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Abstract
This thesis investigates Pamong Benih Warisan (PBW), an online heirloom seed sharing,
through a feminist commoning lens to elucidate the intertwined relationship between
seeds and reproductive work in commons-based resistance. Both heirloom seeds and
reproductive work are continuously marginalized and devalued under the capitalist
context, yet they are prerequisite conditions to enable capital accumulation. While
heirloom seeds are perceived as less productive and reproductive work related to them
is less valued, women who initiate PBW persistently share the seeds and perform
laborious care work.
This thesis explores the revalorization of heirloom seeds as a form of resisting enclosure
that excludes them from the dominant seeds system. Heirloom seeds as commons are
signified by anti-capitalist values that guide seed sharing. Reproductive work related to
seeds, in turn, provides an opportunity to experience care, build connectivity, regain
autonomy, produce nutritious food, and create an alternative economic activity based on
biodiversity and solidarity. Moreover, knowledge is learned through an exchange of
stories, recipes, and cultivation practices. As the members are scattered across Indonesia,
commoning practices and approaches are diverse in each offline network. The remaining
dilemma is whether to keep the PBW as an open-unstructured hub for seed sharing with
its irregular online interaction and diverse offline practices or systematize it as
consolidated seed activism. Utilizing netnography from a feminist standpoint, this thesis
contributes to enriching the real practice of anti-capitalist commoning which brings often
invisible reproductive and care work to the foreground.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
It is well known that people are usually allured to grandiose programs or activities.
(And) Fewer people care about seeds, handling them carefully and then put them
in tiny packages to be shared.
Mrs. Chandra, initiator of PBW,
(introduction conversation, 20 August 2020)
(..) we are happy to share our seeds, but preparing them until they are ready to be
sent is laborious and time-consuming. That is why we want to be more selective in
sharing them with people who are willing to adopt our values related to seeds.
Mrs. Diah, initiator of PBW,
(interview, 04 December 2020)

1.1 Heirloom seeds, reproductive work, and the commons
Amidst humanitarian actions at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in Indonesia, I
encountered a newly established heirloom seed sharing initiative that utilizes a Facebook
group. The initiative called Pamong Benih Warisan (PBW), literally translated as ‘the
custodian of heirloom seeds’, is organized by women from diverse activist backgrounds
in response to the pandemic. At first, heirloom seed sharing seems strange for some
reason. To begin with, humanitarian actions usually provide meals, ready-to-use food
ingredients, cash, or health equipment, as in the case of COVID-19. Although the number
of people who started home-gardening was increasing during the pandemic, therefore the
need for seed, it is often perceived as a leisure activity for those who have the privilege of
working from home and owned a backyard. Growing your own food seems ideal but often
not too practical, especially in crises, assuming people are in dire need of an immediate
means of survival. It is even more peculiar if we refer to the quotation above at the
opening of the chapter that preparing and handling seeds is laborious and often less
valued. Moreover, the usage of heirloom seeds, old varieties that always could be replanted but arguably have less yield than corporate-produced seeds, also makes it
undesirable for most people. So, why do women do seed sharing anyway, and why do they
give particular emphasis to heirloom seeds?
Such peculiarity reflected marginalization and undervalue of both heirloom seeds and
work related to seeds (Howard, 2003; Nazarea, 2005). The dominant modern agri-food
system requires seeds that grow as homogenous, uniform, and standardized plants – and,
therefore, their yields. This cannot be achieved using farmers’ seeds which are diverse in
line with local specific features, respond differently to weather and pests, and are
inefficient based on capitalist calculations. Instead, uniformity of plants and yields could
be achieved using corporate seeds that are 'created' through hybridization or gene
3

engineering to manipulate their performance and makes them more controllable. As a
consequence, diverse farmers' varieties, including heirloom seeds, are being degraded,
called 'primitive cultivars' and should be replaced by the 'new' corporate-owned seed
varieties such as High Yielding Varieties (HYVs), hybrid seeds, and Genetic Modified
Organisms (GMOs) (Shiva, 2015). Such replacement brings more destructive effects, such
as biodiversity loss, the disappearance of farmers' autonomy and knowledge related to
seeds as they become dependent on corporate seeds, and restrictions on use and
distribution of farmers' seeds.
On the other hand, subsistence farming, including taking care of seeds and utilizing them
for food and other necessities to sustain human life and create meaningful social and
cultural connections, is a form of reproductive work. However, like other forms of
reproductive work in a capitalist context, seed-related work done by women is considered
as, referring to Federici (2012), non-productive, largely invisible, uncompensated, and
conducted out of affection and care for the family or community. Such a view is rooted in
the separation between reproductive work from economic production, which is one of
capitalist society's features, to create an "institutional basis for new, modern forms of
women's subordination" (Fraser, 2016). This way, reproductive work is being privatized
in the domestic sphere, disconnected from wider social relations, devalued, and assigned
for women.
Although being undermined by the capitalist system, both heirloom seeds and
reproductive work are indispensable for capitalism to exist continuously. Heirloom seeds,
landrace varieties, and crop wild relatives provide the genetic pool needed as material
stock for seed corporations or research institutions to develop new varieties
(Kloppenburg, 2004; Montenegro de Wit, 2015; Shiva, 2015). Unpaid and uncompensated
reproductive work such as subsistence farming, caring for family and friends, and other
work that holds people together as communities provides well-functioning humans as a
labor force for capitalism to exploit (Federici, 2012). Reproductive work is the foundation
of every economic and political system (Ibid.) and no society would be able to endure for
so long without it (Fraser, 2016).
It is clear that heirloom seeds and reproductive work shared a parallel track of being
undermined in a way that their value can continuously be captured for capital
accumulation. Both seeds and reproductive work are essential for our lives, but their
value is being used to deprive us in maintaining and expanding the usage of seeds and
shrink our reproductive work. However, it can be turned to the opposite direction by
using reproductive work as a terrain for struggle and resistance (Federici, 2012). This is
what Federici (2012, p.2) calls the "double character" of reproductive work, as "work that
reproduces and 'valorizes' us not only in view of our integration in the labor market but
also against it."
The first and foremost resistance agenda, therefore, is twofold. First, it should alter the
separation between productive and reproductive, production and consumption, and labor
division that alienated humans from each other and their environment (Mies, 2005).
4

Secondly, collective organization of resources and reproductive work and prevents their
value from being captured by the capitalist system and used against us (Federici, 2019).
Here, the idea of commons emerged to seal and conceptualize such an agenda against the
continuous enclosure that enables capitalists to expand. Commons is understood as a
continuous process, always created, and comprises not only material things but also social
relations that constitute social practices (Ibid.). Given the active process of creating the
commons, some scholars refer to it as commoning which indicates commons as a verb and
beyond governing materialities (Linnebaugh, 2014).
Due to their close connection to reproductive work and the resources that they utilize,
women are usually the first to step forward in defending their resources and start the
process of reconnecting and weaving back social fabric that is torn apart in a capitalist
context (Federici, 2019). Seed activism, on the other hand, revolves around the struggle
to denounce privately owned seeds by companies and reclaiming seeds as shared
resources among communities that cultivate them. Thus, the commons reflects a set of
relations where resources are pooled, and reproductive work is reorganized more
collectively, valorized, and strengthened. As an antidote to the enclosure, the concept of
commons helps to ensure that the effort to create social reproduction that is more
cooperative and inclusive, based on solidarity and care, is not being co-opted and used
against us.
Building on the peculiar ‘capitalist contradiction’ of the marginalized-cum-indispensable
nature of both seeds and reproductive work summarized above, this thesis intends to
comprehend if PBW seed sharing is a plausible form of resistance through the lens of the
commons. The commons approach become a hook for the overall thesis given the need to
deepen the theoretical and practical understanding of ‘seed commons’ (Peschard &
Randeria, 2020) and enrich the practice of anti-capitalist commons particularly through
a feminist standpoint which is elaborated in the literature review in chapter 2. In order to
contribute to understandings of the commons-based resistance, this thesis mainly asks
how seeds and reproductive work are intertwined and communalized among the PBW
members. Answers to these questions will add an example of productive yet undervalued
and invisible work related to seeds, and at the same time, elucidate how this work is used
to erode gendered reproductive work and prevent the value captured by the capitalist
system.

