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A B S T R A C T

This article introduces a special issue that is dedicated to a critical inquiry of the deagrarianisation and de-
peasantisation theses. It sets the scene for the contributions that are included in the special issue and sketches the
themes that are covered. An analysis of this kind is important because ultimately, it is concerned with key
agrarian questions about the future of family farming, food security and sovereignty, land-based livelihoods and
rural areas as a whole.

The contributions to this special issue explore ways of conceptualising agriculture and the rural. For some, a
leading question is whether and how processes of repeasantisation and re-agrarianisation are relevant to robust
agrarian pathways. Other contributions prefer relational approaches and analyse transformation processes using
concepts like ‘territory’ and ‘(re- and/or de-)territorialisation’, ‘landscape’ and ‘assemblages’ to examine pro-
cesses of change in the rural domain. They share the premise that it is worthwhile exploring the underlying
dynamics of these processes as real and representing agrarian pathways that hold the promise of a dynamic
agrarian future and vibrant countrysides. The articles also agree on the need to go beyond understanding de-
velopment as unilinear and dichotomous. They all engage critically with the rather predominant view that
deagrarianisation and depeasantisation are inevitable, evolutionary outcomes of the ongoing processes of
agrarian transformation.

1. Setting the scene: the deagrarianisation and depeasantisation
theses and the future of the rural and the agrarian

Processes of deagrarianisation and depeasantisation are theorised as
inevitable outcomes of past and contemporary processes of agrarian
transformations. Global, capitalist expansion has restructuring effects
on farming, the way farming is practised, the composition of the family
and the provision of (family) labour; the intergenerational transfer of
farm assets; urban-rural interactions; the natural environment and
landscape; and the supply and provisioning of food. Scholars predict the
demise of what is referred to in the policy and scholarly literature as
‘small-scale’ or ‘smallholder farming’, ‘family farming’ or ‘peasant
farming’1 (Bernstein, 2001, 2016; Rigg, 2006; Araghi, 1995;
Hobsbawm, 1994). Globalisation and neoliberalism are said to work
against or at least complicate sustainable agrarian pathways that re-
volve around family farming (Suess-Reyes and Fuetsch, 2016; Woods,
2014; Escobar, 2010; Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2009). The expansion of
capitalism on a global scale continuously (re)shapes agricultural pro-
duction and reproduction processes and investment and consumption
patterns, affecting the forces at work at the level of the farm, family and
rural and land-based livelihoods to the extent that the reproduction of
family farming is jeopardised. As a result, family farming and any non-
or pre-capitalist forms of production are on a linear path to extinction

and destined to be subsumed by capital (Bernstein, 2001). Some even
call for rural development pathways that no longer place small-scale
agriculture at the centre (Sender and Johnston, 2004; Bernstein, 2016).

Deagrarianisation is broadly referred to in the scholarly literature as
a process producing social, material and biophysical conditions that are
not conducive to the reproduction of agrarian and land-based liveli-
hoods. Strictly agriculture-based modes of livelihood will become rare
in the near future (Bryceson, 1996, 2002a; 2002b). Agriculture in-
creasingly provides insufficient income and employment opportunities,
pushing rural people to work off-farm, to migrate to the cities in search
of work, and/or to engage in marginal ‘subsistence’ agriculture which is
doomed to render enduring rural poverty from which people only wish
to escape. Deagrarianisation manifests in an occupational shift, ulti-
mately resulting in a further reduction of the share of small-scale or
family farming in total agricultural production. The roles and functions
of family farming in the further development and enrichment of the
landscape diminishes similarly in scale and intensity. Depeasantisation,
on the other hand, manifests in situations where farming is pre-
dominantly becoming organised by corporate entities (i.e. plantations)
or by medium-scale, commercial, entrepreneurial forms of farming.
Depeasantisation entails the disappearance of the peasantry whose li-
velihoods are tied to the land, or their being dispossessed and replaced
by outgrowers and contract farming schemes, or corporate large-scale

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2018.04.010

1 ‘Small-scale’, ‘family farming’, ‘smallholder’ and ‘peasant’ farming are used interchangeably in this introductory text. Despite their respective differences in the potential to describe or
to analyse, these notions convey that rural production is predominantly organised through employing family labour on family land.
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farming operations. Depeasantisation also means that the resource base
of (any form of) farming is increasingly disconnected from the locality,
from activities on- and off-farm and the immediate natural environ-
ment. Capital (i.e. agribusiness companies) increasingly structures
agrarian relations, determining how farming is and should be done,
what resource-use efficiency is, how added value is distributed and how
rural incomes are constituted.

The confluence of deagrarianisation and depeasantisation processes
offers substantial scope for critical engagement with the underlying
conceptualisation of agrarian transformation processes. This allows, in
turn, possibilities for alternative frameworks and an exchange of ideas
about more optimistic and robust scenarios of what the future could
hold for the rural and the agrarian. Is there, indeed, little place and
scope for family farms and peasant forms of farming in the future? Is
indeed agriculture and the practice of farming increasingly modelled
according to agro-industrialism and associated interests? What scope is
there for new relations between production and consumption, produ-
cers and consumers; will the agrarian landscape be progressively sub-
jected to neoliberal policies; will rural livelihoods always be severely
stressed and is the opportunity for a full-time involvement in agri-
culture open to a few only?

