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The article by Benyamin Lakitan in The Jakarta Post a couple of days ago (Farmers’ Need Should Be 

at Centre Stage) is brilliant but still insufficient. Lakitan proposes the government to make a more 

serious effort to manage the prices, through improved systems of agro-processing and marketing. A 

new paradigm of agricultural development, Lakitan argues, should place farmers’ prosperity as a 

major indicator of the success of every program implemented; and any progress should be indicated 

by an increase in the farmers’ income. 

It is obviously true that farmers’ prosperity should be an ultimate end of agricultural development. 

But, in my opinion, income is not sufficient indicator of farmers’ prosperity. And low income is not 

the whole suffering (hi-)story of our farmers.  

Poverty as Capability Deprivation 

Inadequacy of income as indicator of the prosperity (or poverty as well) was articulated by the 

economist and philosopher, Amartya Sen, who has got the Noble Price in the 1998. He insists that 

ultimately poverty must be seen in terms of poor living, and not just lowness of incomes. Rather 

than the common focus on income and wealth, Sen suggests a focus on what he calls capabilities– by 

which he means “the substantive freedoms he or she enjoys to lead the kind of life he or she has 

reason to value.” At various places Sen describes these freedoms, which include the ability to 

acquire sufficient food, freedom from disease and ill treatment, access to education, freedom from 

social exclusion, freedom to participate in the life of the community, freedom from unemployment, 

etc. Such capabilities or substantive human freedoms are tools in one’s hand to acquire a well being 

of life. 

In that context, poverty means live in capability deprivation or un-freedom. The poor have no 

capability and possibility to live a minimally decent life. In this condition, they are suffering from 

what Adam Smith says as “inability to appear in public without shame”. That means that poverty 

creates a kind of social exclusion. The poor people are excluded from every aspect of social life of a 

community, from any progress and development, from full self-realization and human wellbeing. 

Social exclusion of the farmers 

More than just low income, the main character of farmers’ poverty is exclusion from participation in 

and access to development opportunities and activities. Data and figures below describe how our 

farmers live in capability deprivation and suffer from social exclusion. 

In relation to basic natural resources, our farmers have no full access and opportunity to use the 

land and water in an optimal manner. The land is under control of the government and those of 

strong capital. Our farmers must hand over their lands when deal with industry or development 

interests. According to the data provided by Badan Pertanahan Nasional (2004), there are 1.753 



cases of agrarian-conflict (land dispute) between farmers in one side, and the governments and 

companies in the other side. Consequently, more farmers become landless every year. BPS reported 

that the average number of the farming land owned by the farmers is decreasing from 0,5 ha/farmer 

in 1993 to 0,3 ha/farmer in 2003. The number of the landless peasants (or have only less than 0, 3 ha 

land) is increasing 2,6 % every year, from 10,8 million farmer house-holds in 1993 to 13,7 million by 

the year of 2003. Also, the policy of water privatization last year takes over the farmers’ entitlement 

to the water.  

In relation to basic public services, most of the farmers have no access to education and health 

service. BPS reported in 2002 that 35% of our farmers get no education at all or never finish the 

elementary schools, 46% finished the elementary schools, and only 13% can go to the junior high 

schools. Furthermore, public health services in the rural area are also in a very poor condition, so 

that the farmers cannot enjoy what Sen described before as a freedom from disease and ill 

treatment. 

In relation to political participation, the farmers are excluded from the democratization and all 

political progress of our nation. As a consequence of the long history of repression in the past and 

obscure reformation process afterward, the political position of the farmers is still weak. It is an 

irony that as an agricultural country, Indonesia has no strong and independent farmer union as in 

other countries. Consequently, the farmers have no access to political participation. Most of the 

regulations and policy related with the agriculture sectors are made for the farmers—and often 

pushed coercively to them— by small groups of elite at legislative and executive level, without full 

participation of the farmers.  

Even our farmers have lost their sovereignty and freedom in agricultural practices. Farmers must use 

‘technology packages’ (seeds, irrigation, chemical fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, etc) pushed upon 

them by the Government’s agriculture extension workers who seem to be the ‘front line’ marketing 

of the big corporations. Problems associated with coercion include the monopoly on seed 

production, farmers losing their capacities to select and produce seed, loss of local varieties and 

traditional sustainable way of farming, etc. 

We can continue this litany with a clear conclusion that our farmers are buried in the condition of 

un-freedom and capability deprivation, and suffering from severe social exclusion.  

Agricultural Development 

What kind of agricultural development can fundamentally overcome the farmers’ poverty? In 

Development as Freedom (1999), Sen proposes that we should evaluate development in terms of 

“the expansion of the ‘capabilities’ of people to lead the kind of lives they value—and have reason to 

value”. That means that development is also a process of expanding basic human freedoms.  

Based on this vision, Agricultural Development should be an enterprise to expand the capabilities of 

the farmers to lead the kind of lives they value, to increase their basic freedoms, and finally to 

overcome the severe social exclusion. This includes not only economical programs to raise the 

farmers’ income as Profesor Lakitan said, but cover a range of enterprises such as elimination of 

oppression, provision of facilities like basic education, health care and social safety nets,  creation of 



good macroeconomic policies, safeguarding industrial competition, and maintain the ecological 

sustainability.  

We do hope that with a good leadership and strong political will, President Yudhoyono’s program of 

Agricultural Revitalization will bring substantial change to the life of our farmers. But development 

as capabilities and freedom expanding cannot count on a heroic top-down enterprise. We no longer 

need an old paradigm of repressive interventions of the state which destroying the liberty, initiative 

and enterprise, and repress the working of individual agency and cooperative action of the farmers. 

The subsidiary-principle is relevant here, that the only duty of the government is to support the 

initiative and enterprise at grass roots level, to provide basic facilities and public services, and to 

maintain conducive conditions for effective freedoms and capabilities expansion of the farmers.  

If the government really wants to improve the quality of life of the farmers, these entire basic 

requirements must be fulfilled. Otherwise, the farmers will still be excluded and left behind by the 

progression acquired. 

 