1.2 Research questions
Main question
How does the PBW organize seeds sharing and its related reproductive work as commons
and protect their value from capitalist capture?

Sub-questions
1. How do PBW initiators frame heirloom seed sharing?
5

2. What are the everyday practices of seed sharing in the group and its extended
network?
3. How do PBW members envision the future of seed commons?

1.3 A glimpse of PBW seed sharing
This section briefly describes the process of how PBW come into being based on
interviews with the initiators and online observation. In writing this part, and the whole
thesis, I refer to all the initiators and other informants with their given name according to
their consent, except for a person who asked otherwise.
Before the idea of seed sharing emerged, around March 2020, a network of women called
EMPU started to made masks in response to Covid-19. It was strategically thought out
because almost all women in the EMPU network are natural fabric artisans and
enthusiasts, or fashion socio-entrepreneurs who could not sell the fabric and then turned
it them into masks instead. Mrs. Leya, one of the EMPU network and initiator, did a brief
research about mask practices in other countries and found the #Mask4All campaign.
Inspired by it, they started to promote wearing a mask before the government made it
mandatory. As many people are impacted by COVID-19, they did not just produce masks
to sell, but turned it into a humanitarian effort.
At first, the artisans used their high-quality, hand-woven, and naturally coloured fabric to
make the masks. EMPU helped to promote and sell it without a profit margin. And then,
many friends and relatives donated their traditional fabric to EMPU. This way, they are
able to produce more masks and sell some of the masks to fund the production and made
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) to be donated to health centers1. The greatest cost
was for postage and distribution. For this cost, apart from selling masks with donated
fabric, they contacted friends who then gave donations to cover the costs. They also
collaborated with institutions such as the Indonesian National Military-Air Force (AURI)
and National Agency for Disaster Countermeasure (BNPB) to distribute masks, PPE, and
later seeds to marginalized and isolated areas. In May 2020 they made and donated
17.225 masks including to 52 health centres (97 health centres in December 2020).
Mrs. Chandra, part of the EMPU network and initiator of the PBW, reflected that COVID19 is only a symptom of a far more dangerous condition that is the destruction of the
earth’s ecosystem. Thus, the masks and PPE response should be paired with something
that could help weave the earth’s biodiversity back and provide for basic food needs. The
idea of local, heirloom, open-pollinated seeds easily popped-up as she has been working
on seeds for years. She contacted some friends - individuals and organizations of seeds
savers. A package of masks, PPE, and little bags of seeds were soon being sent across
Health center here refer to healthcare service unit in village or district level called
Puskesmas (short of Pusat Kesehatan Masyarakat or community health center) and they
are overseen and manage by government under Ministry of Health.
1
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Indonesia. Up to now, the PBW Facebook members total 301 accounts and more than
2.500 seed packages have been distributed across Indonesia, to places such as Aceh,
Sulawesi, and Maluku, and to more than 400 addresses for both individuals and
communities, as shown in the figure below:
Figure 1.
The distribution of seed sharing from Pamong Benih Warisan
Source: interview and Facebook group observation

The PBW’s existence comes from a combination of humanitarian response and the agility
of networks of close friends. Seeds from the seed savers were also shared with a circle of
close friends in urban areas, mostly Jakarta, and they posted the plants on Facebook.
These kind of posts got attention, and bigger circle of friends started asking for the seeds.
Mrs. Evi, an active volunteer who I also refer to as an initiator of PBW, said that from a
small circle it was elevated to wider audience and more seeds were sent out of solidarity.
However, they started to share seeds more strategically, the seed receivers should be
carefully chosen, as Mrs. Leya stated:
The seeds should be for people who really need it such as urban poor, vulnerable
groups. I am afraid if it is only for hobbyists, seeds won’t last long because maybe
they lose interest or change hobby after the pandemic is over. People who depend
on the existence of seeds for survival will always have interest in taking care of and
keeping it. (Interview, 12 December 2020)
As seeds were being sent to many people and communities in many region across
Indonesia, there was a need to keep in touch. A Facebook group become a feasible choice
at that time to gather all seed receivers. In early May 2020, two initiators created the
Facebook group with the name of Pamong Benih Warisan which means the custodian of
heirloom seeds. The word pamong refers to people who take care of seeds, from seed
savers to seed receivers, the work of guarding heirloom seeds was passed on.
7

They were starting to invite all the seed receivers while at the same time continuing to
send seeds to more people. As a newly-formed group, there were no written rules. In the
beginning of June 2020, Mrs. Diah, who worked with peasants who saved seed, proposed
some values concerning seed sharing to the group, which are elaborated on in chapter 3.
The PBW Facebook group functions as a medium to keep in touch without any obligation
or ties. It is a fluid hub comprising various people, from different backgrounds and
motives, but with a shared interest and care for the seeds. There is no structure nor leader
in this initiative. According to Mrs. Chandra:
I am a friend who started this, but I am by no means the leader or the owner of this
(group). There are many inspiring seed savers and sharers in PBW. I am even a
facilitator, I am the same as all. (email communication, 13 December 2020)
She also said that PBW has no strategy whatsoever to maintain the seed sharing. It exists
and runs naturally, without any program or planning or hierarchy, all based on voluntarily
work, spontaneity and dedication to seeds.
As a Facebook group, PBW might have no clear boundaries as a community due to the
open characteristics of the virtual space and the intention of the initiators to make it open.
Tighter boundaries emerge in the offline realm where individuals, groups, and
communities start to build up a common understanding around seeds and include seeds
as part of their social reproduction. In offline networks, there is also a well-established
seed activism nucleus that has been working on spreading their values and perspective of
seeds as a commons resource.
To map out people who are involved in the seed sharing, both online and offline, I draw
some of the following distinctions. First, seed savers and receivers who joined the
Facebook group, therefore online members, and grow seeds by themselves or together
with their community or group. Second, seed saver and receivers who have not joined the
Facebook group. I refer them as offline extended networks as their connection is through
the pamong who has joined the Facebook group. I also encountered informants who have
received and reproduced seeds from the initiator that are not related to the PBW, as they
started long before pandemic. Lastly, online members on the Facebook group who do not
share or receive seeds. The last category might only interact online, share interest of
seeds, or remain idle.

1.4 The organisation of the thesis
This thesis comprises six chapters. The second chapter follows this introductory chapter,
which outlines the literature review of commons and commons-based seed resistance. It
then draws up a theoretical framework using feminist-commons theory to understand the
intertwined relationship between reproductive work, seeds, and the commons. The
empirical findings are analyzed in chapters three to five. Chapter three analyses the
framing of seed sharing of the PBW concerning reproductive work, commons, and
8

commoning (sub-question 1). Chapter four analyses everyday practices of commoning
heirloom seeds among the PBW members and their extended network that constitutes
revalorizing reproductive work and preventing its co-opted value (sub-question 2). In
chapter five, I envisage the further aspirations of seed commons among PBW members
(sub-question 3) and link this up with their position in relation to the market, state, and
fellow commoners. Chapter six elaborates each of the finding' analyses to answer the main
research question about the organization of seeds and reproductive work as common and
how it prevents value captured by the capitalist system. As a concluding chapter, chapter
six also presents the limitations of this study.
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Chapter 2
Theoretical Frameworks and Methodology
2.1 Introduction
In my initial contact with the PBW network to discuss the research plan, one of the
initiators perceived it as an opportunity to learn and engage with theoretical academic
discussion around seeds. Therefore, I write this chapter to prepare a theoretical
framework that will help me with analysis and honor her aspiration. However, this
chapter and overall report are not intended to become the sole narration of what is
happening. People involved in the PBW already have vast knowledge and experience
related to seeds. Instead, this part offers a particular cross-cutting lens between seeds,
commons, and a feminist standpoint, which might benefit their wider seed discussion.
I start this chapter with a review of the main commons theories and how they inform seed
commons debates. Commons literature noticeably bifurcates into institutionalist and
anti-capitalist/radical/alter-globalization streams (Huron, 2017; Martinez, 2020; de
Angelis, 2017). Institutionalist streams are the dominant discourse in commons studies,
led by the Nobel-prized economist Elinor Ostrom, with the main feature of governing
commons through a design framework such as Institutional Analysis and Development
(IAD) or Social-Ecological System (SES). The Ostromian institutionalist stream
contributes a breakthrough in commons studies, proving that a group of people or
communities can manage their resources sustainably. Ostrom provided evidence contrary
to the Tragedy of the Commons, coined by Hardin (1968), who said that resources would
be depleted over time due to individual rivalry and are best managed by private entities
or the state.
Unlike institutionalists, anti-capitalist/radical streams politically position themselves by
problematizing the historical relation between commons and capital (de Angelis, 2017).
Proponents to this stream argue that the problem of commons is not merely managing it.
Rather, it is necessary to scrutinize the capitalist system that imposed a power imbalance,
violence, dispossession, and class differentiation to enclose the commons required for
accumulation. Both streams are examined in conceptualizing seed commons in the third
part of this chapter.
Considering that the context of this thesis is based on women-led seed sharing networks,
the feminist approach in commons debates proposed by Federici (2019) is employed as a
theoretical framework in the fourth part of this chapter. Feminist tradition urges to
unpack the layer of oppression in the capitalist-patriarchal context where women usually
bear the greatest cost. Drawing from cases of women defending and reclaiming the
commons, Federici lays the feminist standpoint in commons debates based on a critique
of the capitalist-patriarchal system. Following Federici's feminist-commons or feministcommoning, this thesis was written and analyzed with an anti-capitalist commons stream.
10

