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"Socialism or barbarism" to-day = the centrality of self-emancipation

       * « Socialism », « communism », « barbarians » to-day…

       * Lessons of the past/present

       * "Transitional strategy" within/against contemporary capitalism
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OUTLINE

I - Why “socialism or barbarism” to-day ? The impact of the “soviet century” - and its end – on capitalist 
“policies” and institutions, behind economic dimensions, “long waves” and crisis.

II- Back on “Socialism” and “communism” : what do we mean ? Lessons from the past and present 
struggles ; updating notions and debates.

III- What “transitional strategy” to-day ? At what level ? What fundamental demands ?

Questions for working groups

Do you know (in your own country or elsewhere) significant examples of the following experiences (you 
can select what you know more about) : “Municipalism” or “rebel cities” ? Fights about “commons” 
(clarify the concept) workers or popular forms of “self-managment” in factories, services or local (rural 
and/or urban territories) ? Fights against private banks and financial markets, as supported by the 
CADTM against “illegitimate debt” (at municipal, national or broader level), or against “toxic credits” ?

How can those fights be part of a “transitional” dynamic within/against the capitalist system and logics ?
What difficulties, risks, contradictions are they (or could they be) confronted to ? How to deal with 
them ? What involvement and debates about those experiences among radical left currents ?

http://csamary.fr/


Reflections

The Future of the Commons

David Harvey

I have lost count of the number of times I have seen Garrett Hardin’s classic article,
“The Tragedy of the Commons,”1 cited as an irrefutable argument for the superior 
efficiency of private property rights with respect to land and resource uses and, 
therefore, as an irrefutable justification for privatization. This mistaken reading 
in part derives from Hardin’s appeal to the metaphor of cattle, under the private 
ownership of several individuals concerned with maximizing their individual utility, 
pastured on a piece of common land. If the cattle were held in common, of course, 
the metaphor would not work. It would then be clear that it was private property in 
cattle and individual utility- maximizing behavior that lay at the heart of the prob-
lem. But none of this was Hardin’s fundamental concern. His preoccupation was 
population growth. The personal decision to have children would, he feared, lead 
eventually to the destruction of the global commons (a point that Thomas Malthus 
also argued). The private, familial nature of the decision was the crucial problem. 
The only solution, in his view, was authoritarian regulatory population control.

I cite Hardin’s logic here to highlight the way that thinking about the com-
mons itself has been enclosed all too often in a far too narrow set of presumptions, 
largely driven by the example of the land enclosures that occurred in Britain from 
the sixteenth century onward. As a result, thinking has often polarized between 
private- property solutions or authoritarian state intervention. From a political per-
spective, the whole issue has been clouded over by a gut reaction either for or against 
enclosure, typically laced with hefty doses of nostalgia for a once- upon- a- time, sup-
posedly moral economy of common action.
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Elinor Ostrom seeks to disrupt some of the presumptions in her book, Gov-
erning the Commons,2 in which she systematizes the anthropological, sociological, 
and historical evidence. Ostrom shows that individuals can and often do devise inge-
nious and eminently sensible ways to manage common property resources (CPR) for 
individual and collective benefit. These case studies “shatter the convictions of many 
policy analysts that the only way to solve CPR problems is for external authorities to 
impose full private property rights or centralized regulation” and, as Ostrom argues, 
demonstrate “rich mixtures of public and private instrumentalities.”3

Most of her examples, however, involve as few as a hundred or so appro-
priators. Anything much larger (her largest case involved fifteen thousand users) 
required a “nested hierarchical” structure of decision making, rather than direct 
negotiations between individuals. There is, clearly, an unanalyzed “scale problem” at 
work here. The possibilities for sensible management of common- property resources 
that exist on one scale, such as shared water rights between one hundred farmers in 
a small river basin, do not and cannot carry over to problems such as global warming 
or even to the regional diffusion of acid deposition from power stations. As we “jump 
scales” (as geographers like to put it), the whole nature of the common- property 
problem and the prospects of finding a solution change dramatically. What looks 
like a good way to resolve problems at one scale does not hold at another scale. Even 
worse, good solutions at one scale (say, the local) do not necessarily aggregate up, or 
cascade down, to make for good solutions at another scale (say, the global). This is 
why Hardin’s metaphor is so misleading: he uses a small- scale example to explicate 
a global problem. This, incidentally, is also why the lessons gained from the collec-
tive organization of small- scale solidarity economies along common- property lines 
cannot translate into global solutions without resort to nested hierarchical forms 
of decision making. Unfortunately, hierarchy is anathema to many segments of the 
oppositional left these days.

