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Minimizing seasonal variation in yields and re- 
ducing the risk of crop failure are often far more 
important  to agricultural producers than is in- 
creasing mean yields or returns. Thus a great 
deal of research is devoted to finding ways to 
obtain stabil i ty (i.e., reduced variation and/or 
risk) at  the level of production. 1 Of course, a 
given technology or production method can af- 
fect both net  re turns  and stability, but  here I 
will focus on the implications of stability inde- 
pendent of those associated with increases in 
mean yields, efficiency in production, etc. 

The sociopolitical implications of stability 
seem at first to be clear, in that  smaller produc- 
ers may  benefit more from increased stability 
than larger producers. While all producers to 
some extent  wish to reduce risk, smaller grow- 
ers are part icularly vulnerable to extreme losses 
in any given season, since they are less likely to 
be able to mainta in  reserves or alternative 
sources of income. At the other end of the spec- 
trum, those who buy and sell agricultural com- 
modities on an international  scale may view sta- 
bility as a liability. Lappe and Collins 2 quoted 
an official of the Chicago Board of Trade in a 
1975 seminar for agribusiness executives as ob- 
serving that  "Stability, gentlemen, is the only 
thing we can't deal with: '  Speculation thrives 
on variation, and may  in turn generate greater 
variation in supply, prices, etc. 

Stabilizing production therefore seems to offer 
relatively greater  advantages to smaller produc- 
ers, as a counterweight to the ability of large 

producers to ignore risk, or even profit from var- 
iation. It may  thus be seen as a valuable goal 
for those who seek a more equitable distribution 
of wealth, security, or power among agricultural 
producers. In discussing the advantages of inter- 
cropping, or growing more than one crop in the 
same field simultaneously, Jodha 3 noted that  
a significant implication of its "risk minimiz- 
ing potential" is that: " . . .  any breakthrough 
in intercropping technology will benefit less- 
endowed farmers more than the relatively 
better-endowed farmers. This offers a unique op- 
portunity of explicitly incorporating equity con- 
siderations into agricultural research strate- 
g i e s . .  "' 

The value of methods for increasing stability 
at  the level of production is rarely questioned. 
At most, some authors observe that  developing 
systems of social organization and cooperation 
which allow risks to be spread among many pro- 
ducers could make technical means to increase 
stabili ty unnecessary. Under  such circum- 
stances, Levins and Wilson 4 note that  then " . . .  
stabili ty may lose its priority status as an agri- 
cultural goal. At present, stability of yield 
should be a goal" I wish to suggest here, how- 
ever, tha t  the full role of stabili ty may not be so 
simple. Stability produced by technological 
means could compete with social relations built  
on cooperation, and under some conditions con- 
tr ibute to the concentration of wealth, rather  
than to greater  equity. Like any other techno- 
logical achievement, the value of a measure to 
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increase stability cannot be evaluated indepen- 
dently of its sociopolitical context. 

THE OTHER SIDE OF STABILITY 
The most obvious potential problems with sta- 

bility are those that  may occur with any tech- 
nological ~achievement'. First, new technologies 
may be expensive or require specialized knowl- 
edge to be implemented, such that  only large 
producers may be able to afford them, or may 
control access to them. Irrigation projects are 
notorious in this regard 5, and this would be no 
less t rue if irrigation is put forward as a method 
to reduce the risk of crop losses to drought, 
ra ther  than  to increase average yields. Second, 
in societies where the distribution of wealth and 
power is highly skewed, the benefits of any new 
technology may  be distributed only as meagre 
reforms. This concern has been raised about the 
so-called ~appropriate technologies', to the ex- 
tent  that  they may serve as palliatives that  
avoid crises caused by deeper social imbalances2 
The grant ing of small concessions of land own- 
ership is another well-known means by which 
large landowners in developing countries may 
divide and ~pacify' tenant  farmers, who might 
otherwise be more determined to organize to ob- 
tain more significant changes in land tenure. 7 
Similarly, introducing individualistic methods 
to increase stability could be reformist in its ef- 
fects if it mainly helps small producers to just  
'get by' and discourages them from organizing. 

Increased stability in production has the po- 
tential  to be even more overtly destructive, be- 
cause it can be encouraging to those who seek 
new opportunities for exploitation. Lewis, 8 in 
his study of Tepoztlan in Mexico,describes how 
the expansion of road systems led to commercial 
t rading in land and charcoal, which disrupted 
the lives of the local people and contributed to 
the concentration of wealth. This occurred be- 
cause the benefits from selling land or charcoal 
were available only to those who happened to 
live near  the new roads, and general shortages 
in those items resulted from their  commercial 
trade. On the other hand, Lewis suggested that  
increased trade in corn was prevented by its 
"uneven" yields. If this analysis was correct, 
then an internal  system of cooperation and com- 
pensation would perhaps have been the best fo- 
cus of any local efforts to reduce the disadvan- 
tages of variable corn yields. The introduction 
of technical means to increase stability in corn 
production could have made it vulnerable to the 
same problems experienced with land and char- 
coal. 

Futhermore,  variation and risk could offer 
some protection from undue outside acquisition. 

Schultz: Sociopolitical Implications 

Even the largest investors prefer low-risk in- 
vestments, or else they prefer to invest else- 
where, and stability in production could facili- 
tate expansion into less-developed areas by 
outside interests (e.g., urban landowners; trans- 
national corporations). The economic risks of ac- 
tually owning agricultural  land is one factor 
tha t  may have slowed the concentration of ag- 
ricultural  production even in industrialized 
countries .9 

Of course, sociopolitical alternatives to im- 
proving stability at the level of production also 
possess diverse implications that  need to be 
evaluated. For example, storage against poor 
years is one way to reduce risk, but storage may 
also allow speculation in future prices. Insur- 
ance is promoted as a way to reduce risk, but  
this can be another  route by which large capital 
may profit from or direct the risks borne by pro- 
ducers. Cooperative or collective schemes may 
share risks and enjoy economies of scale, but 
may become bureaucratized or corrupt, or sub- 
sti tute for more efficient production. The point 
remains, however, that  sociopolitical alterna- 
tives may at  t imes better  serve the interests of 
the majority of the people than will technical 
solutions for the problems of variation and r i sk .  
Responsible researchers might therefore search 
for ways to take advantage of variation, not 
simply control it. 

In summary, stability in production is widely 
assumed to be especially beneficial for small 
producers because they are hardest  hit by vari- 
ation and disaster. However, stability has sev- 
eral potential drawbacks as well. Like any tech- 
nology it may  favor large producers if it is 
expensive, or it may  end up serving merely as 
part  of a program of palliative reforms. Futher-  
more, stabilizing a system of production may 
make it more attractive to commercial exploi- 
tation and/or acquisition by outside interests, 
who prefer low-risk investments even if they are 
large investors. The conclusion which clearly 
emerges from these examples is that  even sta- 
bility is not above suspicion. In order to evaluate 
its role in agriculture or society in general, one 
must  ask not only how stability will initially be 
enhanced by new technologies, but also what  
else may be lost, who will really benefit from 
the changes in methods, and what  alternatives 
might ul t imately be more equitable. 
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