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The aim of the study was to analyze changes in social capital among 

Bangladeshi peasants over the past decade, with a specific focus on 

their social relations and reciprocal arrangements. A mixed-methods 

approach was employed to gather comprehensive data for this study. 

The findings reveal that bridging social relationships between peasants 

and local elites has not shown any promising trend. Economic 

inequality and discrimination in accessing education, healthcare, and 

job opportunities are significant factors that contribute to the increasing 

distance between different groups. The reciprocal relationships among 

peasants have become more distant, particularly with the local elites. 

Economic inequality, politically biased hierarchical structures, and 

discrimination in accessing education, healthcare, and job opportunities 

all contribute to the increasing distance between different groups. 

Overall, peasant communities in Bangladesh have experienced a 

decline in social capital, which is crucial for sustaining agrarian 

relations and agricultural production systems. 
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Introduction and Problem Statement:- 
The peasants are the focal point of Bangladesh agriculture (Thapa and Gaiha, 2014; Rapsomanikis, 2015; Rouf et 

al., 2015; Gautam et al., 2016; Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics [BBS], 2022). These communities are often 

portrayed as close-knit and harmonious, characterized by a strong sense of community and solidarity (Khan, 

Rifaqat& Kazmi, 2007; Wiesinger, 2007). When faced with difficulties, individuals within this community are more 

likely to lend a helping hand, exemplifying their commitment to mutual support. Moreover, the peasants exhibit a 

high level of social cohesion, relying on each other for assistance, cooperation, and shared resources. This 

demonstrates the prevalence of strong social capital within these communities (Sorensen, 2002). 

 

Social capital refers to the interconnected relationships and networks that individuals or groups possess, as well as 

the social resources available to them, which enable them to effectively navigate and thrive in society(Lin, 1999; 

Putnam, 2005).Social capital also plays a vital role in facilitating cooperation, communication, and collective action, 

according to Field (2003). It is widely recognized as a resource that enables individuals to collaborate and work 

together towards shared objectives. This notion has been supported by various scholars, including Coleman (1988), 

Putnam (1993), Woolcock and Narayan (2000), and Woolcock and Sweetser (2007). 

 

Kilpatrick and Bell (1998) provided a comprehensive definition of social capital, referring to the mechanisms and 

structures that foster individuals' effective utilization of their knowledge and skills, as well as those of others, for the 
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collective benefit of the community. They further argued that social capital plays a crucial role in enhancing the 

utilization of human capital. Fafchamps and Minten (2001) conducted research on social capital and its impact on 

the economic prosperity of agricultural activities. Their findings highlighted the importance of social capital in the 

success of agricultural cooperatives and in improving productivity in rural communities.Overall, different scholars 

have proposed different definitions and interpretations of social capital, but they all agree on its fundamental 

importance in social interactions and collective well-being. 

 

The agriculture sector in Bangladesh often faces challenges due to lack of mechanization and technology, 

inadequate infrastructure, unpredictable market conditions,extreme weather events, labor shortages, and limited 

access to capital (Noman & Joarder, 2011; Mottaleband Mohanty, 2015; Rapsomanikis, 2015; Joarder, 2018; 

Asaduzzaman, 2021; Islam et al., 2022; Joarder and Islam, 2024). In these conditions, social capital has the potential 

to provide assistance to peasant communities in various ways. Firstly, it helps peasant communities overcome their 

labor resource constraints (Hunter, 2016; Ellis et al., 2018) through labor-sharing arrangements (Swinton and 

Quiroz, 2003; Knowles, 2006; Nyangena, 2007; Kirori, 2015; Shiferaw et al., 2009). Secondly, social capital also 

promotes adoption by providing farmers with access to informal financial resources that may alleviate their cash 

constraints. Thirdly, it facilitates the flow of information within the agricultural sector (Hayden and Buck, 2012). By 

enabling effective communication and collaboration among farmers, it enhances knowledge sharing, which can 

facilitate the adoption of new practices and technologies (Berresaw et al., 2013). 

 

As a consequence, when peasants collaborate, they can pool their resources such as land, labor, and equipment in 

order to enhance productivity and profitability. Moreover, by sharing their knowledge, they can learn from one 

another's experiences, best practices, and innovative solutions, thereby improving their farming practices and 

ensuring the long-term sustainability of their operations. By collaborating, peasants can also establish a sense of 

community (Helliwell and Putnam, 2005; Ellis, Hoskin, &Ratnasingam, 2018), in which they share challenges and 

rejoice together in their success. This sense of community offers a sense of belonging and resilience, enabling them 

to overcome difficult periods and remain motivated in their farming endeavors. Hence, the wellbeing of peasants 

heavily relies on social capital, specifically on social relations (bonding and bridging) and reciprocal relationships.  