In the grander scheme of things, and particularly at the global level, some 
sort of enclosure is often the best way to preserve valued commons. It will take a 
draconian act of enclosure in Amazonia, for example, to protect both biodiversity 
and the cultures of indigenous populations as part of our global natural and cultural 
commons. It will almost certainly require state authority to do so against the phi-
listine democracy of short- term moneyed interests ravaging the land with soybean 
plantings and cattle ranching. But in this instance there may be another problem: 
expelling indigenous populations from their forestlands may be deemed necessary 
to preserve biodiversity. One commons, in other words, may need to be protected at 
the expense of another.

Questions of the commons are contradictory and therefore always contested. 
Behind these contestations lie conflicting social interests. Indeed, “politics,” as 
Jacques Rancière has remarked, “is the sphere of activity of a common that can only 



Harvey | the future of the commons    103   

ever be contentious.”4 At the end of it all, the analyst is often left with a simple deci-
sion: whose side are you on, and which and whose interests do you seek to protect? 
The rich these days have the habit of sealing themselves off in gated communities 
within which an exclusionary commons gets defined. Radical groups can also pro-
cure spaces, sometimes through the exercise of private property rights (such as when 
activists buy a community- action center for some progressive purpose), from which 
they can reach out to further a politics of common interests. Or they can establish a 
commune or a soviet within some protected space.

Not all forms of the commons are open access. Some, like the air we breathe, 
are open, while others, like the streets of our cities, are open in principle but regu-
lated, policed, and even privately managed in the form of business- improvement 
districts. And some, like a common water resource controlled by fifty farmers, are 
from the very start exclusive to a particular social group. Most of Ostrom’s exam-
ples are of the last variety. Furthermore, she limits her inquiry to so- called natural 
resources such as land, forests, water, fisheries, and the like. (I say “so- called natu-
ral” because all resources are technological, economic, and cultural appraisals and 
therefore socially defined.) Ostrom expresses no interest in other forms of common 
property, such as genetic materials, knowledge, and cultural assets, which are very 
much under assault these days through commodification and enclosure. Note, for 
example, how cultural commons get commodified (and often bowdlerized) by the 
heritage industries. Intellectual property and patenting rights over genetic materi-
als and scientific knowledge more generally constitute one of the hottest topics of 
our times. When publishing companies charge readers for access to articles in the 
scientific and technical journals they publish, the problem of access to what should 
be common knowledge and open to all is plain to see.

Cultural and intellectual commons are often not subject to the logic of scar-
city and exclusionary uses of the sort that apply to most natural resources, a point 
emphasized by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in Commonwealth. We can all 
listen to the same radio broadcast or television program at the same time. The cul-
tural common, Hardt and Negri write, “is dynamic, involving both the product of 
labor and the means of future production. This common is not only the earth we 
share but also the languages we create, the social practices we establish, the modes 
of sociality that define our relationships, and so forth.” It is built up over time and, 
in principle, open to all. In this way it is possible even to view “the metropolis as a 
factory for the production of the common.”5 The human qualities of the city emerge 
from our practices in the diverse spaces of the city, even as those spaces are subject 
to enclosure both by private and public state ownership, as well as by social control, 
appropriation, and countermoves to assert what Henri Lefebvre called “the right to 
the city” on the part of the inhabitants.6 Through their daily activities and struggles, 
individuals and social groups create the social world of the city and, in doing so, cre-
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ate something common as a framework within which we all can dwell. While this 
culturally creative common cannot be destroyed through use, it can be degraded 
and banalized through excessive abuse.

The real problem here, it seems to me, is not the commons per se. It is the 
failure of individualized private property rights to fulfill our common interests in 
the way they are supposed to do. Why, for instance, do we not focus in Hardin’s 
metaphor on the individual ownership of the cattle rather than on the pasture as 
a common? The justification for private property rights in liberal theory, after all, 
is that rights should serve to maximize the common good when socially integrated 
through the institutions of fair and free market exchange. As Hobbes argued, a 
commonwealth gets produced through privatizing competitive interests within a 
framework of strong state power. This opinion, articulated by liberal theorists such 
as John Locke and Adam Smith, continues to be preached, though usually while 
downplaying the need for strong state power. The solution to the problems of global 
poverty, the World Bank continues to assure us while heavily leaning on the theories 
of Hernando de Soto, is private property rights for all slum dwellers and access to 
micro- finance (especially ones that just happen to yield the world’s financiers hefty 
rates of return). Once the inherent entrepreneurial instincts of the poor are liber-
ated in this way, it is said, then all will be well, and the problem of chronic poverty 
will be broken.

