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conundrum
• Decline of poverty in Indonesia
• Growing wealth
• Growth of inequality, persistent 

food poverty & stunting
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Beal et al 2017

https://bogortimes.net/tingkat-kemiskinan-indonesia-turun/

Surhadi, Al Izzati and Suryadarma (2018) 



role of qualitative small n-
studies

• Quantitative studies 
 methodological 
rigour, relationships 
between variables, 
statistical 
generalization

• Mechanisms & casual 
relationships tend to 
remain obscure

• Qualitative studies: 
thicker understanding
& more robust grasp 
of causality; 

• analytical 
generalization
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Our Australian Research 
Council Study
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Questions

• Why is (rural) poverty & stunting persisting while 
statistical, extreme poverty in falling?

• How is the nature of poverty changing? 
• What are the implications for how we understand 

agrarian change? policy?
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Who is poor?
always relative to a standard of deprivation

(Insufficiency of what and according to who?) (Fisher p51)

– Social, contextual 
(Emic): 

• relative to community 
standards & norms 
 challenges

– Objectivist:
• Relative to standard: 

ability to buy min. 
calories (2,100 
kcal/day) & basic non-
food needs (BPS)
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Experience of poverty, causality 
visible to surveys & proxies?

• Highly gendered
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poverty dynamics

• 50% of cases < 30% moving out of poverty (local criteria)
• the mechanisms & processes vary 
• BUT

– Even in successful diversification scenarios: thin or insecure progress: uncertain 
integration or on adverse terms
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poverty dynamics

• reproduction of poverty on large scale: 8/11 cases: ½ remaining poor in local 
terms

• Life cycle crisis; unsuccessful diversification
• Agricultural cases: worse  structural factors, marginalization ; social 

relations; seasonal variability etc
• Reproduction processes vary
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1. Progress is thin & insecure: 
seasonal insecurity and scarcity

food poverty  inability to access a nutritious meal 
throughout the year. 
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2. the extension of the cash economy: new social 
needs & cultural food practices 
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much of HH income for consumption & changing lifestyles
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From subsistence  commodified livelihoods: shifting 
social needs; 
declining subsistence capacity, trade offs



stunting  multidimensional poverty

• Proximate factors: 
» Material health, nutritional practices, health services, 

sanitation etc

• Shifts in food cultures and wider food 
systems (nutrition transition)

» consumption of low price, high calorie stables 

• the socioeconomic status of households
» cruel trade-offs: substitute proteins
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3. Besides health & nutrition-based understanding, patterns 
of agrarian change  nutritional insecurity

• Eg Aceh case: 2 other mechanisms
1. Green revolution: higher production… but high 

costs (borrow); 
landownership : who keeps surplus?

2. Structure of labour markets limited 
opportunities for diversification or migration

 seasonal scarcity
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4. Environment

• 3 boom scenarios: 
overexploitation and 
anthropogenic 
climate change 
gains washing 
away?

• Other cases: 
ecological fragilities 
 production of 
multidimensional 
insecurity



5. poverty statistics and agrarian change templates only partially 
account for change

• Increase agricultural productivity 
 incomes  less poverty and 
food insecurity  people leave 
agriculture

• Introduction of cash crop  the 
emergence of a dynamic, surplus-
generating producers 
accumulation of land & capital 
displacement of poor into labour
markets

• Truncated transitionNaylor et al 2014



5. poverty statistics and agrarian change templates 
only partially account for change
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5. poverty statistics and agrarian change 
templates only partially account for change

• farming, migration and diversification are 
both linked to stagnation and 
indebtedness, as well as survival and 
progress

• Mobility revolution? Remittances?
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Rather than templates
how particular conjunctural and structural 
processes come together with people’s 
adaptations and strategies to form 
scenarios of change. 



6. Broad trajectories
1. intensifying production or moving 

out of agriculture or migrating to 
the city

2. ‘moving sideways’ – combining 
agriculture, off farm labour, 
collection of products from nature, 
reciprocity, remittances
 quotidian forms of progress but 

insecure
 Statistical progress; no agrarian 

transition

3. Chronically poor: female headed 
households, tenant farmers, 
landless & old
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Implications
1. Keep in view the asset base of rural communities (subsistence 

capacity)
2. calculations based on min calories & basic needs; asset based 

analysis of income  limited view, misses mechanisms
3. Beyond Identifying who are vulnerable, why are they 

vulnerable?  beyond blue prints: possible interventions 
4. Social protection: focus on those left aside; how to identify?
5. Developing genuinely redistributive ways to address critical 

forms of vulnerability and depredation? 
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Terima Kasih
• J.F. McCarthy (2019) The paradox of 

progressing sideways: food poverty 
and livelihood change in the rice lands 
of outer island Indonesia, The Journal 
of Peasant Studies, (online)

J.F. McCarthy, M. Sumarto (2018) 
Distributional Politics and Social 
Protection in Indonesia. Dilemmas of 
Layering, Nesting and Social Fit in 
Jokowi’s Poverty Policy, Journal of 
Southeast Asian Economies, 35(2)
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