 

However, peasantries across the globe have undergone different trajectories of changes of the livelihood of peasants 

(Edelman, 2008, 2013; Borras, 2009; Thapa &Gaiha, 2014; van der Ploeg, 2023). The lives of peasants have been 

significantly impacted by various factors such as socioeconomic, technological, and cultural changes (Ellis, 1994, 

2000; Bhalla & Singh, 2019; Fan et al., 2019)). Both the rural societies and the peasants have experienced 

significant changes, including an increase in education, migration, urbanization, media exposure, and consumerism. 

This has led to a diversification and dynamism in the rural economy and society, creating new opportunities and 

challenges for peasants in Bangladesh as well (Misra, 2016; Mujeri and Mujeri, 2021). 

 

In this context, this study aims to gain a deeper understanding of what has transpired with peasants' social capital, 

specifically focusing on their social relations and reciprocal arrangements in comparison to “a decade
1
” ago. By 

examining these changes, we can gain valuable insights into the evolving dynamics of rural societies and their 

impact on peasant well-being. 

 

Methods:- 
The study employed a mixed-methods approach in order to examine the research problem holistically. By 

employing secondary data and considering the availability of peasants who share similar characteristics to other 

regions within Bangladesh, two villages were selected purposively from Tanore upazila of Rajshahi, namely, Ratoil 

and Chanduria.The study used two sampling methods to collect data. The primary approach utilized was "complete 

enumeration sampling", which aimed to ensure that all the initially selected peasant households had an equal chance 

of being included in the study. Through this method, a rapid baseline survey identified a total of 331 “peasant 

                                                         
1
According to Sourisseau et al. (2018), a time frame of 10 to 15 years, and possiblyeven 20 years, isdeemedadequate 

for understanding the significant changes that have taken place in both the agricultural and non-agricultural sectors. 

Therefore, takingintoaccount the substantialsocioeconomic changes that have transpired in Bangladesh in 

recentdecades, the studyfocused on analyzing the alterationsacrossdifferentsectorswithin a ten-yearperiod. 
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households
2
” in two villages.However, 22 households were uncontactable for the interview, while 10 households 

declined to participate. A pre-tested questionnaire was employed to interviews 299 “heads” of the peasant 

households, with the aim of obtaining accurate, reliable, and sound data. After careful consideration, 287 

questionnaires were determined suitable for analysis. The presence of mismatches in twelve of the questionnaires 

served as a determining factor in reaching this decision, as it raised concerns regarding the potential for distortion of 

the results. The second sampling strategy employed was "purposive sampling," specifically for the purpose of 

conducting Focus Group Discussions (FGDs).A total of three FGDs were conducted, each involving 10 to 12 

peasants from different age groups. These discussions took place in two villages, and the point of saturation in terms 

of findings was reached during the course of the research.By utilizing these two distinct sampling strategies, the 

study aimed to ensure a comprehensive and well-rounded data collection process. The data analysis conducted in 

this study combined both quantitative and qualitative methods. The quantitative approach involved descriptive 

statistics to analyze the data, while the qualitative approach involved text analysis based on the findings from FGDs. 

These methods were combined to analyze the data thoroughly. 

 

Results:- 
This study aims to explore the pattern of social relationships and the reciprocal exchanges of goods and services that 

occur within the peasant community. By analyzing various social interactions and transactions, it gained insights 

into how individuals engage with one another and exchange resources. 

 

Pattern of Social Relationships 

Social relationship patterns among the peasants reveals a complex multidimensional pattern. According to Figure 1, 

there has been a noticeable decline in social relationships among various stakeholders. One notable trend is the 

evolving nature of the relationship between peasants and their closest neighbors, which has shifted towards a 

somewhat distant dynamic. Similarly, the relationship with villagers and local elites is also characterized by a 

growing distance, although to a lesser extent. 

 

However, it is important to highlight that the overall relationship between peasants and their neighbors and villagers 

remains relatively stable, with approximately 71% and 50% of respondents reporting a closeness ranging from 

somewhat close to very close, respectively. On the other hand, the research indicates that approximately 28% of 

peasants experienced a somewhat distant relationship with villagers, while around one-fourth of the respondents 

reported maintaining a very close to very close relationship with local elites. The remaining 31.71% indicated a 

somewhat distant to very distant relationship with these influential individuals. Overall, the study suggests that 

bridging social relationships between peasants and local elites has not shown any promising trend. 