For Locke, individual property is a natural right that arises when individuals 
create value by mixing their labor with the land: the fruits of their labor belong to 
them and to them alone. This was the essence of Locke’s version of the labor theory 
of value. Market exchange socializes that right when each individual gets back the 
value he or she has created by exchanging it against an equivalent value created by 
another. In effect, individuals maintain, extend, and socialize their private property 
right through value creation and supposedly free and fair market exchange. This is 
how the wealth of nations is most easily created and the common good best served.

The presumption is, of course, that markets can be fair and free, and in clas-
sical political economy it was assumed that the state would intervene to make them 
so —  at least, that is what Smith advised state leaders to do. But there is an ugly 
corollary to Locke’s theory: individuals who fail to produce value have no claim to 
property. The dispossession of indigenous populations in North America by “pro-
ductive” colonists, for instance, was justified because indigenous populations did 
not produce value.

So how does Karl Marx deal with all of this? Marx accepts the Lockean fic-
tion in the opening chapters of Capital —  though the argument is certainly larded 
with plenty of irony when, for example, he takes up the strange role of the Robinson 
Crusoe myth in political- economic thinking, in which someone thrown into a state 
of nature acts like a true- born Briton. But when Marx takes up how labor power 
becomes an individualized commodity that is bought and sold in fair and free mar-
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kets, we see the Lockean fiction unmasked for what it really is: a system founded 
on equality in value exchange produces surplus value for the capitalist owner of the 
means of production through the exploitation of living labor in production.

The Lockean formulation is even more dramatically undermined when Marx 
takes up the question of collective labor. In a world in which individual artisan pro-
ducers controlling their own means of production could engage in free exchange 
in relatively free markets, the Lockean fiction might have some purchase. But the 
rise of the factory system from the late eighteenth century onward, Marx argues, 
rendered Locke’s theoretical formulations redundant. In the factory, labor is col-
lectively organized. If there were any property right to be derived from this form of 
laboring, then surely it would have to be a collective or associated rather than indi-
vidual one. The definition of value- producing labor, which grounds Locke’s theory 
of private property, no longer holds for the individual but is shifted to the collective 
laborer. Communism should then arise on the basis of “an association of free men, 
working with the means of production held in common, and expending their many 
different forms of labor- power in full self- awareness as one single labor force.”7 Marx 
does not advocate state ownership but some form of ownership vested in the collec-
tive laborer producing for the common good.

How that form of ownership might come into being is established by turn-
ing Locke’s argument on the production of value against itself. Suppose, says Marx, 
a capitalist begins production with $1,000 in capital and in the first year manages 
to gain $200 surplus value from laborers mixing their labor with the land, and the 
capitalist then uses that surplus in personal consumption. Then, after five years, the 
$1,000 should belong to the collective laborers, since they are the ones who have 
mixed their labor with the land. The capitalist has consumed away all of his or her 
original capital. Like the indigenous populations of North America, the capitalists 
deserve to lose their rights, since they themselves have produced no value.

While this logic might sound outrageous, it lay behind the Swedish Meidner 
plan proposed in the late 1960s. A tax on corporate profits, in return for wage 
restraint on the part of unions, was to be placed in a worker- controlled fund that 
would invest in and eventually buy out the corporation, thus bringing it under the 
common control of the associated laborers. Capital resisted this idea with all its 
might, and it was never implemented. But the idea ought to be reconsidered. The 
central conclusion is that the collective laboring that is now productive of value 
must ground collective, not individual, property rights. Value, socially necessary 
labor time, is the capitalist common, and it is represented by money, the universal 
equivalency by which common wealth is measured. The common is not, therefore, 
something extant once upon a time that has since been lost, but something that, like 
the urban commons, is continuously being produced. The problem is that it is just 
as continuously being enclosed and appropriated by capital in its commodified and 
monetary form. A community group that struggles to maintain ethnic diversity in its 
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neighborhood and to protect against gentrification, for example, may suddenly find 
its property prices rising as real estate agents market the “character” of the neigh-
borhood as multicultural and diverse as an attraction for gentrifiers. The outcome, 
writes Marx, is that capital, impelled onward by the coercive laws of competition to 
maximize (as do the cattle owners in Hardin’s tale) utility (profitability), produces

progress in the art, not only of robbing the worker, but of robbing the 
soil; all progress in increasing the fertility of the soil for a given time is a 
progress towards ruining the more long- lasting sources of that fertility. The 
more a country proceeds from large- scale industry as the background of 
its development, as in the case of the United States, the more rapid is this 
process of destruction. Capitalist production, therefore, only develops the 
techniques and the degree of combination of the social process of production 
by simultaneously undermining the original sources of all wealth —  the soil and 
the worker.8