This theoretical review aims to enlighten three aspects that reciprocate the research
questions: framing, everyday practice, and envisioning seed commons.

2.2 Defining commons
Commons are often loosely defined as resources shared by a group of people for their
continuous sustenance. Such a definition can be traced back to the Roman Empire of res
communes for things held by commoners. Res communes differs from res publicae as it
refers to things held by the state, or from res privatae as things retained by private entities
(Holt-Giménez, 2018). However, commons have become a complex and highly contested
concept in current times, especially in the neoliberal era, mainly influenced by two
streams of thought: the institutionalist and anti-capitalist. In addition, there is another
notable stream in commons approach influenced by post-capitalist thinking, such as
commoning developed by Gibson-Graham et al. (2016), but reviewing this stream is
beyond this thesis scope.

Institutionalist stream
Institutionalist is the dominant stream in commons studies. Their approach to commons
is rooted in the economic discipline. The premise of institutionalist stream is that humans
cannot be fully rational because they do not have access to all information needed to make
decisions. Thus, they need an institution to help them regulate economic exchange
(Huron, 2018). In this sense, institutionalists argue that commons could be effectively and
sustainably managed through a set of design principles and frameworks. To manage
commons, three main elements are applied, namely clear boundaries of who is and is not
a commons member, rules and regulations that bind the members, and a mechanism that
deals with conflicts.
To study commons, institutionalists conceptualized commons as Common-Pool
Resources (CPR), defined as a natural or man-made resource systems that are sufficiently
large to make it costly to exclude potential beneficiaries from obtaining benefits from
their use (Ostrom, 1990). From this definition, CPR is characterized by subtractability and
non-excludability. Subtractability is related to an individual's appropriation of commons
resources, affecting other individuals' chances of gaining the same resources. On the other
hand, non-excludability concerns the difficulty of excluding individuals from using a
common resource. Thus, the level of both substractability and non-excludability is high in
CPR. In other words, CPR has a high potency of rivalry in usage, but at the same time, it is
hard to exclude people from using it, which then leads to overuse if it is not managed
properly.
Institutionalists focused on physical resources such as irrigation, forests, fisheries, land
grazing, and water in the early stage. These commons are often referred to as Traditional
Commons (Ostrom, 1990, 2005, 2008) to distinguish them from, later recognized, newly
11

emergent commons or the New Commons. Traditional Commons are bound to
subtractability and non-excludability of CPR characteristics, making them prone to
overuse problems.
In the 2000s, institutionalists became increasingly interested in the New Commons
(Huron, 2018). The term 'New' here could be understood as newly-formed commons
created through technology, commons that are distinct from Traditional Commons, or
from natural resources that are newly conceptualized as commons (Hess, 2000).
Examples of New Commons include knowledge, internet, culture, information, Global
Commons like climate or atmosphere (Hess, 2000; Hess and Ostrom, 2008). Unlike
Traditional Commons, New Commons are not necessarily bound to commons features
such as substractability or non-excludability. This means that the problem of the New
Commons is not necessarily about overuse. In knowledge commons, for example, even
though the user of the knowledge is increasing, this will not affect the opportunity for
other individuals to use it. In fact, the high usage of the knowledge could contribute to its
further development. On the contrary, the fewer people that use the knowledge; the more
it will shrink, be neglected, and gradually disappear. Given their initial heavy focus on
Traditional Commons, the concept of New Commons was a big paradigm shift for
institutionalist scholars (Huron, 2018).
The most notable gap in the institutionalist approach is the lack of attention given to the
origins of a commons and larger capitalist structure within which it exists (Huron, 2018;
De Angelis, 2017, Matinez, 2020). Consequently, they mainly focus was on managing the
commons over time and the biggest threat to its existence was seen as coming from
endogenous factors. In other words, the failure of commons is caused more by internal
circumstances like competition, free rider, and non-mediated conflict among commoners,
rather than the enclosure of the commons by bigger forces such as state and private
entities. In addition, the institutionalist approach is often criticized for its silence about
class, power, and the relation between capital and commons (Isaac et al., 2010).

Anti-capitalist2 stream
Unlike the institutionalist perspective, this stream is rooted in activism as much as in
scholarship. In approaching commons, the anti-capitalist stream emphasizes the threat of
capitalist structures and the continuous struggle of social movements to reclaim and seize
the commons from privatization and enclosure (see Federici, 2019; Caffentzis, 2014;
Linebaugh, 2014). Thus, much of anti-capitalist scholar’s research is based on the struggle
to protect existing commons from enclosure and reclaim commons from previously
enclosed environments.