 

The findings obtained from the FGDs indicate that one of the primary factors contributing to the increasing distance 

between the peasants and their neighbors, villagers, and local elites is economic inequality. Additionally, as the local 

elites became more involved in politics, a politically biased hierarchical structure emerged that plays a significant 

role in exacerbating the distance between the peasants and local elites. Furthermore, there is a rising pattern of 

discrimination in accessing education, healthcare, and job opportunities, which has resulted in a significant number 

of peasants feeling alienated from the broader community. This discrimination not only creates a sense of mistrust 

and resentment but also contributes to further widening the gap between different groups. 

 

These findings provide us with a comprehensive understanding of the current state of social relationship patterns 

among the peasants, highlighting both the significant changes and continuities observed over the past decade. 

 

 

 

 

                                                         
2
In order to categorize, identify, and select the sample and ensure consistency among respondents, the following 

criteria were established: (a)the respondent must primarily be a small-scale farmer practicing agriculture for 

subsistence; (b)the household head must own land between 0.50 and 2.5 acres; (c) the total farm-land ownership 

(owned plus sharecropping, leased, and/or other arrangements) cannot exceed five acres; and (d) at least 25% of 

production must be reserved for household consumption.The use of these criteria allows for a systematic approach in 

determining the eligibility and consistency of the sample. 
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Figure 1:- Changes in Social Relationship Pattern. 

 
 

Pattern of Reciprocal Relationships 

Historically, reciprocal relationships between peasants and rural people have played a significant role in fostering 

mutual exchange and cooperation. These relationships promote economic integration and livelihoods for peasants. 

The study examined two types of reciprocal relationships, namely reciprocal exchange of goods and services, for 

both generalized reciprocity and reciprocal exchange. 

 

In the context of reciprocal exchange of goods, various tools, machinery, seeds, and other items necessary for the 

production and harvest of crops are exchanged. This exchange helps peasants meet their mutual obligations and 

enhance their agricultural productivity. 

 

On the other hand, a reciprocal exchange of services involves providing labor to fulfill mutual obligations. Peasants 

assist each other with tasks such as harvesting, threshing, and other agricultural activities. By doing so, they 

contribute to each other's livelihoods and ensure a stable supply of agricultural goods. 

 

The figure below presents a clear alteration in the reciprocal relationships among peasants when contrasting the 

present scenario with the situation ten years ago. It is evident that there has been a substantial decrease in both 

exchanges for a majority of the peasants. Approximately 60% of the peasants have experienced a decrease in the 

exchange of goods, while about 74% have reported a decline in the exchange of services.According to the study, 

reciprocal exchanges of goods and services have remained stable for approximately 27% and 16% of respondents, 

respectively. However, there has been a noticeable decline in reciprocal exchanges experienced by approximately 

59% and 74% of respondents, respectively.Moreover, approximately 7.3% and 4.2% of respondents reported a slight 

increase in exchanges of goods and services, while only 7.3% and 4.2% of respondents indicated a somewhat 

decline in these exchanges. 

 

In summary, Figure 2 showcases a significant shift in the reciprocal relationships among the peasants, with a decline 

in both exchanges for a majority of the respondents. 
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Figure 2:- Changes in Reciprocal Relationships. 

 
The FGDs with peasants revealed that the declining trend of reciprocal relationships is a complex issue 

influenced by various factors as follows. 

 

Individualistic mindset: 

Concerns have been raised by numerous participants regarding the increasing prevalence of an individualistic 

mindset among villagers in recent years. Participants expressed that people are becoming more self-centered, 

prioritizing their own needs and desires over communal well-being. It has been observed that the emphasis on 

personal gain has taken precedence over the significance of reciprocal relationships.  

 

Changing socioeconomic dynamics: 

The socioeconomic dynamics within the village have also played a role in the decline of reciprocal relationships. 

Participants mentioned that with the introduction of modern market systems and convenient access to 

commercial goods and services, the need for relying on each other has diminished. This has resulted in a 

decreased sense of interdependence and weakened communal ties. The participants have further indicated that 

this shift in mindset has had a detrimental effect on the sense of community and solidarity that was once integral 

to rural life. 

 

Lack of trust: 

During the focus groups, participants pointed out that trust erosion is one of the biggest barriers to maintaining 

reciprocal relationships. A sense of distrust among villagers has been created by the rapid spread of satellite 

channels, as well as the influx of new technologies (especially smartphones). Their lack of trust has made it 

difficult for them to rely on each other and engage in reciprocal relationships. 