This “tragedy” is similar to that which Hardin depicts, but the logic from 
which it arises is entirely different. The problem of the commons is redefined here 
along with a range of possible solutions. Left unregulated, individualized capital 
accumulation perpetually threatens to destroy the two basic common property 
resources that undergird all forms of production: the laborer and the land. And with 
capital accumulation occurring at a compound rate of growth (usually at the mini-
mum satisfactory level of 3 percent), these dual threats to land and labor escalate in 
scale and intensity over time.

The violent neoliberal attacks on the rights and power of organized labor 
that, from Chile to Britain, began in the 1970s are now being augmented by a dra-
conian global austerity plan that, from California to Greece, entails losses in asset 
values, rights, and entitlements for the mass of the population, coupled with the 
predatory absorption of hitherto marginalized populations into capitalism’s dynam-
ics. Living on less than $2 a day, this population of more than 2 billion or so is now 
being taken in by microfinance as the “subprime of all subprime forms of lending,” 
so as to extract wealth from them —  as happened in U.S. housing markets through 
subprime predatory lending, which was then followed by foreclosures —  to gild the 
McMansions of the rich. The environmental commons are no less threatened, while 
the proposed answers such as carbon trading and new environmental technologies 
merely propose that we seek to exit the impasse using the same tools of capital accu-
mulation and speculative market exchange that got us into the difficulties in the first 
place. Unfortunately, this is an old, old story: every major initiative to solve the prob-
lem of global poverty since 1945 has insisted on exclusive use of the means —  capital 
accumulation and market exchange —  that produce relative and sometimes absolute 
poverty. It is unsurprising that the poor are still with us and that their numbers are 
growing rather than diminishing over time.
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The dismantling of the regulatory frameworks and controls that sought to 
curb, however inadequately, the penchant for predatory practices of accumulation 
has unleashed the après moi, le déluge logic of unbridled accumulation and financial 
speculation that has now turned into a veritable flood. The consequent damage can 
only be contained by the socialization of surplus production and distribution and the 
establishment of a new common of wealth open to all.

What matters here is not the particular mix of institutional arrangements —   
enclosures here, extensions of a variety of collective and common- property arrange-
ments there —  but that the unified effect address the spiraling degradation of com-
mon labor and common land resources (including the resources embedded in the 
“second nature” of the built environment) at the hands of capital. In this effort, 
the “rich mix of instrumentalities” that Ostrom begins to identify —  not only public 
and private but also collective and associational, nested hierarchical and horizontal, 
exclusionary and open —  will all have a key role to play in finding ways to organize 
production, distribution, exchange, and consumption to meet human needs. The 
point is not to fulfill the requirements of accumulation for accumulation’s sake on 
the part of the class that appropriates the common wealth from the class that pro-
duces it. The point, rather, is to change all that and to find creative ways to use the 
powers of collective labor for the common good.
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Final declaration of the Bamako “Women, debt and Microcredit” seminar

29 November by CADTM international

We, women of the CADTM Africa network, from Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Gabon, Guinea, Conakry, Mali, Morocco, Niger, Congo Democratic Republic, Republic of Congo,

Senegal, Togo, as well as Argentina have met for the 3rd session of the seminar “Women, debt 

and Microcredit” in Bamako, Mali, from 15 to 19 November 2017.

Since the 1980s microcredit institutions have proliferated on our African continent, particularly 
Whilst the global crisis of the capitalist system, which affects all areas of our lives - economy, 
finance, energy, social rights and relationships and even our civilisation - increases poverty 
and precariousness, the States disengage from social policies (health, education, water and 
electricity distribution, employment, and accommodation), thus making life even harder, 
particularly amongst women.

The multi-lateral trade agreements and the ever greater debts that are pressed onto our 
countries plunge the populations into a vicious circle of austerity, unemployment and poverty: 
multi-national corporations and agribusinesses chase small farmers from their lands; the 
plundering of our natural resources (forests, reserves of minerals, oil, water, land, etc.) destroys, 
pollutes and turns our territories into lifeless deserts. At the same time, while merchandise and 
capital enjoy almost total liberty of movement, vast populations, held to ransom by wars and 
conflicts provoked by Multi-national Corporations, are prohibited from seeking a place to live in 
peace or work outside of their own countries. Walls are springing up everywhere.