Considering global tendencies in the agriculture and rural devel-
opment process, we cannot, realistically, deny that deagrarianisation is
a real trend; nor can we refute that processes of rural livelihood di-
versification occur, or that the continuity of (family) farming is chal-
lenged. There are many processes at play that push rural people off the
land to a marginal life in cities. The concentration of corporate power
up- and downstream from the farm is increasing. There is thus no doubt
that capitalist expansion poses new threats and continuously forces us
to rephrase existing sets of agrarian questions (McMichael, 2013;
Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2009, 2010a; 2010b; Lang, 2010; Bernstein,
1997, 2004; 2010b) and that it simultaneously generates multi-faceted
agrarian crises that challenge the continuity of farming and the
strengthening of rural livelihoods (Van der Ploeg, 2006, 2010a; Holt-
Giménez and Altieri, 2012; Patel, 2007; Woods, 2007, 2014). Do we
agree, however, with the éminence grise of agrarian political economy
Henry Bernstein that the original agrarian question of capital has been
solved, but that the agrarian question of the reproduction and quality of
life of (rural) labour has largely been left unresolved?

This special issue calls such and related interpretations of agrarian
transformation processes – and the images these hold for the future –
into question. These transformations and the emergence of new crises
(i.e. environmental, financial, enduring poverty) urge us to be both
alert to and critical of how the global expansion of capitalism and as-
sociated trends of globalisation impact on (family) farming and rural
development, and more specifically, the view that deagrarianisation
and depeasantisation are indeed the inevitable structural outcomes of
development. We are in the happy circumstance that the rather bleak
future of a deagrarianised rural sector and depeasantised agriculture is
not widely experienced. Rural people continue to live and work in the
rural domain, actively (re)assembling their lives and social and natural
resources to maintain the vitality of their countryside and living in
accordance with locally and culturally embedded strategies. They do
this by interacting in many different ways with their (trans)local en-
vironment, attempting to create markets they themselves can control
and enriching resources relatively autonomously. The contributions to
this special issue are all vibrant testimonies of the struggles and at-
tempts to rework the said restructuring effects of capitalism, globali-
sation and neoliberalisation. For many practitioners (Wegner and
Zwart, 2011; Samberg et al., 2016), activists (Borras, 2016; Rosset
et al., 2006) and academics (Van der Ploeg, 2008, 2016; De Schutter,
2011) and to a degree also policymakers, family or peasant farming is
worth supporting, worth fighting and arguing for. Peasant or small-
holder farming continues to represent an agrarian pathway that would
secure a viable and dynamic countryside. The majority of these farms
are located in the global South and continue to be important in the

global North as well (Hazell et al., 2010; Wegner and Zwart, 2011;
Lowder et al., 2016). The quantitative and qualitative importance of
family farming is significant, supporting roughly one-third of the global
population (Samberg et al., 2016). Recent Food and Agricultural Or-
ganisation (FAO) estimates indicate that about 53% of all agricultural
land is part of family farms (Graeub et al., 2016; Lowder et al., 2016).
Due to their labour intensity, family farms provide employment to
much larger numbers of people per unit of farmland than larger scale
capital-intensive farming units. Family farmers are arguably also more
resource efficient and productive per unit of farm land when compared
with corporate farming (Lowder et al., 2016: 2; Van der Ploeg, 2008,
2017). Accordingly, family farming presents considerable scope for the
expansion of employment in agriculture and the rural economy (Milone
and Ventura, 2010), underlining the quantitative and qualitative sig-
nificance of family farming from a global rural livelihood and wellbeing
perspective.

The continuity of family farming and the rural development pro-
cesses that are driven by family farming, despite the said global ten-
dencies of deagrarianisation and depeasantisation, raises a number of
questions about whether these processes are inevitable, evolve linearly
and manifest globally in similar ways and with similar intensities. Or do
we simultaneously witness, next to and in contrast with deagrar-
ianisation and depeasantisation, processes of re-agrarianisation and
repeasantisation? If so, is family or peasant farming sufficiently robust,
resistant and innovative to counter these global trends and rework their
effects by creating new, more vigorous forms of resource utilisation,
depending on what kinds of interaction between the social and natural
resources rural people have at their disposal (Woods, 2014; Van der
Ploeg, 2013, 2008; Snipstall, 2015; Suess-Reyes and Fuetsch, 2016)?

This special issue brings together a number of original, research-
based articles debating these questions. Some contributions revolve
around analyses of peasantry, peasant farming and repeasantisation.
Other contributions prefer relational approaches and analyse transfor-
mation processes using concepts such as ‘territory’ and ‘(re- and/or de-)
territorialisation’, ‘landscape’ and ‘assemblages’ to examine processes of
change in the rural domain. What the contributions have in common is
the premise the premise that it is worthwhile exploring the underlying
dynamics of these processes as real and important for robust agrarian
pathways that hold the promise of a dynamic agrarian future and vi-
brant countrysides.

This introduction continues with a brief depiction of how four major
global trends playing a ‘(re)structuring’ role in agrarian transformation
do so in such a way that deagrarianisation and depeasantisation are
among the outcomes. I then present a condensed summary of the var-
ious theoretical positions and the kinds of critical question that these
raise for further scrutiny. I then work towards summarising the major
themes addressed in this special issue.

2. Global tendencies and agrarian questions

There is consensus that the interplay between four major global
trends (re)shapes processes of agriculture and rural development,
leading in turn to new agrarian questions calling for new analytical
perspectives: (1) family farming is under pressure; (2) the ‘squeeze on
agriculture’ is intensifying; (3) agriculture is increasingly in-
dustrialising; and (4) there is an intense competition and struggle for
land.

