one of the most important
economic sectors and majority of farmers are peasants who still farm small plots of land, usually in marginal
environments utilizing traditional and subsistence methods, while their contribution to the general food supply
is significant. The present study was conducted to identify main challenges of peasant farming system in Iran.
Applying random sampling technique, 71 extension officials at headquarter level of Ministry of Agriculture were
selected. Principal component analysis was used as main statistical technique to analyze the data. The findings
revealed that five factors containing 34 variables determined about 60.82 percent of variations. The factors were
named as: technical-technological challenges (15.75 % of variance), managerial challenges (14.44 % of variance),
economic-financial challenges (12.39 % of variance), marketing-infrastructural challenges (11.32 % of variance)
and spatial-geographical challenges (6.92 % of variance).
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INTRODUCTION In general, peasantry is hard to define. Historically, it

Around  the world, peasant populations continue maintaining some of its basic characteristics, it has also
their traditional livelihoods in the face of increasingly been affected by these systems. Today the characteristics
global economic transformations. The number of people that distinguish peasant farming from kinds are declining
working in agricultural production world-wide remains in strength. The main characteristics may be defined as
substantial while the vast majority of them  rely on primary reliance on family labor [1] and the fusion of
peasant  and  traditional agriculture. Because much of commodity production with the domestic economy of
their behavior contradicts neo-classical expectations of household [2]. Thus, the peasant’s motivation for
the maximizing individual, peasants are often regarded as production is not only determined by considerations of
backwards and incapable of surviving in these rapidly profit, but also the needs of the family. Capital investment
changing  times. Hard hit by the daily deterioration of in production equipment is low since these farms mainly
their  production and living conditions and aware that exist  to  produce  crops  without any aim for expansion,
their very survival is threatened; peasant farmers have i.e.  for the  survival  of those who grow them. On the
been involved over the last decade in reflection on other  hand,  peasants  must  be  able  to call upon
international level. Considering the deficiencies of the members  of  other families for mutual economic, social
production system, the influences of peasant farmers in and emotional help [3].
the world can be itemized as follow: Many scientists wrongly believe that traditional

They play a central role in food security animals put a ceiling on productivity [4]. While it may be
In many countries, they ensure most of the argued that peasant agriculture generally lacks the
agricultural production intended for national potential of producing meaningful marketable surplus, it
industries and exports does ensure food security.
Peasant and indigenous agriculture also play a major The peasant model of production is characterized by
role regarding employment, natural resource a rudimentary division of labour [5]. Each unit of
management and territorial development. production is relatively small and because there is

has survived within different social systems. While

systems do not produce more because hand tools and
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virtually no product specialization, very little exchange challenges faced by the agricultural sector, particularly
between  the  various  units  of  production  takes  place peasant faming system in Iran. This requires treating the
[4, 6, 7]. Indeed, the peasant mode  of  production does smallholder peasant sector as one of the cornerstones of
not develop the social forms of labour which lead to the national economic and agricultural development, rather
socialization of production [8, 9]. It has become a than a transitional social safety net along the road to
widespread  assumption  in peasant studies that there is urbanization and factory wage labor. Hence, after briefly
a general inclination of peasant to plan their farming outlining the status of peasant farming in Iran, attention
activities with an eye to risk spreading at the expense of shifts to an examination of its current challenges.
profit  maximization [9, 10, 11]. Many studies have
revealed that poor peasant farmers are risk averse [12-15] Peasant Farming System in Iran: Iran, with a total area of
and that their production and economic environment is 628,000 square miles, is mostly an elevated plateau. To the
characterized  by  a high degree of uncertainty [16]. One north the plateau borders on the basin of the Caspian Sea
of  the other characteristics  of  peasant  farming system and to the south the basin of Persian Gulf and the Amman
is farmland fragmentation which has been defined in Sea. The western mountains, the Zagros, run from north-
different ways. Some studies divided the various west to south-east and are over 620 miles in length and
definitions into two distinct senses: the subdivision of 120 in width. The range rises to a height of 5,570 feet. The
farm property into undersized units too small for rational Alborz range covers the northern part: the highest peak,
exploitation; and the excessive separation and dispersion Mt. Damavand, is about 19,000 feet. Average rainfall in
of the parcels forming parts of single farm [17]. Countries Iran is one-third of the world mean. The great differences
with traditional agricultural structures face small and in elevation in result in great differences in climatic
fragmented plots, wherein cultivation is carried out to conditions which range from cold climates over the high
non-geometric small-scale plots which limit application of levels to hot sub-tropical conditions at lower altitudes in
farm machinery, mechanization development and putting the south. Summers are extremely hot in the southern
to practice new cultivation methods. lowlands. The Caspian area is humid with mild winters

