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The Dynamics of Agriculture: Market Exchange,
Redistribution and Reciprocity in Rural Taiwan
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Is it possible to detect shifts in the development of Taiwanese
agriculture over the past three decades when its role in the overall
economy seems insignificant if not ignorable? This paper singles out three
agricultural townships, Dou-nan, Mei-nong and Chi-shang, to demonstrate
that vibrant and energetic agricultural development is unfolding thanks
to mediating organizations that initiate innovative programs, namely,
the farmers’ association in Dou-nan, a social movement in Mei-nong,
and social groups in Chi-shang. Motivated by the ultimate concerns to
which they are committed, these mediating organizations diagnose the
status quo, initiate social innovations, and establish institutional mix by
flexibly combining three mechanisms for allocating resources, that is,
market exchange, redistribution and reciprocity, which is one of the secrets
behind the crescendos of agricultural development in each case. This paper
concludes with the contributions it may make to Karl Polanyi’s legacy
by integrating institutional mix and the two-fold framework of the self-
regulating market on the one hand and the economy as an instituted process
on the other, and highlighting the importance of infrastructure and ultimate

concerns in the institutional mix.
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