2.1. Family farming dynamics

Globally, the share of family farming in the agricultural use of land
has historically been declining gradually, but persistently (Hobsbawm,
1994; Araghi, 1995; Bernstein, 2010a,b). This decline is associated with
the emergence of a global agricultural division of labour. Spurred by
the worldwide expansion of capitalism and the development of capi-
talist agriculture in the form of plantations and mega farms, a world
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market for agricultural commodities came into being, which has rapidly
expanded – notably since the 1950s (Van der Ploeg, 2010a; Bernstein,
2016; McMichael, 2013). More recently, the balance between family
farming and corporate, capitalist farming has been further tipped in
favour of the latter, through ‘land grabbing’ (Edelman et al., 2013).
Equally significant is the expansion and intensification of outgrower
schemes and contract farming (Hall et al., 2017) which results in
smallholder family farms as independent units being more vertically –
but firmly – integrated into particular commodity chains that are
managed and controlled by corporate companies. Outgrower schemes
and contract farming increasingly blur the distinction between family
and corporate farming (Oya, 2012; Veldwisch, 2015).

The role of the state and the neoliberalisation of the economy
cannot be omitted here. The state's retreat from the organisation of
agricultural production and, more importantly, the reorientation of
agricultural policies away from the provision of state-led, pro-poor
agricultural support for family farming and towards giving more pro-
minence to the market (Stiglitz, 1998, 2002; Harvey, 2005) is highly
significant in many ways. There is consensus among development and
political economists that neoliberalism created conditions that sub-
stantially increased the economic risks associated with farming, nega-
tively affecting many farm operations and land-based livelihoods. The
structural adjustment policies and austerity measures imposed on the
global South by the Bretton Woods institutions (the IMF, the World
Bank) during the 1990s not only curtailed state support for family
farming but also reduced the stability of markets, which became sig-
nificantly more volatile (Stiglitz, 1998; Kydd and Dorward, 2001; Ellis,
2006). The state's repositioning has also narrowed the political avenue
for family farmers to seek protection for their rights to land, access to
markets and fair commodity prices (Hazell et al., 2010; Borras and
Franco, 2010).

‘Internal’ relations of production, such as demographic changes, are
significant for the reproduction of family farming. The ‘greying’ of
farming populations and the associated exit from farming by the youth
threatens the intergenerational transfer of knowledge and farm assets.
Whilst the average farm size has been rising in the European Union by
about 4% between 2005 and 2010 (Suess-Reyes and Fuetsch, 2016), it
has been declining in the South (Lowder et al., 2016). The small size of
farms leads to questions about the viability of family farms and whether
they continue to provide for sustainable rural livelihoods and to provide
raw materials for agro-processing. The shrinking farm size in the global
South is mainly ascribed to processes of subdivision and intergenera-
tional redistribution of assets, whilst the grabbing of land for large-scale
agricultural production and nature conservation further imposes limits
for expansion into new areas.

The youth question has emerged over the years as an important
agrarian question. Globally, youth unemployment has been on the rise
(ILO, 2010, 2016). Several authors have documented the growing army
of young, unemployed people, many of them rural migrants to urban
areas. Initially, youth unemployment was largely associated with urban
environments (White, 2012a, 2012b) but it is becoming more promi-
nent in rural areas as youth often refuse to provide their labour in
support of the family farm (Hull, 2014; Chauveau and Richards, 2008).
It would appear that young people growing up on family farms are
rejecting the prospect of making the same marginal living as their
parents (du Toit and Neves, 2014). Their aspiration for a better life
motivates their exodus from family farms (Funahashi, 1996; Rigg and
Nattapoolwat, 2001; Proctor and Lucchesi, 2012; Ahaibwe et al., 2013;
Bezu and Holden, 2014; Choudhary and Choudhary, 2013; Ramisch,
2014). Li (2009) has argued that it is particularly from subsistence
agriculture, pursued in isolated villages far away from modern infra-
structure, that young rural people are eager to escape. However, the
aspirations of youth who do wish to continue farming or to start
farming are often frustrated by the concentration of land in the hands of
elites and the older generations (Gilfoy, 2015; Peters, 2013; Chauveau
and Richards, 2008; Chinsingwa and Chasukwa, 2012). Land grabbing,

the pressure on agricultural incomes, the declining number of young
people entering farming mixed with the rejection of an agrarian life-
style by a new generation (Leavy and Hossain, 2014; Ramisch, 2014;
White, 2012a, 2012b; Twyman et al., 2004), are all aspects of the youth
question.

2.2. The on-going squeeze on agriculture

A significant trend associated with globalisation is that a limited
number of globally operating agro-industrial firms have gradually
gained more control over the performance of agriculture across many
sites and places. This concentration of power takes place up- and
downstream of the farm and occurs irrespective of farm type, size, lo-
cation or farming system. The production and distribution of added
value in agricultural commodity chains has thus progressively been
shifting away from primary production units to up- and downstream
corporate entities (George, 1979; Bernstein, 1996, 2013; Bernstein and
Campling, 2006; Patel, 2007; Van der Ploeg, 2008, 2010a,b; Clapp,
2016). This process is also framed by many as ‘accumulation by dis-
possession’ – an issue to which we will return. The process has brought
about a ‘squeeze on agriculture’, which refers to the ongoing narrowing
of margins in primary production: increases in the cost of production
outstrip increases in the price of farm commodities (Marsden, 1998,
2003; Van der Ploeg, 2008, 2010a). At country level, low agricultural
commodity prices on global markets are transmitted to the domestic
market through trade liberalisation policies that are regulated by World
Trade Organisation agreements. The effect has been a decline in agri-
cultural incomes worldwide. The squeeze is also a major driving force
for an ongoing scale enlargement in the global North (Lowder et al.,
2016) but also in selected countries of the South, notably the BRICS
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) countries and middle-
income countries (MICs) (Edelman et al., 2013; Cousins et al., 2018).
The ‘rat race to the bottom’, as Marsden (2003) describes the impact of
the squeeze, has similarly and certainly intensified global competition
between producers, regions and countries, spurring and deepening
processes of social differentiation.