The few social advances won with the “independences” are endangered by policies of austerity: 
reduction, privatisation, liberalisation of public services and their budgets; wage cuts; lay-offs 
and rampant unemployment, all justified by the leaders as necessary to meet a so called 
“obligation” to pay the debts.

It is in this situation that the promoters of micro-credits promise to deliver us from poverty and 
emancipate women. In fact, it is the opposite that happens: we find ourselves trapped in a spiral 
of over indebtedness, launching infeasible micro-projects that, instead of keeping our heads 
above water, push us deeper into poverty, stress, humiliation and violence. We are at the end of 
our tether! Our families and social structures are breaking up and our futures are ripped away 
from us.
In spite of it all we do not despair. Alternative possibilities exist: subventions, zerointerest loans 
without discrimination, socially and collectively managed community projects, etc. Our struggle is
for their existence.

We also demand that both the micro-credit institutions and the public debt be audited in order 
that illegitimate debts be abolished.

We insist that all women - as well as all the men – who are the victims of the micro-credit 
institutions be compensated for the wrong they have suffered.
We call for the renewed development of free, high quality, public services and increases in the 
funds available for social spending.
Let us unite in our struggles against the public and private debt systems, free trade agreements 
that humiliate and exploit the people, plunder and destroy the environment, push whole 
populations onto the migration routes and whole families onto the streets, forcing them into 
mendacity, prostitution and sometimes to suicide.

Let us strengthen our solidarity with all the populations caught in the webs of micro-credit, 
financial institutions and their political cronies, and all the bloodsuckers who exploit our wealth 
and energies. Our struggle will not end as long as there are women labouring under the burden 
of the debt system, and the financial and micro-credit institutions.

http://www.cadtm.org/Interest
http://www.cadtm.org/Futures


“WTO, Out! Building Alternatives”: La Via Campesina to organise 

Peoples’ Summit during WTO’s XI Ministerial Conference in Argentina
 17 NOVEMBER 2017  CAPITALISM AND FREE TRADE, FOOD SOVEREIGNTY, FREE 
TRADE AGREEMENTS, WORLD TRADE ORGANISATION

15 November 2017: La Via Campesina is calling upon social movements and civil society 
organisations of the world to mobilise and organise our resistances against the World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) and Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), build solidarity alliances and to participate 
in the People’s Summit “WTO, Out! Building alternatives”, from the 10-13 December coinciding 
with the XI WTO Ministerial in Buenos Aires, Argentina.
For the first time since its inception, the World Trade Organization (WTO) is planning to meet in 
Latin America. From the 10th to the 13th of December, Mauricio Macri’s government will host the 
WTO’s 11th Ministerial Conference in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Entrepreneurs, ministers, 
chancellors, and even presidents will be there. To do what? To demand more “freedom” for their 
companies, more “ease of doing business” for exploiting workers, peasants, indigenous people, and 
taking over land and territories. In other words, less “restrictions” on transnational wastage.
Since its beginnings in 1995 as derivative of General Agreement on Tariff and Trade (GATTs), the 
World Trade Organization has promoted the most brutal form of capitalism, better known as trade 
liberalization. At successive Ministerial Conferences, the WTO has set out to globalise the 
liberalisation of national markets, promising economic prosperity at the cost of sovereignty. In more 
or less the same terms, by its “liberalization, deregulation and privatization”, which is called 
Package of Neoliberalism, WTO has encouraged the multiplication of free trade agreements (FTAs) 
between countries and regional blocs, etc. On this basis and by making use of governments that have 
been co-opted, the world’s largest transnational corporations (TNCs) are seeking to undermine 
democracy and all of the institutional instruments for defending the lives, the territories, and the 