Although small farms’ competitive advantages over while in higher altitudes winters are severe. Aridity allows
large commercial farms lie principally in their low for only a small portion of the land to be cultivated,
transaction costs in accessing and supervising motivated mostly through irrigated agriculture and the availability of
family labour and in their intensive local knowledge, but water has largely determined the sites of settlements [3].
their small scale leads to high unit transaction costs in Agriculture is one of the most important economic
almost all non-labour transactions (in accessing capital, sectors of Iran. Its contribution to GDP is approximately
market and technical information, inputs and output 27   percent,   in   employment  is  23  percent  (employed
markets and in providing product traceability and quality 3.5  million   people)   and  its  share  in non-oil exports is
assurance). These high transaction costs are exacerbated 24 percent. In recent years, the agriculture sector has
by most small farmers’ poverty (with large needs for shown  a  significant  development potential. It can meet
external sources of capital but limited assets for collateral), 85 percent of Iran’s food need and 90 percent of the raw
dispersion, production and health uncertainty (associated material need of its food processing industries. Therefore,
with poverty and lack of access to capital and services) the agriculture sector has the most important place in the
and low levels of education and by poor physical and macroeconomics in Iran [17]. 
informational communication systems and low density of Iranian agriculture and rural society have undergone
economic activity in the poor rural areas where they profound socioeconomic and political changes over the
predominate [17]. On the other hand, limited farmer voice past four decades. While recognizing the significant
is common as a result of farmers being small and impact of urbanization, economic development and
dispersed  with  limited  education,  low  status  and integration of the rural economy in the market, the land-
limited economic and political power. One important reform program of the 1960s and the 1979 revolution
consequence of this is that farmers are unable to put represent the primary turning points in the rural
pressure on public sector service providers (especially transformation. Land reform, through intense state
research and extension systems) to deliver effective intervention, dramatically changed the traditional
services. landlord-sharecropping system (nizam-i arbab-rayati).

Given  the  aforementioned  characteristics of There was considerable diversity in the systems of
peasant  farming  and the pivotal role of agriculture in agricultural production during the 1960s and 1970s.
rural development, this paper illustrates considerable Peasant  uprisings, the forcible occupation of large



World Appl. Sci. J., 6 (9): 1281-1286, 2009

1283

estates and the agrarian policies of the post revolutionary
regime have led to the demise of the urban agricultural
bourgeoisie and the empowerment of the peasants [18].
Today, the great majority of farmers in Iran are peasants
who still farm small plots of land, usually in marginal
environments utilizing traditional and subsistence
methods, while their contribution to the general food
supply in the country is significant.

The 2004 public agricultural census revealed that from
the total number of 3,473,383 of farming plots which are
owned by farmers, 3011461 (approximately 86.7 percent) of
them held less than 10 hectares from which 34.62 percent
have had less than 1 hectare; 15.04 percent 1 to 2
hectare(s); 22.91 percent 2-5 hectares and finally 14.12
percent 5-10 hectares [19].

Ashrafii et al. [19] in their study have enumerated
several characteristics which germane to peasant farming
system e.g. lack of control over water use, land
fragmentation, difficulties in transferring inputs to
farmlands and also in transferring products to markets,
low level of mechanization, low financial power, farmers’
unawareness about modern technologies, high illiteracy
rate, low access to modern technologies, human resource
erosion, application of traditional methods for cultivation,
risk aversion, low access to credits, exploitation of natural
resources due to farmers’ unawareness, low productivity
rate etc.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The  present  study was  carried  out in Iran to
identify main challenges of peasant farming system from
the viewpoints of extension officials working at the
headquarter level of the Ministry of agriculture. Applying
random sampling technique, 71 staff extension officials
were selected and interviewed. The data were collected
through a well-structured questionnaire. Validity of the
questionnaire was assessed through expert judgment.
Reliability of the main scales of the questionnaire was also
computed by Cronbach Alpha method. The coefficient of
Cranbach was equal to 0.93 which was appropriate for the
study. Factor analysis was applied as main statistical
technique to analyze the data.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In  this study  exploratory   factor   analysis   with
data reduction approach was employed. The main
objective  of  this  technique  is to classify a large number
of variables into a small number of factors based on
relationships   among   variables.   For   this    purpose  34

Table 1: KMO measure and Bartlett’s test to assess appropriateness of the
data for factor analysis

Bartlett’s test of sphericity
--------------------------------------------------------------

KMO Approx. chi-square Sig.
0.807 7119.018 0.000

Table 2: Number of extracted factors, eigenvalues and variance explained by
each factor

Factors Eigenvalue % of variance Cumulative % of variance
1 5.646 15.75 15.75
2 4.909 14.44 30.19
3 4.293 12.39 42.53
4 3.850 11.32 53.91
5 2.369 6.92 60.82

variables were selected for the analysis. To determine the
appropriateness of data and measure the homogeneity of
variables on peasant farming system challenges from the
viewpoints of extension personnel in the Ministry of
Agriculture, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett’s
test measures were applied. These statistics show the
extent to which the indicators of a construct belong to
each other. KMO and Bartlett’s test obtained for these
variables show that the data are appropriate for factor
analysis as indicated in Table (1).