2.3. Agro-industrialisation

Agriculture is increasingly being industrialised, which has brought
about a disconnect between farming, nature and locality (Van der
Ploeg, 2008, 2010a; 2010b, 2016; Gliessman, 2012). Growth factors
provided by ‘nature’ are increasingly being replaced by artificial factors
generated by means of industrial processes. This has made farming
increasingly and significantly dependent on external inputs, new tech-
nology, expert knowledge and industrial and financial capital. All of
these are commoditised factors of production and they not only raise
the cost of production but also make it more rigid, thus contributing to
the squeeze on farm margins. Control over land, labour and capital by
corporate structures is fundamentally different from that in family or
peasant farming (Van der Ploeg, 2010b; Hirsch, 2012) with the result
that their dependency on external resources is different. With the fur-
ther expansion of agro-industrial farming and contract farming, deci-
sions about how to use these factors of production are increasingly
taken in boardrooms far removed from the producers and the land on
which crops are grown and livestock is reared (Van der Ploeg, 2010b;
Hirsch, 2012).

2.4. Large-scale land acquisitions

Large-scale land acquisitions have received substantial attention in
recent years (Deininger, 2011; Deininger and Byerlee, 2011, 2012;
Zoomers, 2010; Edelman et al., 2013). This phenomenon is also framed
as ‘grabbing’ and occurs at a global scale (Borras and Franco, 2013;
Borras et al., 2011, 2012; De Schutter, 2011; Fairhead et al., 2012; Van
der Ploeg et al., 2015). Land grabbing is clearly associated with the
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corporatisation of agriculture and the ongoing process of agro-in-
dustrialisation. As land is increasingly commoditised (Bernstein and
Woodhouse, 2001; Peters, 2013; Hirsch, 2012), land changes in
meaning and usage. New land markets have developed (Colin and
Woodhouse, 2010; Otsuka and Place, 2001) and the registration of land
titles to individuals or groups has facilitated land deals. In the global
South, where land rights are often uncodified, large-scale land acqui-
sitions have forced many people to vacate land, often without con-
sideration for either their cultural rights to land or proper compensa-
tion. Communal land rights and its related resources are frequently
ignored or abused (Margulis et al., 2013). In the northern and western
parts of Europe, land acquisitions have made land more expensive and
machine-servicing more costly (Van der Ploeg et al., 2015; Van der
Ploeg, 2008).

Corporate interest in farmland is fuelled by speculation and the
expectation that land prices will rise. The rising importance of ‘flex
crops’ is also significant in explaining the global interest in land by
corporate capital groups and local elites. Flex crops have multiple uses
(food, feed, fuel, fibre, industrial material, etc.) that can be flexibly
interchanged in response to market prices and other incentives, such as
carbon credits (Borras et al., 2016: 2). Flex crops can also be profitably
produced on large, mega farms that can swiftly respond to the increased
global demand for flex crops, such as maize and sugar.

Food retail patterns are changing rapidly in favour of supermarkets.
The search for greater economic efficiency and profits by shareholders
and food empires (Van der Ploeg, 2010a,b, 2008) has in turn driven the
expansion of ‘corporate super farms’. Supermarkets favour ‘networks of
preferred suppliers’ which significantly reduce transaction costs in the
value chain and increase reliability of supply in terms of quantity,
quality and timing (Proctor and Lucchesi, 2012). Family farms are
usually not and prefer not to be part of these retail networks
(Weatherspoon and Reardon, 2003; Reardon et al., 2007, 2012; Louw
et al., 2007; Manyelo et al., 2015).

The interplay between the expansion of a world market for agri-
cultural commodities, land grabbing, problems with intergenerational
transfers of family farm assets, the ongoing squeeze on farm income and
the agro-industrialisation of farming drives agrarian transformations
that are framed as ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Bernstein, 1996,
2010a,b; Harvey, 2005, 2009; Glassman, 2006). Accumulation by dis-
possession is also taken to mean the ongoing commoditisation of goods
that were not previously perceived as part of the global circuits of ex-
change. Harvey (2005, 2009) and Glassman (2006) advance the argu-
ment that once commodities are incorporated in markets more gen-
erally they are capitalised, meaning controlled by capital groups (e.g.
speculators, trading companies, supermarket chains). Commoditisation,
or rather, accumulation by dispossession, is directly associated with
capitalist competition but also with the loss of control over the dis-
tribution of the added value that is realised when goods are traded by
independent producers (e.g. smallholders, harvesters of non-timber
forest products). These forms of accumulation by dispossession and
land concentration are seen as a vehicle for major agrarian transfor-
mations that inevitably lead to deagrarianisation and depeasantisation
as well as the further marginalisation of rural classes of labour
(Bernstein, 2010b and many other of his publications). Whilst the un-
derlying dynamics of accumulation by dispossession may vary across
the globe, the outcomes are rather similar: land dispossession and
abandonment of farming as a source of livelihood. The dispossessed are
turned either into wage labourers, farm workers or landless proletarians
who face a ‘jobless non-agrarian future’ (du Toit and Neves, 2014).