food and agricultural ecosystems of the world’s peoples.
In the previous Ministerial Conference (MC) in Nairobi in 2015, WTO had made six decisions on 
agriculture, cotton and issues related to LDCs. The agricultural decisions cover commitment to 
abolish export subsidies for farm exports, public stock-holding for food security purposes, a special 
safeguard mechanism for developing countries, and measures related to cotton. Decisions were also 
made regarding preferential treatment for least developed countries (LDCs) in the area of services 
and the criteria for determining whether exports from LDCs may benefit from trade preferences. 
This year, with Macri Inc. in the Casa Rosada (Government House in Argentina), the coup leader 
Michel Temer in the Palacio del Planalto (the official workplace of the president of Brazil), and 
Brazilian Roberto Azevedo as its Director General, the WTO wants to return to the subject of 
agriculture, to put an end to small-scale fishing, and to make progress with multilateral agreements 
such as the misnamed General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). Notwithstanding the 
misleading protectionist statements coming from Washington and London, the WTO will meet again 
to try to impose the interests of capital at the cost of Planet Earth, of the democratic aspirations of 
the world’s peoples, and of life itself.
During these 20+ years of struggle against the WTO, the world’s peoples have resisted its attempt to 
globalize everything, including the food and agricultural systems, for the benefit of the TNCs. Our 
struggles have been the biggest impediment to the advance of the WTO, and there is no doubt that 
La Via Campesina has played a decisive part. Our resistance to market liberalisation under this neo-
liberal regime has continued since the Uruguay round conducted within the framework of the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Ever since, La Via Campesina has mobilised 
against almost all of the Ministerial Conferences since Seattle (1999) and Cancún (2003) – where 
our brother Lee Kyung Hae, holding a banner declaring that “The WTO kills peasants”, sacrificed 
his own life – and up to Bali (2013) and Nairobi (2015).
This year, from December 10 to 13, an international delegation of La Via Campesina will be in 
Buenos Aires to participate actively in multiple mobilisations, forums and debates of the organised 
people, at the Peoples’ Summit “WTO, Out! – Building Alternatives“. We will denounce the WTO 
as the criminal organization that it is and will raise our flag of Food Sovereignty. We will denounce 
all governments, which, after having understood that the WTO had been weakened, resorted to 
mega free trade agreements, bilateral and regional, that threaten to annihilate our food systems, just 
as the WTO has done in the last two decades.
We are calling upon all of our member organisations – in each and every country – to mobilise 
during this Peoples’ Summit, identifying the best moment, and best alliances, to denounce the WTO
and the numerous bilateral and regional free trade agreements based on our own contexts. We insist 
that agriculture should not be part of any of the WTO negotiations!

https://viacampesina.org/en/what-are-we-fighting-against/capitalism-and-free-trade/10-years-of-wto-is-enough/
https://viacampesina.org/en/what-are-we-fighting-against/capitalism-and-free-trade/free-trade-agreements/
https://viacampesina.org/en/what-are-we-fighting-against/capitalism-and-free-trade/free-trade-agreements/
https://viacampesina.org/en/what-are-we-fighting-for/food-sovereignty-and-trade/
https://viacampesina.org/en/what-are-we-fighting-against/capitalism-and-free-trade/
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Human Rights Council 
First session  

15–19 July 2013 

Open-ended intergovernmental working group on the rights of peasants and 

other people working in rural areas  

 

  Declaration on the rights of peasants and other people 

working in rural areas1,2 

   The Human Rights Council Advisory Committee, 

 Affirming that peasants are equal to all other people and, in the exercise of their 

rights, should be free from any form of discrimination, including discrimination based on 

race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

property, wealth, birth or other status, 

 Acknowledging that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights, as well as the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, affirm 

the universality, indivisibility and interdependence of all human rights, civil, cultural, 

economic, political and social,  

 Emphasizing that in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights, States have undertaken to take appropriate steps to ensure the realization of the right 

to an adequate standard of living, including adequate food, and the fundamental right to be 

free from hunger, notably through the development and reform of agrarian systems, 

 Emphasizing that, according to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, indigenous peoples, including indigenous peasants, have the right to 

self-determination and that by virtue of that right they freely determine their political status 

and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development, having the right to 

autonomy or self-government in matters relating to their internal and local affairs, as well 

as ways and means for financing their autonomous functions, 

  

 1  This draft declaration was originally published as an annex to the Final study of the Human Rights   

Council Advisory Committee on the advancement of the rights of peasants and other people working 

in rural areas (A/HRC/19/75, in English only). 

 2  Delayed submission. The request for translation was made on 14 June 2013. 
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 Recalling that many peasants all over the world have fought throughout history for 

the recognition of their rights and for just and free societies, 

 Considering that the current development of agriculture, speculation on food 

products and large-scale land acquisitions and leases in many parts of the world threaten the 

lives of millions of peasants, 

 Considering the increasing concentration of the food systems in the world in the 

hands of a small number of transnational corporations, 

 Acknowledging that small-scale peasant agriculture, fishing and livestock-rearing 

can contribute to securing sustainable food production for all, 

 Considering that peasants constitute a specific social group which is so vulnerable 

that the protection of their rights requires special measures to make sure that States respect, 

protect and fulfil their human rights, 

 Believing that this Declaration is an essential step towards the recognition, 

promotion and protection of the rights of peasants, 

 Recognizing and reaffirming that peasants are entitled without discrimination to all 

human rights recognized in international law, 

 Solemnly adopts the following Declaration on the rights of peasants and other 

people working in rural areas: 

  Article 1 
Definition of peasants 

1. A peasant is a man or woman of the land, who has a direct and special relationship 

with the land and nature through the production of food or other agricultural products. 