In present study, 34 components were significantly
loaded into five factors. These factors explained 60.823
per cent of total variance of components of peasant
farming system challenges. 

However, the Kaiser criterion was utilized to arrive at
a specific number of factors to extract. Based on this
criterion, only factors with eigenvalues greater than one
were retained. Accordingly, five factors with eigenvalues
over one were extracted. The eigenvalues and percentage
of variance explained by each factor are shown in Table 2.

Eigenvalues drive the variances explained by each
factor. Sum of squares of factor's loadings (eigenvalue)
indicates the relative importance of each factor in
accounting for the variance associated with the set of
variables being analyzed. According to Table (2)
eigenvalues for factor 1 through 5 are 5.65, 4.91, 4.29, 3.85
and 2.37, respectively.

The percentage of trace (variance explained by each
of the five factors) is also shown in Table (2). The traces
for factor 1 through 5 are 15.75, 14.44, 12.39, 11.32 and 6.92
respectively. The total percentage of the trace indicates
how well a particular factor solution accounts for what all
the variables together represent. This index for the
present solution shows that 60.82 per cent of the total
variance is represented by the variables contained in the
factor matrix.
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Table 3: Variables loaded in the first factor using varimax rotated factor analysis

Name of factor Variables loaded in the factor Factor loadings

Technical-Technological Challenges Low level of technical knowledge 0.782

Low access to information and modern technologies 0.774

Inability to take advantage of modern technologies 0.800

Low productivity per plot 0.660

Low level of mechanization 0.792

Inability to process agricultural products 0.742

Traditional production system 0.709

Low efficiency of irrigation 0.549

Table 4: Variables loaded in the second factor using varimax rotated factor analysis

Name of factor Variables loaded in the factor Factor loadings

Managerial Challenges Lack of attention paid to waste management in different phases of production 0.752

Multi cropping 0.795

Intensive cultivation 0.742

No attention to planning on farmers’ side 0.706

Lack of attention paid to environmental issues 0.602

Low quality of products compared to other farming systems 0.589

Low awareness level about managerial skills 0.639

Poor labor productivity 0.542

Table 5: Variables loaded in the third factor using varimax rotated factor analysis

Name of factor Variables loaded in the factor Factor loadings

Marketing-Infrastructural Challenges Difficulties in product storage due to lack of equipment and infrastructure 0.753

Low access to market 0.804

Difficulties with marketing 0.681

Large amount of waste in post harvest phase 0.805

Difficulties in transportation 0.745

Table 6: Variables loaded in the fourth factor using varimax rotated factor analysis

Name of factor Variables loaded in the factor Factor loadings

Marketing- Infrastructural Challenges Difficulties in product storage due to lack of equipment and infrastructure 0.753

Low access to market 0.804

Difficulties with marketing 0.681

Large amount of waste in post harvest phase 0.805

Difficulties in transportation 0.745

Table 7: Variables loaded in the fifth factor using varimax rotated factor analysis

Name of factor Variables loaded in the factor Factor loadings

Spatial-GeographicalChallenges Far distance of plots from extension services 0.694

Land fragmentation due to lack of preventive legislations 0.765

Low coverage of extension education programs 0.853

The varimax rotated factor analysis is shown in variables were presented in Table (3). A relevant name for
Tables 3-7. In determining factors, factor loadings greater this on loading's pattern is “technical-technological
than 0.50 were considered as to be significant. As challenges”. Eigen value of this factor is 5.65, which is
anticipated, the first factor accounts for 15.75 per cent of placed at the first priority among the challenges of
variance and 8 variables were loaded significantly. These peasant farming system in Iran. 
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The second factor is associated mostly with the to  name  only  a  few. Further, at farm level, farmers need
variables related to managerial challenges. Thus this to improve their technical knowledge of financial
factor  can   be   named   as   “managerial   challenges”. management. Marketing and infrastructural challenges
The eigenvalue  for  this  factor  is  4.91which  explain were identified as the fourth factor limiting peasant
14.44 per cent of the total variance (Table 4). farming system which can be the result of working in a

The name assigned to the third factor is “economic- subsistence mode of farming for a long period. Coinciding
financial  challenges”.  This  factor  with eigenvalue of with this latter challenge, the following reciprocity
4.29 explains 12.39 per cent of the total variance of strategies are recommended: promotion of e-commerce in
peasant farming system challenges (Table 5). agriculture, development of marketing infrastructure in

The  fourth  factor   contains   5   variables   relating rural areas and empowerment of cooperatives and
to   “marketing    and    infrastructural    challenges”. community based organizations. Finally, peasant farming
These  variables  explain  11.32  per   cent   of  total system face geospatial challenges for which various
variance (Table 6). measures must be considered by policy makers and

The fifth factor is associated with the variables legislators.
related  to  geographical  challenges.  Thus   this  factor
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