Globalisation certainly has intensified existing contradictions and
continuously produces new ones. Competition for land and other re-
sources has increased and control over decision-making about which
resources to use, how and at what environmental expense has changed
dramatically. Globalisation has increased the global flow of commod-
ities and, embedded in trade liberalisation policies, intensifies compe-
tition between agricultural producers across the globe.

The sequel to globalisation and the neo-liberalisation of agrarian
policies is not just the emergence of problems and crises; new devel-
opment opportunities have also arisen for the social actors involved
(e.g. farmers, agribusiness, traders, consumers, bankers). The practices
of social actors have created new material realities that enhance space
for ‘local’ development: newly emerging or ‘nested’ markets, new land-
use practices, redefined resources and new relations between produc-
tion and consumption, producers and consumers, and so on. This does
not mean that the accumulation of wealth and power accompanied by
processes of dispossession, widening regional and social differentiation,
social inequalities and increased levels of poverty should be ignored.
Neoliberalism is interpreted here as not necessarily fixed, disciplining
and constraining (Harvey, 2005, 2007) but simultaneously as a situa-
tion that also creates new opportunities at the local level (Cheshire and
Woods, 2013; Marsden, 2016; Pasmans and Hebinck, 2017). The ‘local’
is not just a place of resistance, but also one where creativity and robust
solutions to everyday problems and issues unfold.

Globalisation along these lines of thought is then about extended
flows of commodities (e.g. capital, knowledge, labour and technology)
across the globe that generate locally specific ‘interconnected, but not
homogenous, set(s) of projects’ (Tsing, 2000: 353). The concrete man-
ifestations of globalisation are not uniform but vary considerably in
intensity and place. The expanded flow of commodities is produced
under diverse socio-material conditions, varying social relations of
production and social forms of production and reproduction. Globali-
sation thus may generate specific global tendencies but also counter-
tendencies (Arce and Long, 2000), and continuous local-global inter-
actions and connections creating, in turn, new assemblages (Li, 2007,
2014; Anderson and McFarlane, 2011; Woods, 2015).

The tendencies and counter-tendencies and the locally specific ex-
pressions of globalisation are framed in this special issue as processes of
‘deagrarianisation’ and ‘depeasantisation’, but also ‘agrarianisation’,
‘re-agrarianisation’, ‘repeasantisation’ or ‘(re) territorialisation’. These
represent different and contrasting agricultural and rural development
pathways that are sustained and legitimised by internally consistent but
competing paradigms. The need to deal with how these contradicting
processes are debated and looked at methodologically, is an important
part of the justification for this special issue.

3. Debating deagrarianisation and agrarian transformations

Debating and critiquing deagrarianisation and depeasantisation re-
quires being critical of approaches and perspectives that assert these as
inevitable outcomes of capitalist development, globalisation and the
neoliberalisation of the economy. This special issue brings together a
set of papers sharing the perspective that understanding the social and
material dimensions of rural development and agriculture requires a
non-theological and empirically grounded perspective. This entails – for
the sake of argument – moving away from strands of political economy
(Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010a, 2010b; Bernstein, 2001, 2010a,b;
McMichael, 2013; Borras, 2009; Boltvinik and Mann, 2016). Economic
historians argue similarly that the peasantry is, or will soon be, gra-
dually disappearing (Hobsbawm, 1994; Peemans, 2013; Vanhaute,
2011, 2012; Araghi, 1995; Wallerstein, 1974) to be replaced by a new
breed of rural entrepreneurs who are able to withstand global compe-
tition for land, capital and labour; those that survive the rat race to the
bottom. Many scholars are sceptical about the role of peasants in global
food provisioning (e.g. Bernstein, 2001, 2010a,b, 2014), arguing that
the peasant way of life is doomed to disappear (see also McMichael,
2008, 2012). This is not because of peasant backwardness as Bernstein
rightfully argues: ‘“Peasants” become petty commodity producers in this
sense when they are unable to reproduce themselves outside the relations and
processes of capitalist commodity production when the latter become the
conditions of existence of peasant farming and are internalized in its orga-
nisation and activity’ (Bernstein (2001): 29). The increasingly multi-
spatial character of rural livelihoods (Bryceson, 2002a, 2002b; Ellis,
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2000a, 2000b; Francis, 2000) serves as evidence to support the argu-
ment that independent reproduction is problematic and involvement in
other economic sectors and spaces is a necessary condition for survival.
Migrant income, remittances and state transfers have, for many rural
families, become the predominant monetary sources of income, repla-
cing income from rural and land-based activities. For others (Eastwood
et al., 2006), deagrarianisation and depeasantisation are treated as in-
trinsic to economic development. It is quite commonly accepted that
(economic) development implies a declining share of agriculture in
both workforce and output (Eastwood et al., 2006): a trend from which
economies and societies apparently cannot escape.

Despite ideological differences in their positioning, agrarian poli-
tical economists and classical economists seemingly share the view that
the logic of accumulation and development dictates that, once dea-
grarianisation and depeasantisation have been set in motion – through
dispossession or competition, capitalist expansion, demographic
changes and forced removals – rural people are progressively dis-
connected from the land; there is no way back. A return to the land to
start farming (again) is not considered to be a serious option for de-
velopment. Repeasantisation is deemed impossible as peasants are
doomed to disappear. Nonetheless, continuous agrarianisation, im-
plying that the agricultural and rural sector remains important for rural
livelihoods, is key to understand and to explore.