Peasants work the land themselves and rely above all on family labour and other small-

scale forms of organizing labour. Peasants are traditionally embedded in their local 

communities and they take care of local landscapes and of agro-ecological systems. 

2. The term peasant can apply to any person engaged in agriculture, cattle-raising, 

pastoralism, handicrafts related to agriculture or a similar occupation in a rural area. This 

includes indigenous people working on the land.  

3. The term peasant also applies to the landless. According to the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations definition, the following categories of people are 

considered to be landless and are likely to face difficulties in ensuring their livelihood: 

 (a) Agricultural labour households with little or no land;  

 (b) Non-agricultural households in rural areas, with little or no land, whose members 

are engaged in various activities such as fishing, making crafts for the local market, or 

providing services;  

 (c) Other rural households of pastoralists, nomads, peasants practising shifting 

cultivation, hunters and gatherers, and people with similar livelihoods. 

  Article 2 
Rights of peasants 

1. All peasants, women and men, have equal rights.  
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2. Peasants have the right to the full enjoyment, individually and collectively, of all 

human rights and fundamental freedoms as recognized in the Charter of the United Nations, 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other international human rights 

instruments. 

3. Peasants are free and equal to all other peoples and have the right to be free from 

any kind of discrimination in the exercise of their rights, in particular to be free from 

discrimination based on their economic, social and cultural status. 

4. Peasants have the right to participate in policy design, decision-making, 

implementation, and monitoring of any project, programme or policy affecting their land 

and territories.  

5. Peasants have the right to food sovereignty, which comprises the right to healthy and 

culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, 

and the right to define their own food and agriculture systems. 

  Article 3 
Right to life and to an adequate standard of living 

1. Peasants have the right to physical integrity, not to be harassed, evicted, persecuted, 

arbitrarily arrested, and killed for defending their rights. 

2. Peasants have the right to live in dignity. 

3. Peasants have the right to an adequate standard of living, which includes the right to 

an adequate income to fulfil their basic needs and those of their families. 

4. Peasants have the right to adequate, healthy, nutritious, and affordable food, and to 

maintain their traditional food cultures. 

5. Peasants have the right to consume their own agricultural production and to use this 

to satisfy their families’ basic needs, and the right to distribute their agricultural production 

to other people. 

6. Peasants have the right to safe drinking water, sanitation, means of transportation, 

electricity, communication and leisure. 

7. Peasants have the right to adequate housing and clothing. 

8. Peasants have the right to education and training. 

9. Peasants have the right to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental 

health. They have the right to have access to health services and medicine, even when they 

live in remote areas. They also have the right to use and develop traditional medicine. 

10. Peasants have the right to live a healthy life, and not to be affected by the 

contamination of agrochemicals, such as chemical pesticides and fertilizers. 

11. Peasant women have the right to be protected from domestic violence, physical, 

sexual, verbal and psychological. 

12. Peasant women have the right to control their own bodies and to reject the use of 

their bodies for commercial purposes. 

13. Peasants have the right to decide about the number of children they want to have, 

and about the contraceptive methods they want to use. 

14. Peasants have the right to the full realization of their sexual and reproductive rights. 
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  Article 4 
Right to land and territory 

1. Peasants have the right to own land, individually or collectively, for their housing 

and farming.  

2. Peasants and their families have the right to toil on their own land, and to produce 

agricultural products, to rear livestock, to hunt and gather, and to fish in their territories. 

3. Peasants have the right to toil on and own unused land on which they depend for 

their livelihood. 

4. Peasants have the right to manage, conserve, and benefit from forests and fishing 

grounds. 

5. Peasants have the right to security of tenure and not to be forcibly evicted from their 

lands and territories. No relocation should take place without free, prior and informed 

consent of the peasants concerned and after agreement on just and fair compensation and, 

where possible, with the option of return. 

6. Peasants have the right to benefit from land reform. Latifundia must not be allowed. 

Land has to fulfil its social function. Land ceilings to landownership should be introduced 

whenever necessary in order to ensure equitable access to land. 

  Article 5 
Right to seeds and traditional agricultural knowledge and practice 

1. Peasants have the right to determine the varieties of the seeds they want to plant. 

2. Peasants have the right to reject varieties of plants which they consider to be 

dangerous economically, ecologically and culturally. 