2

Other names for this stream are Marxist radical (De Angelis, 2017; Martinez, 2020), Radical (Maddison, 2010)
and alter-globalization (Huron, 2018). I used anti-capitalist term to align it with overall framework as suggested
by Federici (2014) of anti-capitalist commons.
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Scholars of anti-capitalist commons recognize the commons as resources. Still, the
community should collectively manage it because these resources are necessary for their
subsistence and are often embedded in social relations – or socially produced (Shiva,
2013). As a social process, rather than resources, commons should be understood within
the community where they exist. Commons and community cannot be separated. As Mies
(2014) emphasizes, there are no commons without community, the existence of commons
only happened because of the community that took care of it. Building on the
understanding above, Linebaugh (2014) proposed the term “commoning” to emphasize
the social process and activity to understand commons, not as a resource.
The anti-capitalist view draws the concept of commons from its relation to capital. The
main problem of the commons is an enclosure, a step that becomes the prerequisite for
capital accumulation. A famous example of an enclosure event was in 17th century
England when landlords of the nobility enclosed the lands which common people
depended on for their sustenance. Consequently, common people were expelled from the
land and could not utilize it anymore for their production. Enclosure in this example
provided the origin of separation between commoners (producers) and their means of
production (land, nature), which signified primitive accumulation. Through this
separation, commoners became a working-class, left only with their labor to be sold in the
capitalist system (Caffentzis, 2004; Linebaugh 2008). Thus, for the anti-capitalist stream,
resistance to commons enclosure means protection of their means of subsistence against
powerful appropriators and refusal to wage work – or by extension, taking control of their
own life (Huron, 2018).
Within this stream of thought, Federici (2019) contributed to commons studies in two
aspects. First, the feminist perspective makes households and unpaid labor visible by
pointing out that commons are a place for social reproduction (Huron, 2018). Secondly,
in her approach, reclaiming the commons means creating a new equal, democratic, and
emancipatory society (Federici, 2019, Shiva, 2013). The feminist perspective in commons
is explored deeper in subchapter 2.5.
According to Huron (2018), the noticeable gap in the anti-capitalist approach is twofold.
First, most of these scholars do not delve into the details of how commons operate in
contemporary life (Huron, 2018). Second, scholars of this stream need to put more
attention on examining how anti-capitalist commons function and operate. Lastly, the
anti-capitalist approach does not tend to deal straightforwardly with the problem of
exclusion and access in the commons (Ibid.).
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2.3 Seed enclosure
From commons to private property
It is important to briefly unpack the seed enclosure process to understand the relation
between commons and capital. Enclosure signifies the starting point of capitalist society
based on Marxist tradition, as it becomes a basic device for ‘original accumulation’ by
divorcing people from their means of production. However, the enclosure is not a onetime process at the beginning of capitalism. Rather, it happens continuously to clear paths
for capitalist accumulation (Federici, 2019).
For millennia, seeds have been freely reproduced, exchanged, shared, and saved by
farmers (Preschard & Randeria, 2020; Phillips 2005, 2013; Ruivenkamp, 2005). These
practices indicate seeds are commonly ‘owned’ by peasant, farmers, gardeners and
communities who cultivate them (Shiva, 2015), or as a form of commons
(Ruivenkamp;2005). In the last half century, there has been a constant effort by
corporations to turn seeds into private property through seed enclosures. In order to
enclose seeds and create value – and therefore the right to use them for profit
accumulation - corporations must rupture the self-reproducing ability of seeds, which has
been fundamental for seed saving practices.
Unlike resources such as land, seeds are not easy to enclose due to their regenerative
capacity as a “living, reproducing organism that links both ends of the production process”
(Montenegro de Wit, 2017, p.171). Thus, seeds become means of production and the
result of production at once, meaning the form of its use and exchange value are the same
(Kloppenburg, 2004). Moreover, the generative capacity of seeds is continuously
influenced by their environment (natural and social), which makes them inefficient to
capital due to yield features, unpredicted response toward the environment, excess
production, and labor time. These natural characteristics of seeds exemplify the obstacles
to capitalist penetration that needs to be altered through advanced science or technology
(Mann & Dickinson, 1978). To this end, appropriation and commodification of seeds
enable capital accumulation to happen in two trajectories; the technological approach
that comprises hybridization to genetic engineering, and legal pathways to regulate seeds
and their genes under IPRs (Kloppenburg 2004).
Contemporary seed enclosure began in the 1930s when hybrid seeds were developed
(Kloppenburg, 2004). It is important for capital to ensure that seeds produced through
hybridization technology cannot economically be saved and replanted. It should have usevalue as seeds, but the exchange-value should be only be as grain and not as seed. The
use-value is created by altering reproductive ability of seeds thus it becomes material
object for accumulation. Moreover, to produce hybrid seeds, the parent lines of any
particular variety can be developed and maintained as trade secrets, thus making hybrid
seeds a proprietary product (Kloppenburg, 2004). Once farmers use hybrid seeds, their
labor to safeguard and develop their seeds is no longer needed (Ruivenkamp, 2010),
which means farmers' labor is separated from (re)production of seeds. Hybrid seeds have
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proven to be a medium for accumulation. They separate farmers from their own seeds
when the incentive for their continuous reproduction of seeds for replanting material is
replaced by the requirement to purchase anew (Montenegro de Wit, 2017). Through
hybridization technology, private capital creates profit opportunities from the sale of
seeds. In other words, the seed has been commodified (Bezner Kerr, 2013). Technology
has been used to continuously enclose seeds, from hybridization to genetic engineering.
The technological approach in seed enclosure goes hand in hand with legal imposition
that gradually denies labor relations between farmers and seeds. First, plant breeding
technology imposes breeder’ rights that provide exclusive rights to the breeder of a plant
variety that is new, distinct, uniform, and stable (DUS). Later on, these rights extend to a
variety’s production and reproduction, conditioning, sale, importation, exportation, and
stocking (Peschard & Randeria, 2020). Finally, to help full application, these rights are
perpetuated through IPR regulation, UPOV, and PVP Acts that preclude farmers’ ability to
save and reproduce protected seeds, even criminalizing the practice (Montenegro de Wit,
2017). As a counterweight to plant breeder’ rights, the legal struggle for farmers' rights
has become a central theme of seed activism for years (Peschard & Randeria, 2020).

Threaten genetic pool
Capital is not only interested in seeds that are ‘created’ by ensuring a long-lasting
enclosure effect for accumulation. It also needs the genetic pool as material for further
seed development. The need for genetic material is pressing, especially when biodiversity
loss and genetic erosion are increasing. Landraces, heirloom seeds and crop wild relatives
(CWR) – species that are closely related to crops, including their ancestors – offer the
‘untapped’ opportunity to develop seeds in a more challenging future (Montenegro de
Wit, 2017). However, it is paradoxical given that the cause of genetic loss and erosion is
modern agriculture where ‘improved’ seeds are placed at the center of its operation
(Curry, 2019).
Sourcing for genetic material is not new. It happened for years, from colonization, through
conservation in the botanical garden, to the modern era when institutional breeding at
the national or international level was established at the beginning of the Green
Revolution. Particularly in conservation, the in-situ approach, where plants are kept in
their natural ecosystem like a national park, negates the ex-situ approach in which genetic
material is maintained in research laboratories. However, the conservation of genetic
material, both in-situ and ex-situ, is getting systematized to serve the need for further
accumulation (Montenegro de Wit, 2017). In ‘complementary conservation,’ the in-situ
and ex-situ approaches are no longer perceived as the opposite but as integrative and
benefiting each other. Integration of the in-situ approach helps ex-situ conservation
extract the value of plant and genetic material through their collection in the field (Ibid.).
For genetic material such as CWR and landraces, the Seed Treaty seems to serve their
enclosure. The process occurs when ex-situ conservation works globally to inventories
plants whose priority criteria are provided by the Seed Treaty (Vincent et al., 2013;
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Montenegro de Wit, 2017). As the priority criteria are aligned with the ‘protected
commons’ list of the Seed Treaty, the genetic material in the inventory is likely related to
that list. It is then easier to include the genetic material in the list for ‘commons’ use. This
process shows how genetic material is extracted from conservation programs and valued
as material for further breeding development that benefits researchers, private breeders,
and the agro-industry (Montenegro de Wit, 2017).

Types of seed and the relation to enclosure
To distinguish many forms of seed and their relation to enclosure, I summarized some
concepts below. I use terms provided by Preston et al. (2011) that distinguish seeds into
two categories based on their breeding technique: traditional and modern varieties.
Traditional crop varieties are reproduced through the open-pollinated method which
include crossing, both intentionally by a farmer or naturally occurring, and selection of
desirable traits among populations across several generations. By saving and planting
continuously, plants with certain traits will stabilize, meaning that the offspring are
similar to their parent- therefore farmers, breeders, and gardeners can use it over many
years. Open-pollinated seeds have genetic variation within the population, making them
adaptable to the changing environment. Open-pollinated seeds comprise of (among
others) landraces, farmer’s or peasant’s seed, and heirloom seeds. Because these seeds
usually do not comply with DUS criteria, they are gradually excluded from seed systems
and the market, as well as being difficult to legally circulate (Preschard & Randeria, 2020).
On the other hand, modern varieties refer to more complex breeding methods such as
hybridization and genetic engineering. These methods are time-consuming and costly,
thus usually done by professional breeders, corporations, and research institutes.
Corporate-produced seeds are categorized as modern varieties, comply to DUS criteria,
and they are enclosed seeds to protect the ‘created value’ resulting from the breeding
method.
Table 1. Type of seeds
Source: Preston et al, 2011; Shiva, 2015; Preschard & Randeria, 2020
Type
Landrace
varieties

Definition

Historic origin, distinct
identity, lack of formal
improvement, genetically
diverse, locally adapted,
linked to traditional
farming systems, local
cultural association.
Farmer's Subject to selection over
(peasant) time, by farmer,
Traditional varieties for local
varieties
conditions/desired

Usage

Relation to
enclosure

commercial/farm
varieties (grown on
a farm scale for
commercial scale)

commercial/farm
varieties (grown on
a farm scale for
commercial scale)

Impacted by
seeds
regulation/laws:
marginalization,
excluded from
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characters,
under farming conditions.