South East Asian experiences, documented by De Koninck and
Rousseau (2012) show that the employment-retaining capacity of the
agriculture sector has remained significant over the years. Farming
activities alone are insufficient to keep people on the land, but pluri-
activity is spreading (Rigg et al., 2016; see also Kinsella et al., 2000;
Oostindie, 2015). Yet agriculture has shown a remarkable resilience,
and the deagrarianisation of the countryside is not proceeding as ra-
pidly and as intensely as expected. For nearly half a century since 1961,
indices of net agricultural and food production per capita in South East
Asia has outpaced global trends. Hirsch (2012) points out that a sig-
nificant part of the population in South East Asian countries continues
to be rural in location and agricultural in identity. Moreover, deliberate
transformations, analytically captured by Oostindie in this special issue
as ‘multifunctional farming’, require not just rethinking classificatory
schemes (i.e. what is a farm) but also rethinking what we mean by
agriculture and how farms (are to be) develop (ped). In the Netherlands
and other parts of rural Europe and the US, we note the tendency to
extend high-tech precision farming, high input and large-scale farming
(i.e. economies of scale).

An analytically and empirically more significant tendency is that
farmers are broadening the economic base of their farms by becoming
multifunctional farms – that is, by combining agriculture in meaningful
and coherent ways with other activities like quality production and
agro-tourism, often in association with cutting monetary expenditure
and reducing inputs (i.e. economies of scope rather than scale) (see also
Oostindie, 2015; Roep and Van der Ploeg, 2003; Van der Ploeg, 2017).
Zimbabwean and South African experiences show that re-agrarianisa-
tion has taken root and presents itself as a serious and vibrant agrarian
pathway that is based on capital sources from elsewhere (e.g. gold
panning, migrant wages, pensions), and that strengthens and, in some
cases, expands agricultural production activities. Typically, the state is
absent in these processes.

In Africa and elsewhere in the global South, agriculture as the basis
of rural livelihoods is increasingly being squeezed and challenged be-
cause of land issues and conflicts as well as chaotic markets, which in
turn fuel migration to the city in the hopes of earning additional income
to feed back to homes in the rural area. This trend is well documented
in the literature about the global South (Bryceson and Jamal, 1997;
Bryceson et al., 2000; Bryceson, 1996, 2002a; 2002b; Francis, 2000;
Ellis, 2000a,b; Zoomers, 2001; Rigg, 2005, 2006; Rigg et al., 2016;
Hirsch, 2012). However, a complete disconnect from the rural base
does not occur. Rural people continue to (re)engage in a range of ac-
tivities and forms of agriculture (Rasmussen and Reenberg, 2015;

Dzanku, 2015). These activities, and the socio-material relations in
which they are embedded, are not well understood and, more im-
portantly, inadequately conceptualised. Based on research in the Phi-
lippines (Wolfram Dressler, Will Smith and Marvin Montefrio), The
Netherlands (Henk Oostindie), South Africa (Sheona Shackleton and
Paul Hebinck; Paul Hebinck, Nosiseko Mtati and Charlie Shackleton),
Turkey (Murat Öztürk, Joost Jongerden and Andy Hilton), Japan (Shuji
Hisano, Motoki Akitsu and Steven McGreevy) and Zimbabwe (Easther
Chigumira), these land-use practices are explored and found to be ro-
bust and dynamic. These practices, argue the researchers, cannot
simply be captured as evidence that deagrarianisation occurs neither as
a structural nor as a desired process. Whereas re-agrarianisation or even
repeasantisation is not among the Rostowian stages of growth and is a
teleological impossibility, the case material from Zimbabwe, South
Africa, the Netherlands, the Philippines, Turkey and Japan presented in
this issue show that they are real. The papers recount the specificities of
processes of ruralisation and the kind of social-material relations rural
people develop. The result is a broad concept of the ‘new peasantry’,
one that is rooted in the family farm but nevertheless (often) integrates
wage-labour relations and, since it is not bound by agriculture only,
transcends the rural-urban division of space. The ‘new peasantry’
emerges and unfolds (more and more) translocally.

Moreover, the very analyses of the processes of production and
consumption, resource enrichment and allocation, marketing and land
use practices defy the existing classificatory schemes that are applied in
much of the social and natural science literature, grouping and cate-
gorising rural people according to class, gender, race or income, and
distinguishing agriculture or culture from nature. Broadening these
classificatory schemes has consequences for the way we place rural
people in the social order. Do we identify agrarian classes based on
access to and ownership of land and capital (Bernstein, 1994, 2010a,b;
Cousins, 2011; Scoones et al., 2012)? Such an analysis does not ne-
cessarily always reflect the complexities of agriculture and rural life.
Class analysis tends to obscure important everyday life dynamics, such
as alternative practices, and ignores the agency we may attribute to
rural people in their attempts to carve out a living under the sometimes
extreme conditions generated by globalisation, competition and vio-
lence (Long, 2001; Olivier de Sardan, 2006). The social relations of
production (and consumption) are not simply based on class relations
per se; it is more fruitful – and the papers included here attest to that –
to conceptualise these as an expression and outcome of process and
people's struggle towards greater autonomy, food sovereignty and
wellbeing (see also Van der Ploeg, 2008, 2010b; 2013, 2014; Rosset,
2013; Martínez-Torres and Rosset, 2010).