 

Changing economic landscape: 

The participants identified the changing economic landscape as a significant factor contributing to the decline in 

reciprocal relationships among peasants. Traditional belief systems are being eroded by income disparities and 

commercial agriculture. As profits have become more important, community-oriented practices have shifted 

away, causing reciprocal relationships to decline. 
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Discussions:- 
The decline in social capital particularly the bridging social relations, and both the reciprocal relationships among 

peasants have significant implications for their livelihoods and communities. These implications can be grouped into 

three main categories: social cohesion and solidarity, access to resources, and the loss of traditional knowledge and 

practices. 

 

Social Cohesion and Solidarity:  

Historically, rural communities have been characterized by strong social cohesion and solidarity. Peasants have 

relied on one another for support, assistance, and the exchange of goods and services. However, the decline in 

reciprocal relationships disrupts this social fabric, leading to a sense of isolation and atomization among 

individuals.Moreover, the loss of reciprocal relationships undermines the sense of collective responsibility that has 

historically existed within rural communities. Peasants are no longer obligated to help each other in times of need or 

share resources equitably. This lack of social cohesion and solidarity can have far-reaching consequences for the 

well-being and resilience of rural communities. 

 

Access to Resources:  

The decline in capital also has implications for access to essential resources. In traditional communities, peasants 

relied on one another for access to land, water, and other natural resources. However, with the dissolution of 

reciprocal relationships, it becomes more challenging for individuals to secure these resources on their own.Peasant 

communities that have traditionally relied on mutual aid may face difficulties in accessing resources solely through 

market-based transactions. Those who are unable to participate in these transactions due to financial constraints or 

limited skills may be left behind, exacerbating inequalities and perpetuating poverty within these communities. 

 

Loss of Traditional Knowledge and Practices:  

The decline in reciprocal relationships also threatens the loss of traditional knowledge and practices that are 

essential for the sustainable management of natural resources and the well-being of peasant communities. These 

knowledge systems and practices have been developed and refined over generations, providing peasants with 

valuable tools and techniques for farming, fishing, and natural resource extraction.However, without the ongoing 

transmission of traditional knowledge through social relationships, these valuable resources are at risk of being lost. 

As older generations pass away or move away from rural communities, the younger generations may not have 

access to these traditional practices, leading to a decline in agricultural productivity and the erosion of traditional 

ecosystems. 

 

Several social scientists have emphasized the significance of social capital for livelihood development and security, 

particularly in rural communities in developing countries. In their landmark study, Chambers and Conway (1991) 

emphasized the importance of social relations and the participation of rural individuals in sustaining livelihood 

strategies. Helliwell and Putnam (2005) further argued that smooth functioning of social relations and reciprocal 

relationships are essential for the well-being of people. In a recent report by the High Level Panel of Experts 

(HLPE) in 2013, social capital was seen as an investment to ensure smooth functioning of agricultural activities and 

food security in developing countries. Harris (2001), Mayer and Rankin (2002), Magnani and Struffi (2009), and 

Hayden & Buck (2012) have also emphasized social capital for community development and overall well-being of 

the farming community. Hence, the importance of strong social capital for the Bangladesh perspective, particularly 

for the peasantry, cannot be ignored.  

 

Therefore, the importance of strong social capital for the Bangladesh perspective, particularly for the peasantry, 

cannot be ignored. Thus, it is high time to take initiative to restore social capital for peasant community so that 

agrarian relations and agricultural production systems sustain. 

 

Conclusion:- 
The study examines changes in social capital among Bangladeshi peasants over the past decade, focusing on social 

relations and reciprocal arrangements. It seeks to understand the impact of these changes on rural societies and 

peasant well-being. 

 

Social relationship patterns among peasants have become more distant, particularly with the local elites. However, 

the overall relationship between peasants and their neighbors and villagers remains relatively stable, with a majority 
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reporting a closeness ranging from somewhat close to very close. Economic inequality, politically biased 

hierarchical structures, and discrimination in accessing education, healthcare, and job opportunities contribute to the 

increasing distance between different groups. Reciprocal relationships, both in terms of goods and services, have 

decreased for a majority of peasants, with a noticeable decline in exchanges experienced. An individualistic mindset, 

changing socioeconomic dynamics, lack of trust, and the changing economic landscape are identified as factors 

contributing to the decline in reciprocal relationships among peasants. 

 

Rural communities in Bangladesh have been traditionally characterized by strong social cohesion and solidarity, but 

the loss of reciprocal relationships has led to a decline in social capital, access to resources, and transmission of 

traditional knowledge. This threatens the well-being of these communities, making it essential to restore social 

capital for agrarian relations and agricultural production systems to sustain. 
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