Modern
varieties

Heirloom Historical origin of over
varieties 40 years, is open
pollinated, is of
cultural/heritage value to
its users, that has been
developed, maintained
and transferred through
families and communities
rather than commercial
seed trade.
Hybrid
First-generation (F1)
seeds produced from
crossing two genetically
dissimilar uniform parent
lines. The progeny can be
replanted but the
characteristic segregated
again.
GM seeds Genetically engineered
organisms, are made by
using the technique of
gene splicing or
recombinant DNA to
introduce genes from an
unrelated organism into
the cells of a
plant.

seeds system &
market, prone
to biopiracy.
noncommercial/garden
varieties (grown on
a backyard scale for
home
consumption)

commercial/farm
varieties (grown on
a farm scale for
commercial scale)

commercial/farm
varieties (grown on
a farm scale for
commercial scale)

Enclosed seeds.
Improved
through
breeding
technology,
regulated, and
protected by
patent or IPRs
law.

In this thesis, the PBW spesifically use the term of heirloom seeds. Therefore, I refer to it
based on the definition, usage, and the relation mentioned in the table above. However, I
am not intentionally mirroring the concept of heirloom seeds and the practice among
PBW members. For example, members of the PBW might not necessarily put the time
prespective on their seeds strictly over 40 years, or a PBW network may use what they
call heirloom seeds for commercial farm purposes.
Departing from seed enclosure, the following sub-chapter will review seeds related
literature. The review is conducted in a way these kinds of literature resonate with the
commons approach. The review aims to elucidate the dynamic of reclaiming back the
seeds as commons.
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2.4 Exploring seed as commons
Conceptualizing seed commons is a complex undertaking and highly political. The
denotative statement of seeds as ‘common heritage of humankind’ endorsed by FAO in
19893 was contested because of its ambiguous meaning. Suppose seeds as common
heritage should be freely available for use. This would allow appropriation of free
materials from genetically rich countries in the Global South by genetically poor countries
in the Global North to be privatized and sold as ‘improved’ seeds (Kloppenburg, 2004;
Preschard and Randeria, 2020). In reaction to this asymmetrical mobilization of genetic
material, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) of 1992 was seen to regulate
unchecked exploitation of genetic resources in developing countries (Shiva, 2020) by
perpetuating the principle for national sovereignty to allow states to protect their
biological resources. However, national sovereignty over genetic resources could be
contradictory to what seeds activists advocate when the state exercises its power to
restrict farmers' access and activities related to seed.
In the 2000s, the notion of seeds as world heritage was still highly used in global seed
activism campaigns, namely ‘Seeds: common heritage of humanity.’ Moreover, in 2002 an
international civil society coalition supported the Treaty Initiative to share the genetic
commons to establish the earth’s gene pool as a global open-access commons and
prohibited all patents on plant, microorganism, animal, and human life (Treaty Initiative,
2002 in Preschard and Randeria, 2020). However, corporations like Monsanto agreed on
the notion of seeds as world heritage, thus, could co-opt the campaign. This then
prompted La Via Campesina (LVC) to revise the seeds campaign motto to ‘Seeds, people’s
heritage at service of humanity’ (CPT, 2016 in Preschard and Randeria, 2020). ‘People’s
heritage’ semantically denounces national sovereignty over genetic resources, and
‘service of humanity’ implies seeds are not freely available for private appropriation
(Preschard and Randeria, 2020). Through this motto, LVC asserts that seeds belong to the
communities that cultivate them, and rejected the idea that seeds belong to everyone and
no one or that the seeds belong to the state (ibid.).
The following sub-chapter reviews seed literature that uses the commons approach or
related ideas, both from an institutionalist and anti-capitalist perspective. In the section
on the anti-capitalist stream, I also review seed commoning as an emerging approach to
study commons, moving from resources to dynamic practices and social relations in
creating commons.

Institutionalist stream
Literature using the institutionalist approach to discuss commons is manifold. Using the
Ostromian approach, emerging discussion of seed as commons ranges from traditional
resources to the new commons forms, such as knowledge commons related to seeds or
global commons. For example, subtractability and excludability features are used to
3

FAO Resolution 5/89
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examine seeds and plant genetic resources for food and agriculture (PGRFA) and
conceptualize them as global commons (Halewood, 2013). Such categorization helps
apply governing principles and tailor institutional options for better management of
resources. Moreover, some literature examines the operations of seed commons related
regulation at the international level, such as the Seed Treaty, to see the benefit of genetic
resources management for stakeholders and protect varieties or landraces from
enclosure based on a legal perspective (Frison 2016; Girard & Frison 2018; Halewood
2013). This literature is aligned with the Ostromian approach, which suggests that
commons should be recognized by the state (Ostrom, 1990; Hess, 2008) as the subject of
regulation and governance.
In contrast, some scholars emphasize the social aspect of seed commons rather than
material to be governed. ‘Peasant seeds’ challenges seeds as natural commons by showing
the evolving-living relation between seeds and farmers, thus questioning laws and
regulations that perceive seed commons merely as material beings (Dedeurwaerdere
2012, 2013). In addition, seeds are also defined as ‘hybrid commons’ to emphasize the coexistence of the material aspect of seeds and the social process around seed production
(Basu et al., 2017) that involves knowledge, technology, and cooperation between diverse
stakeholders. Finally, in the marginal group, seeds could provide a space – or space
commons, for resistance, reclaiming lost rights, regaining access to and control over
resources, and re-commoning what had been enclosed (Patnaik et al., 2017).
Recently, critical literature produced around seed commons utilizes the institutionalist
approach. To fill the absence of a seed commons definition, scholars develop core criteria:
collective responsibility, collective-polycentric management, knowledge sharing, and
protection from private enclosures (Sievers-Glotzbach et al., 2020). As commons, seeds
are also defined beyond their materiality through knowledge commons, progressive
commons, and commoning (Sievers et al., 2020; Sievers-Glotzbach & Christinck, 2020;
Gmeiner et al., 2020; Mazé et al., 2020). Such discussion is based on farmers' simultaneous
co-created knowledge on seed breeding and management which the process itself is a
continuous practice of co-reproducing or commoning. Moreover, ‘progressive commons’
take a different position based on an ethical approach to describe seeds as commons that
can invoke sovereignty, re-democratization, and sustainability (Gmeiner et al., 2020).
These literatures provide critical understanding of seed commons and elevate the
discussion beyond materiality of seeds as well as regulation. However, the position of seed
commons does not necessarily contradict the dominant seed industry regime, rather, it
provides an alternative trajectory on seed production.