The task of a counter deagrarianisation narrative is to explore other
analytical routes that go beyond class distinction and dichotomies such
as ‘production’ and ‘consumption’ or ‘nature’ and ‘culture’. The con-
tributors to this special issue prefer an ordering that captures the ac-
tivities of the social actors involved, and how assemblages unfold and
give meanings to them. Processes of change do not proceed along
preset, linear trajectories, are not homogenous and are not predictable.
Instead, development unfolds as chaotic, many-sided, heterogeneous
and often contradictory. Similarly, globalisation should not be con-
sidered as a top-down process, something that is simply imposed on
people and places. Globalisation, instead, is a process that is reproduced
through social practices, in and through (trans)local places (Woods,
2007, 2015; McFarlane, 2009). Local actors have the capacity to shape
and rework the outcomes of globalisation by capturing, manipulating,
resisting and subverting global networks and processes, and by in-
itiating their own translocal connections (Tsing, 2000; Arce and Long,
2000; Long, 2001; Cheshire and Woods, 2013; Woods, 2015). The ar-
ticle on blueberry harvesting in Latvia by Mikelis Grivins and Talis
Tisenkopfs demonstrates not only the importance of continuing an
agrarian lifestyle but also the harvesters' social struggles to retain
control over their produce by orientating their marketing to newly
constructed ‘nested’ markets where the distribution of the added value
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is fairer (Van der Ploeg et al., 2012; Hebinck et al. 2015b; Schneider
et al., 2016). Analytically, these markets unfold as negotiated spaces of
opportunity for a diverse group of actors who are well capable of de-
fending these spaces against corporate control (see also Mutopo, 2014).

In the contributions to this issue, and to varying degrees of detail,
coherent sets of concepts are applied that interpret social and agrarian
change as structured (and not determined) by the interactions between
human and non-human actors. Assemblage theory, in many ways,
theorises firmly the importance of non-linearity and fluidity while in-
tegrating and exploring the interactions between human and non-
human resources (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987; Latour, 2005; De Landa,
2006; Li, 2007, 2014; Umans and Arce, 2014; Woods, 2015). Assem-
blages are understood as fluid and not fixed, continuously generating
new kinds of socio-material space in which different, new and emergent
perspectives are created. Each of these perspectives develops, echoes
and presents particular views on the future and place of family farming
or, more broadly, agriculture in society and rural development in the
context of globalisation and the ongoing neoliberalisation of the
economy and society.

The analysis of these processes is taken up variously in this collec-
tion of articles, each in its own way and with different emphases.
Stephen Sherwood, Alberto Arce and Myriam Paredes argue that peo-
ple's practices, assemblages and their inter-subjectivities in and through
food as a site of social-political-material existence and territorialisation
require special attention. They do this by exploring how consumption
and production are bridged through civic action. Wolfram Dressler, Will
Smith and Marvin Montefrio unpack assemblages as having socio-ma-
terial properties with agentive and productive capacity. They show
specifically how indigenous farmers engage the productive capacity of
swidden assemblages as the means by which to negotiate the pressures
of upland transformations in the Philippines. Paul Hebinck, Nosiseko
Mtati and Charlie Shackleton use the notion of landscape assemblage to
explore the transformation from a productive landscape to one which
largely hinges on consumption. Protecting the reproduction of home-
steads unfolds as the dominant land-use discourse, blurring the
boundaries between formally designated land-use categories and em-
blematic of the transformations occurring in many rural areas in the
former homelands of South Africa. For Leonardo van den Berg, Dirk
Roep, Paul Hebinck and Heitor Teixeira, regenerative agroecology re-
presents a reassembling of nature-culture relations. They specify how
farmers enrich resources through forging productive alignments with
non-human nature. Nature adds value, they argue, and that allows
farmers to farm more autonomously.

This methodological positioning, I argue, allows greater sensitivity
for the discovery of new forms and patterns of production and con-
sumption, for the idea of farming with nature, and for rethinking and
reconceptualising social categories that shape development in the
context of global processes. The agenda that emerges is diverse, but the
items revolve around the practices of social actors, and how these actors
(re)construct and (re)shape the social and material world around them.
Thinking in terms of non-linearity and heterogeneity allows discovering
and depicting significant, relevant details of locally and regionally
specific manifestations of agrarian transformations. Analyses of the
multiple empirical realities globally not only highlight contrasting
tendencies and processes, but also show how these resonate with and
contribute to enhanced rural livelihoods and wellbeing. Thus while
generic processes may operate (see section 2), contrasting responses to
globalisation translate into the emergence of diverse agrarian path-
ways.

Triggered by a variety of processes – a return to the land through
land reform and resettlement programmes (Van den Berg et al., 2018;
Hebinck and Cousins, 2013; Dekker and Kinsey, 2011; Mutopo, 2011;
Scoones et al., 2010; Rosset et al., 2006; Thiesenhusen, 1995), but also
the gradual shift of the meaning of land because of commoditisation
(Hirsch, 2012; Borras and Franco, 2013), and building on the con-
tinuities of holding on to the land of family farmers across the

generations (Fay, 2015; Oostindie, 2015) – we witness processes of re-
agrarianisation and repeasantisation (see also Van den Berg et al., 2018;
Nelson and Stock, 2018; Calvário, 2017). The articles by Easther Chi-
gumira on Zimbabwe, Henk Oostindie but also Jan Douwe van der
Ploeg about The Netherlands, Murat Öztürk, Joost Jongerden and Andy
Hilton about Turkey and Leonardo van den Berg, Dirk Roep, Paul He-
binck and Heitor Teixeira about Brazil elaborate the detail of how and
why continuous agrarianisation and repeasantisation occur. Sheona
Shackleton and Paul Hebinck for the Transkei in South Africa and Shuji
Hisano, Motoki Akitsu and Steven McGreevy for Japan, disclose the
dynamics of continuous agrarianisation in the midst of a deagrar-
ianising landscape. This is not just limited to the global South but also
manifests in different forms and shapes in Europe and the USA, with or
without state and/or society support (e.g. LEADER programmes in the
EU; Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiatives).