3. Peasants have the right to reject the industrial model of agriculture. 

4. Peasants have the right to conserve and develop their local knowledge in agriculture, 

fishing and livestock rearing. 

5. Peasants have the right to use agriculture, fishing and livestock-rearing facilities. 

6. Peasants have the right to choose their own products and varieties, and ways of 

farming, fishing and livestock rearing, individually or collectively. 

7. Peasants have the right to use their own technology or the technology they choose 

guided by the need to protect human health and environmental conservation. 

8. Peasants have the right to grow and develop their own varieties and to exchange, to 

give or to sell their seeds. 

  Article 6 
Right to means of agricultural production 

1. Peasants have the right to obtain credit and the materials and tools needed for their 

agricultural activity. 

2. Peasants have the right to obtain technical assistance, production tools and other 

appropriate technology to increase their productivity, in ways that respect their social, 

cultural and ethical values. 
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3. Peasants have the right to water for irrigation and agricultural production in 

sustainable production systems controlled by local communities. They have the right to use 

the water resources in their land and territories. 

4. Peasants have the right to means of transportation, drying and storage facilities for 

selling their products on local markets. 

5. Peasants have the right to be involved in the planning, formulation and adoption of 

local and national budgets for agriculture. 

  Article 7 
Right to information 

1. Peasants have the right to obtain adequate information related to peasants’ needs, 

including about capital, markets, policies, prices and technology. 

2. Peasants have the right to obtain adequate information about goods and services, and 

to decide what and how they want to produce and consume. 

3. Peasants have the right to obtain adequate information at the national and 

international levels on the preservation of genetic resources. 

 Article 8 
Freedom to determine price and market for agricultural production 

1. Peasants have the right to prioritize their agricultural production for their families’ 

needs. They have the right to store their production to ensure the satisfaction of their basic 

needs and those of their families. 

2. Peasants have the right to sell their products on traditional local markets.  

3. Peasants have the right to determine the price, individually or collectively. 

4. Peasants have the right to obtain a fair price for their production. 

5. Peasants have the right to obtain fair payment for their work, to fulfil their basic 

needs and those of their families. 

6. Peasants have the right to a fair and impartial system of evaluation of the quality of 

their products, nationally and internationally. 

7. Peasants have the right to develop community-based commercialization systems in 

order to guarantee food sovereignty.  

  Article 9 
Right to the protection of agricultural values 

1. Peasants have the right to the recognition and protection of their culture and local 

agricultural values. 

2. Peasants have the right to develop and preserve local knowledge in agriculture. 

3. Peasants have the right to reject interventions that can destroy local agricultural 

values. 

4. Peasants have the right to express their spirituality, individually and collectively.  



A/HRC/15/1/2 

6 

Article 10 
Right to biological diversity 

1. Peasants have the right to protect, preserve and develop biological diversity,

individually and collectively.

2. Peasants have the right to reject patents threatening biological diversity, including

on plants, food and medicine.

3. Peasants have the right to reject intellectual property rights on goods, services,

resources and knowledge that are owned, maintained, discovered, developed or produced

by local peasant communities.

4. Peasants have the right to reject certification mechanisms established by

transnational corporations. Local guarantee schemes run by peasants’ organizations with

government support should be promoted and protected.

Article 11 
Right to preserve the environment 

1. Peasants have the right to a clean and healthy environment.

2. Peasants have the right to preserve the environment according to their knowledge.

3. Peasants have the right to reject all forms of exploitation which cause environmental

damage.

4. Peasants have the right to sue and claim compensation for environmental damage.

5. Peasants have the right to reparation for ecological debt and for historic and current

dispossession of their land and territories.

Article 12 
Freedom of association, opinion and expression 

1. Peasants have the right to freedom of association with others, and to express their

opinion, in accordance with traditions and culture, including through claims, petitions and

mobilizations, at the local, regional, national and international levels.

2. Peasants have the right to form and join independent peasants’ organizations, trade

unions, cooperatives, or any other organization or association, for the protection of their

interests.

3. Peasants, individually or collectively, have the right to expression in their local

customs, languages, local culture, religions, cultural literature and local art.

4. Peasants have the right not to be criminalized for their claims and struggles.

5. Peasants have to right to resist oppression and to resort to peaceful direct action in

order to protect their rights.

Article 13 
Right to have access to justice 

1. Peasants have the right to effective remedies in case of violations of their rights.

They have the right to a fair justice system and to have effective and non-discriminatory

access to courts.

2. Peasants have the right to legal assistance.
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