Anti-capitalist stream
Seeds scholars and seed-based movements do not necessarily use the term commons at
the heart of their analysis or struggle. However, aligning with the anti-capitalist stream in
commons studies, most of the literature on seed activism is about resisting enclosure.
Their features include challenging corporate control of seeds and opposing corporate
produced seeds by showing farmers’ or peasants’ seeds as being related to social
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processes, cultures, and biodiversity. To challenge corporate hegemony, various forms of
saving, sharing, swapping, and exchanging seeds in farming communities are discussed to
reflect actions of taking back control over seeds, exemplifying a form of seed activism and
seed sovereignty (Pottinger, 2017; Silva Garzón & Gutiérrez Escobar, 2020; Phillips, 2005;
García López et al., 2019). Resistance over the legal imposition of IPRs, Seed Laws, and
Variety Protection Acts have also taken the attention of seeds scholars to show how this
law operates on the ground, its impact, and the dynamics of legal contestation and
contradiction (Gutiérrez Escobar & Fitting, 2016; Felician et al., 2020; Peschard, 2017;
Peschard & Randeria, 2020; Wattnem, 2016). Moreover, seed saving and sharing are
particularly important because of their embodied social dynamic processes related to
culture, history, and biodiversity preservation (Aistara, 2011; Pautasso et al., 2013;
Duthie-Kannikkatt et al., 2019), which are gradually altered by monoculture and
industrialized agriculture. Even though this literature does not directly use the term
‘commons’, it shows an enormous tide of resistance towards seed enclosure.
Complementary with the literature on resisting enclosure above, some scholars have
focused on the dynamic of reclaiming seeds from capitalist appropriators using the term
‘commons’. The Open Source Seeds Initiative (OSSI) exemplifies a radical solution to
bringing back resources to the domain of ‘protected commons,’ populated by farmers and
plant breeders whose materials would be freely available and widely exchanged but
would be protected from appropriation by those who would monopolize them
(Kloppenburg, 2014). OSSI applies a ‘fence’ for the reclaimed seeds as protected
commons, so any party could not monopolize them. Analysing OSSI as a commoning
process, Montenegro de Wit (2019) shows how the ‘fence’ is continuously expanded
through an intersection between legal means and practice to revitalize farmers' capacity
to produce seeds. However, as OSSI utilized what they called the ‘master tools’, the same
tools used by corporate seed companies – licensing and contract law - a careful approach
is needed to avoid it becoming contradictory to the goal of overall reclaiming seeds
agenda (Patnaik, 2016; Kloppenburg, 2014).
Still in resonance with the anti-capitalist stream, scholars criticize ‘limited commons,’
which comprises 64 crops and forage perpetuated by the Seed Treaty (Aoki & Luvai, 2007;
Montenegro de Wit, 2017). These crops are most important for ‘world’ food security and
interdependence, thus open for access, benefit sharing and may not be the subject of
intellectual property claims. All genetic material outside this list is considered ‘sovereign
property’ of the countries where they are located. If those countries are bound to
The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) or The
International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV), they should
impose laws in favor of IPRs, and by extension, seed corporations (Aoki & Luvai, 2007).
Moreover, even though 64 crops are declared as ‘commons’, the derivative product from
these crops' genetic material is not and is subject to privatization (Montenegro de Wit,
2017).
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The commons lens on the topic of seeds elucidates the relation between enclosure,
privatization and capitalist systems. Although it is embodied in their struggle, the term of
seeds as commons is not necessarily conceptualized among scholars of the anti-capitalist
stream.

2.5 The framework: intertwining seed commons and reproductive work
Based on a review of two streams in commons studies, seed enclosure, and seed commons
above, this sub-chapter outlines how seed commons and reproductive work are
intertwined. I borrow the concept of seed commons and commoning developed by
Ruivenkamp (2015) which has an anti-capitalist inclination and the critique of feminist
standpoint towards it.

Seeds Commoning
As outlined in sub-chapter 2.3, enclosure alters the reproductive ability of seeds which
enables the commodification of seeds, the ‘creation’ of new forms of seeds through
technology to be privately owned and sold. This process signifies the transformation of
seeds as a means of production, which requires personal-independent human labor to
reproduce, into capital. As human labor is not needed anymore, it divorces humans from
seeds as they need to purchase new seeds for each planting season (Kloppenburg, 2004).
Therefore, forming seed commons should enact human labor relations to work with the
reproductive capacity of seeds, which was previously performed for centuries through
the safekeeping and development of seeds. This relation shows an active process, or
commoning, as Linebaugh (2014) put it:
Commoning is conducted through labor with other resources; it does not divide
‘labor’ and ‘natural resources.’ On the contrary, labor creates something as a
resource, and it is by resources that the collectivity of labor comes to pass. As an
action, it is thus best understood as a verb rather than as a ‘common pool
resource.’
Ruivenkamp (2010) conceptualizes seed commoning based on Hardt and Negri’s
multitude. This emphasizes different forms of political subjectivity in which the working
class could act diversely and autonomously to build an alternative inside the ‘shell’ of the
capitalist system. The premise is that seed commoning is deducted from multiple
approaches of social struggle with the effort to challenge seed production imposed by the
capitalist system, revitalize seeds as natural and social resources, and common the
production of knowledge (Ruivenkamp, 2010). Such effort goes beyond refusing and
rejecting capitalism, rather it employs alternative resistance based on innovativeness on
autonomy (Negri, 2005). Many seed production-related activities are indignant to the
capitalist system but have no desire to confront the genetic industry supply (Ruivenkamp,
2010; Patnaik, 2016). Rather, they are delegitimizing the power by taking autonomous
space to (re)appropriate the things that capital has taken from them (Gorz, 2010) and
emerge as an alliance of different actors from within institutions to create autonomous
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space and opportunity to challenge the system through the practie of seed commoning
(Ruivenkamp & Jongerden, 2013). In other words, multitudes helps us to understand
proliferating forms of seed commoning that are autonomous and have continuous
transformative processes involving actors who seem separated but are closely
interrelated (Ruivenkamp, 2010).
While the Left has not posed how to bring together burgeoning commons to draw a
foundation for a new mode of production (Federici, 2019), the multitude concept could
elucidate such questions. However, following Federici (2019), the remaining hurdle for
the multitude is to prevent the capitalist from “capturing” the wealth produced in the
commons. Moreover, Federici’s main critique of commoning is that the labor of women
remains invisible. Based on this debate, I draw the feminist standpoint proposed by
Federici in seed commoning in the following section.

Feminist standpoint
For Federici, the social process of creating and reclaiming commons where human labor
is invested - or commoning - should be examined closely. As commons are essential
resources for basic human life, such as food and water or health and knowledge, they are
closely related to reproductive work. Federici (2012) defines reproductive work in a
broader sense, not only comprising of biological procreation and so-called domestic work,
but also any work that is essential to human life such as caring and nurturing children and
elderly, producing food and farming, healthcare, education, taking care of the
environment, as well as collective relations, memory, cultures, and knowledge that give
meaning to human life. Therefore, if commoning is an effort to create a different form of
social relation, reproductive work should be unpacked and addressed.
Seed production, particularly the non-industrialized form, involves hefty reproductive
and care work in seed selection, preparation, usage, and storage. Women predominantly
do this work due to gendered labor division, which intersects with norms, cultures, belief
systems, religions, and system thinking in plant use, management, and conservation
(Howard, 2003). As an extension to their domestic duties, women are assigned
responsibility forseed management, which comprises preparation, storage, and exchange
of field and home garden crops (Oakley and Momsen, 2007). In indigenous communities,
women predominate in plant biodiversity because plants fulfilled household needs for
food, medicine, construction and craft materials, ornamentation, income generation,
religious practice, and trade, among others (Greenberg, 2003). The role comprises
management, conservation, and passing on of intergenerational knowledge of plants for
centuries. Moreover, in traditional Amazonian communities, farmers, often women, select
seeds based on size, appearance, and expected viability and productivity from the
harvested grain to be saved for next season (Coomes, 2010). Women in most African
traditional farming cultures are attributed as custodians of the whole seed cycle, from
selecting which seeds to plant each season to harvesting, cleaning, and storage (Hozken,
2017). Relations to plants are important for women’s status and welfare in particular
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societies such as indigenous communities, in their roles as housewives, plant gatherers,
home-gardeners, healers, herbalists, seed custodians, and informal plant breeders
(Howard, 2003).
The reproductive work in seed and plant management above is, in reality, tremendously
productive but largely invisible because it is considered to happen in the ‘domestic’ realm
(Howard, 2003). According to Federici (2019), there are processes to devalue
reproductive work in the capitalist system. First, capitalists rendered reproductive work
exclusively as women’s work constitutive to their biological ability to produce individuals
and maintain labor power for the capitalist system. Hence, these works are considered
external to capital and located outside the sphere of economic and social relations – or
domesticated. As reproductive work is privatized in the domestic sphere, capitalists leave
it as a personal concern of working-class families. This arrangement benefited capitalists
because the cost of maintaining the labor force is borne by families, particularly women.
Thus, women did unpaid and uncompensated work to take care of the household,
subsistence farm, and maintain resources.
Secondly, there is the expropriation of women’s bodies through subordination and
gendered division of labor. Assigning women to reproductive work means dispossessing
them from social relations - where initially reproductive work was organized collectively,
such as in kinship, and, they were excluded from wage work, which established
subordination to men (Sears, 2017). Here, patriarchal order is produced, in part, through
systematically devaluing certain categories of humans and certain kinds of work where
reproductive work is valued less. Consequently, this construction makes women bear the
greatest cost of unpaid reproductive work while its value is continuously degraded,
backgrounded, invisible, and captured by the capitalist-patriarchal system.