Repeasantisation and the central role of family farming is the ana-
lytical answer to the ideas and images of drudgery as well as ‘efficient-
but-poor’ discourses such as those of Schultz (1964) during the 1950s
(Van der Ploeg, 2010a, 2013, 2014). Repeasantisation unfolds as the
interconnection of processes of people holding on and/or ‘returning’ to
rural and land-based activities, either through inheriting land from kin
or otherwise, or through purchasing private land or accessing land
through planned and unplanned (e.g. squatting) land reform pro-
grammes, with the (re)construction of a social-material infrastructure
that allows rural producers to farm and construct livelihoods that are to
a degree autonomous. A central aspect is the conversion of human ca-
pital into natural – or more precisely – agroecological capital, rather
than reliance on the availability of financial capital to purchase assets
and advice (Van der Ploeg, 2010a, 2014). The increase of agroecolo-
gical capital is embedded in a labour and production process that pri-
marily hinges on employing own family labour which is often in-
tensified over time to secure an enhanced livelihood for the family. The
family is usually the social unit of farming that strives to enrich and add
value to own (ed) resources through their own labour. Altieri and
Toledo (2011) exposition of the ‘agroecological revolution’ conforms
with the mode of resource use exhibited in the process of re-
peasantisation: resources are pre-dominantly retrieved from the ecolo-
gical environment rather than acquired through market transactions,
and production is largely based on and sustained by ecological pro-
cesses. Leonardo van den Berg, Dirk Roep, Paul Hebinck and Heitor
Teixeira in this special issue treat ‘farming with nature’ as the ultimate
translation and expression of repeasantisation and the creation of
conditions of autonomy. The association between repeasantisation and
agroecology is often made in the literature (Van den Berg et al., 2018;
Nelson and Stock, 2018). Agroecology as science, resistance and social
movement is nowadays commonly argued for and supported
(Mousseau, 2016; Marongwe et al., 2012; Snipstall, 2015; Sevilla
Guzmán and Woodgate, 2012; Gliessman, 2012; Holt-Gimenez and
Altieri, 2012; Wezel et al., 2009, 2015). Repeasantisation, as an integral
part of rural development processes in and over time, will ultimately
manifest as generating more rural employment opportunities and en-
hanced levels of income and self-respect. Repeasantisation evolves into
development situations where the size of the agrarian economy,
agrarian or agrarian-related activities gradually, but notably, increases
(Milone and Ventura, 2010; Milone et al., 2015, 2018).

This then also raises the question of how to conceptualise and un-
pack agriculture or more accurately perhaps, rural-based activities. Do
we stick to conventional understandings of agriculture that conform to
the idea that modern agriculture hinges on externally derived inputs,
that farming is strictly limited to converting natural resources on the
farm into commodities? This is a common thread in the deagrar-
ianisation/depeasantisation literature: agriculture is equal to modern
agriculture, large-scale and technologically advanced; a form of agri-
culture that secures the production and productivity increases required
to feed the world. This perspective is what agrarian political economists
have in common with many economists, plant breeders and
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agronomists. The tendency to narrowly, restrictively define what con-
stitutes agriculture and rural activities is challenged by the articles in-
cluded this special issue. They embrace the idea that we need to go
beyond agriculture (or cropping and cattle rearing) per se and accept
that culture and nature boundaries are blurred in many different ways
(see also Croll and Parkin, 1992). There is accumulating evidence that
rural livelihoods hinge on more than farming alone (Shackleton and
Shackleton, 2015; Vandermeer and Perfecto, 2012; Toledo, 1990).
However, not only ‘outside’ monetary sources like pensions, re-
mittances or migrant labour income play a role but also harvesting from
the wild and the natural environment. Farming, or agriculture, entails
more than simply growing crops or keeping livestock – this is demon-
strated in detail by Paul Hebinck, Nosiseko Mtati and Charlie Shack-
leton in the article on rural South Africa. The papers by Leonardo van
den Berg, Dirk Roep, Paul Hebinck and Heitor Teixeira on Brazil,
Easther Chigumira on Zimbabwe, Murat Öztürk, Joost Jongerden and
Andy Hilton on Turkey, Wolfram Dressler, Will Smith and Marvin
Montefrio on the Philippines and Mikelis Grivins and Talis Tisenkopfs
on Latvia clearly point to the analytical advantage of broadening the
‘farm’ to include the natural environment, utilised through harvesting
or otherwise, seeing farming and rural livelihoods as more robust and
diverse, and possibly more sustainable in the long run. These (land-use)
practices are usually interpreted as merely parts of a safety network
used by people to avoid extreme poverty but they can also be con-
ceptualised as examples of a particular manifestation of multifunctional
agriculture in the global South. Moreover, the well-rooted cultural
meaning that people attach to their environments and its components –
such as trees, crops and seed (see Cocks et al., 2012, 2017; Hebinck
et al. 2015a; Croll and Parkin, 1992) – are an integral part of rural
livelihood dynamics.
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