The framework
Utilizing the concept of reproductive work, Federici’s concern is not to strengthen the
capitalist’s narrow construction of reproductive work. Instead, she argues for using
reproductive work as the terrain to transform relations around commons-based
principles on collectivity, care, equality, and justice towards each other and environment
(Federici, 2019) by challenging capitalist structures. Based on this understanding,
feminist commoning, according to Federici, revolves around two things. First, it should be
based on women's vast experience and struggle in maintaining, defending, and reclaiming
commons resources related to reproductive work. Secondly, reproductive work that
sustains both commons and people should be cautiously reorganized to prevent its value
being captured by the capitalist system.
Following Federici’ argument, this thesis investigates how the PBW Facebook group
organizes heirloom seed sharing through a combination of reproductive work as a
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feminist standpoint and seed commoning in terms of framing the seed sharing vision, seed
sharing mechanism, and everyday practice of commoning by the PBW members, as
outlined and described below:
Figure 2
Seed commoning using feminist framework

Firstly, Federici emphasizes the broader structure of capitalism as the root of the
reproductive work problem. In this case, the way the initiator of the PBW frames the seed
problem may indicate a relation to seed enclosure that reflects the capitalist system's
presence, its consequence, and how this problem affects their reproductive work. Based
on the mapping of the problem, it becomes plausible to understand their goal and strategy
in organizing the seed sharing and saving through the PBW. This includes revaluing
reproductive work around seeds where heirloom seeds become important to revive and
maintain under the capitalist context. The corollary is that it evokes the ideal idea of seeds
based on their experience as women, activists, mothers, husbands, farmers, and so forth.
In sum, using the social movement framing (Benford and Snow, 2000), this part looks at
the way initiators framed the seed sharing that comprises, but is not limited to: the
problem that they want to ‘solve’, the meaning of seeds, guiding value for seed sharing,
and their strategy.
Secondly, Federici proposed reorganization of reproductive work in a collective and
collaborative manner, based on care and solidarity. Collectivity and collaboration are
paramount, according to Federici, because there is a direct correlation between the
communities where the social fabric is torn apart and forms of violence. Organizing a
more cooperative and collaborative form of reproductive work means people putting
their lives in the commons to protect themselves form any kind of violation. When the
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social fabric is mended, through care and solidarity, people can resist the violence and at
the same time start to transform the society where violence does not take place (Federici,
2018). In this case, the reorganization of reproductive work might be reflected in
everyday practice, such as people reconnecting to each other, pooling and sharing
resources, including seeds, building communication and understanding, and starting and
maintaining collective activities related to seeds and beyond to make their lives
meaningful, empowered, and autonomous. Reproductive work includes starting noncapitalist transactions through sharing, exchanging, and saving seeds, farming and
producing healthy nutritious food, evoking memories and tradition, and caring for seeds
and biodiversity. In sum, this part looks at the everyday practice of seed sharing such as:
pooling resources, action of care in seed sharing, and organization of reproductive work.
Thirdly, Federici suggests that reproductive work should be organized cautiously so the
capitalist system will not capture its value. It is also important that the reproductive work
in the commons should become an alternative to the capitalist order. Here, the continuous
reproduction of heirloom seeds reflects their autonomy and independence from the
market. In the PBW case, the relation with capitalists is explored through people's further
aspirations towards their seeds. First of all, their relation and position toward the market
are looked upon to see whether they are participating in global commodity markets (if
yes, how they arrange it) or creating local economic activities based on their seeds. The
relation with state or government institutions is also understood through cooperation to
benefit the reproductive work around seeds. Lastly, not using corporate-produced seeds
means that the capitalist system cannot benefit as a financial transaction does not take
place, thus capturing the exchange value of their seeds. Thus, it is plausible that expanding
the relation to a wider network will elevate the use of heirloom seeds. In sum, this part
looks at envisioning the continuity of heirloom seeds based on relation to market, state,
and fellow commoners.
Federici's (2019) proposed a feminist standpoint in understanding commons as what she
called 're-enchanting' the world. It is a way to “reconnect what capitalism has divided: our
relation with nature, with others, and with our bodies, enabling us not only to escape the
gravitational pull of capitalism but to regain a sense of wholeness in our lives” (Ibid. p
189). Therefore, the three parts outlined above are supposed to inform the PBW seed
sharing as a form of re-enchantment that despite the marginalization and undervaluing of
both heirloom seeds and reproductive work, they keep doing it as a way to deal with
capitalist consequences.
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2.7 Methodological reflection
Research Design
In May 2020, I stumbled upon the PBW Facebook group through the personal Facebook
account of women seed savers that I had been following for years. While considering the
Facebook group as a research site, I was aware that the online activities on the group
could not be separated from their grounded and relatively long-established seeds of
activism in reality. To address this virtual-material engagement, I decided to select a
netnography approach. Doing this research online amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, I
considered at least two consequences while employing netnography; an adaptation of
participant-observation to computer-mediated space and the blend between the
community's online engagement and social realities (Kozinets, 2015). First, this means
that in understanding the PBW group, I should keep in mind the things shared online are
related to offline realities, and both are reshaping each other. At the same time,
acknowledging my presence as a researcher in the online community might influence the
formation of meaning of virtual-material realities.
Since the beginning, my attention was caught by the unavoidable presence of women in
the PBW. As I had been learning and educating myself to be a feminist, I was full of
conviction to side with the cause and attentive to women's contribution towards the
broader seed movement, which tends to be backgrounded. Such conviction is due to
exposure to literature about seeds and feminism and my experience of brief involvement
in seed activism. To unpack the relation and problem around seeds and women, a feminist
theoretical framework is outlined in the previous chapter. Thus, I am fully aware of my
inclination towards feminist research. I should consider its characteristics along the way,
such as situated knowledge, reflexivity, political work, and power relations (Kelly & Gurr,
2019).
In this methodological part, I follow the feminist standpoint emphasizing knowledge
production that depends on social location and political interest (Harding, cited in Kelly
& Gurr, 2019). It is also known as situated knowledge; all knowledge is created from a
particular social location that offers a partial perspective of social reality (Haraway,
1988). To satisfy 'objectivity,' such knowledge is produced through a continuous process
of positionality and reflexivity. Approaching this standpoint during the thesis process, I
often need to recalibrate my conviction based on the realities of women and other
informants that they shared with me. This experience prompted me to slow down, find
reasoning, and better understand the (un)complexity.

Virtual-material complexity
Netnography suggested that researchers should always blend the online and social
realities (Kozinets, 2014). This means that researchers should dig deeper beyond the
surface of the 'screen' to capture and select meaningful social relations in such an online
community (Costello, McDermott & Wallace, 2017). Approaching the PBW, I had the
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privilege to quickly understand the inseparability of online and offline realities as I had
already been connected with some of the initiators on Facebook and following their
personal account for years. I even already knew and befriended two of them in the past
as I volunteered in seed and agroecological programs and events. My connection with
them helps ensure that such an online group is indeed anchored in meaningful material
realities where heirloom seeds are produced and maintained. However, questions
remain: what is the PBW then? Who are they? Is it a 'community? What is the relation
between the PBW as a Facebook group and each member's, including initiators, respective
existing activities, or affiliation? Does this group exist in the material world as the PBW?
Later on, I realized that such questions reflected my binary virtual-material dilemma in
understanding realities. On the one hand, it is important to understand what the PBW is
a virtual phenomenon; thus, all the activities on the online group could be 'labeled' as the
PBW activities. On the other hand, given that the PBW was at that time a newly established
Facebook group or community in the making, focusing merely on the virtual group might
not provide the richness of material realities (which, of course, remain a virtual reality for
me as I did not do direct fieldwork). It led me to question such as: how can existing seedrelated activities of initiators, which might not directly link to the PBW but are still
influential, be captured?
Another concern is about representation and exclusion. It is possible that shared seeds,
facilitated by the PBW or directly by seed savers, reached more people than those who
joined the group. People who are not in the Facebook group but received seeds might have
different ideas or are completely unrelated to the PBW. It might be due to the PBW being
designed as a non-strict group or 'simply' because of limited or zero access to online
facilities like Facebook.
It is plausible that these concerns should be addressed. Recognition of existing seedrelated work done by the initiators and members, whether directly related to the PBW or
not, would unveil the complexity of seed sharing and its wider influence, while
approaching the seed receivers beyond the Facebook group would reflect better
representation and map out the seed-sharing network in reality. In the end, all of these
efforts would help elevate the importance of seed sharing and saving activities led by
(mostly) women.
To address these concerns, I decided not to strictly define the PBW membership or
activities. Instead, I let the informants relate themselves, or not, to the PBW loosely. I also
dug more into the existing experience of seed sharing and saving before and after the
PBW. I reached out to non-online 'members,' or an ‘extended offline network’, as I called
them. This was not only to understand better the outreach but also to minimize exclusion
caused by privilege in accessing the virtual realm. Embracing the virtual-material
complexity this way, I prevented myself from 'simply' taking data from online sources but
have built a dialectic relationship between the virtual and 'realities' (Morrow, Hawkins &
Kern, 2015).
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The methods
Theoretically, netnography suggests that introducing ourselves openly as a researcher on
the platform is important. In practice, when I was about to start data collection officially,
I found this step uneasy and frightening. I would admit that virtual space has its pressure
because it is open and directly exposes me. As a young woman learning to research
different sets, I was not confident because some members and initiators were seed
experts. I was afraid of being criticized or judged openly. In the beginning, I was more
comfortable approaching people directly, personally. But then, just in time, with the help
of one initiator, I managed to explain myself openly and organized two Zoom sessions,
presenting my proposal to have open discussion and suggestions. Afterwards, interaction
and research updates on the platform were run smoothly.
This experience makes me think about the virtual platform as a public space for women.
For women who had experienced being patronized, criticized, told what to do,
discouraged, and underestimated at one point in their life, expressing themselves might
not be a simple matter, let alone in a virtual space with a real account. It gave me a
different perspective in understanding the PBW members and initiators, who might have
overcome such barriers to put themselves out there and risk being judged and sharing
their garden or seed stories. It is even more political given that their online practice made
'hidden' and undervalued domestic labor visible in public space (Morrow, Hawkins &
Kern, 2015).
All information I gathered online through observation and interviews should "totally be
respected as the 'truth' of the subject's perspective" (Rose, 2001, p.34) as suggested for
feminist research. Thus, I should carefully understand this information and refrain from
my judgment. However, it was not immediately clear to me how to conduct such a refrain.
For example, when I encountered a huge gap between my understanding of theory and
what the informant told me, I took a break, consulted, and read again to seek reasoning.
This process helped me understand the importance of women's subjectivity based on
their experience and particular context towards a bigger narrative. As much as I tried to
be attentive, however, I was still bound to authority and power as a researcher who
reproduces women's experience and knowledge.
Observations
During the 'fieldwork,' I applied different types of observation. I considered myself a
passive observer while scrolling the Facebook screen, trying to collect information and
understand the 'tone' of interaction. I did this activity, for example, to capture where the
seeds were sent. I was not always involved in posts conversation and 'extract' the data.
However, once the map of seed distribution was ready, I shared it with them in a post so
people could comment and give suggestions. At some point, I was unsure how passive and
undercover my observations were because I openly introduced myself as a researcher so
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people might be aware I was 'lurking' around. Therefore, the 'authentic' behavior
suggested by undercover observation (Flick, 2014) might seem fuzzy.
Initially, I planned my participant observation by involving myself in post conversations.
However, two initiators encouraged me to be involved more, and my personal preference
in seed activism tempted me to be part of the network. For example, I offered to organize
a regular Zoom session to discuss the problem around seeds or helped one of the initiators
prepare seed literacy materials. At first, I thought that this voluntary work could be
separated from my research process. Later on, I saw this work as an opportunity to
experience direct interaction that usual post conversations could not provide. However, I
realized that it put me in a confusing position as a researcher, activist, and collaborator. I
was worried that it slipped to "grave risk of manipulation and betrayal" (Stacey, 1988,
p.23), in which the possibility of my involvement and positionality could harm the
informants and whether I used them to my benefit.
Besides participant observation on the Facebook group, I tried to understand the material
situation and meaningful social relation through pictures or videos shared by informants
personally after the interview. I also got invited to one of the women group’s regular
online meet-ups and realized how rich their activities were. Another opportunity was
provided by one of the informants when she brought me to visit her garden virtually while
we were interviewing.
I joined the Facebook group in May 2020 and started to observe immediately. However,
intense observation was conducted in the period of October 2020 to March 2021. Outside
this period, I did log-in online on the Facebook group occasionally to see if there were
important updates or to confirm something. I did observation to gain an understanding of
how seeds are shared, where the seed receivers are located, the form of social relation
among members, and the ideas that they are expressing. As initiators and members also
often share seed-related information on their personal Facebook account, I also observed
these posts. Sometimes they refer me to see their personal posts and other times I asked
if there is relevant information on their personal account that I can visit. A sample of the
Facebook analysis is provided in Appendix 5.
Semi-structured interview
I consider personal expression and social relation in the virtual realm in the PBW case as
political. However, I am aware that online activities are also produced and consumed
(Morrow, Hawkins & Kern, 2015), sometimes intentionally. At this point, the interviews
helped me go deeper to understand people's ideas, perceptions, hope, and even
resentment that did not appear on the 'screen.' People selected which parts were
expressed online and which were not. I found during the observation that in the PBW
online interaction, the tone was warm, friendly, and supportive. Through the interview, I
found more nuance on how something should be approached according to the informants.
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For the interviews, I applied purposive and snowball sampling. I deliberately selected six
women's PBW group initiators to answer how the PBW was framed, including what seed
problem they wanted to address. I also selected online informants based on their active
engagement on the Facebook group platform. It is pointless, for example, to interview
members who were silent readers or not experiencing seed sharing and gardening. Such
consideration reflects the selection of key informants based on the researcher's judgment,
which was purposively done and could not be conducted through random selection
(Bernard, 2017). I applied snowball sampling for the extended offline network, which
commonly conducted after one interview and the researcher asks participants to
recommend other individuals to study (Creswell, 2003), by asking initiators or online
members their relevant network. All the interviews were conducted in a semi-structured
manner.
A total of 22 individuals were interviewed. 19 interviews utilized online platform such as
WhatsApp call/video, G-meet, and zoom. One interview was a regular phone call and the
other two interviews combined online platforms and email correspondence. Participants
comprised of 19 women and 3 men, all above 35 years old. The interviews were conducted
between November 2020 to February 2021. However, I did exchange texts with some
interview participants after the interview especially to confirm some information.
Additional interviews with two people outside the PBW but knowledgeable about seed
activism were conducted in May and July 2021. The interviews range between 30 minutes
to 4 hours in length. Participants held overlapping roles as follows: seed savers (n=10),
gardener (n=15), educator (formal and non-formal) (n=3), farmer (n=4), non-profit
affiliation (n=5), freelance/consultant (n=3), social entrepreneur (n=3), herbalist (n=2),
and working mother (4). They are located in: rural area (n=9), sub-urban (n=6) and urban
(n=7). A list of interviewed participants and semi-structured interview guidance are
provided in Appendix 1 and 2.
Documents analysis
Next to observation and interviews, I also used documents such as brochures, report of
seed sharing details, articles or documents written by initiators, and media coverage
related to the PBW or initiators. All the documents are listed in the Appendix 3. All of these
methods help me capture the situatedness that constructed the meaning.

Data analysis
Researchers are bound to the task of interpretation, evaluation, and judgment (Stacey,
1988). Particularly in feminist research, such a task complicated the authority and power
of the researcher in meaning-making of reality (Ibid.). On the one hand, I am inclined to
interpret gathered information due to my educational background, personal preference
towards the seed movement, and other experiences that might 'over-glorify’ the PBW
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cases, thus, flattening the nuance within this network. Moreover, my relationship with
two of the initiators made it easier to put their comments or ideas into a broader context.
This fact evokes an ethical point as I could not do the same with other informants
(Morrow, Hawkins & Kern, 2015). On the other hand, I should critically analyze the case,
for example, related to the representation of less privileged members while remaining
attentive to the political nuance of the overall existence of PBW. All of these concerns
influenced the data analyses process that I conducted.
In practice, for the data analysis, I transcribed the interview records into a text file. Then,
I read the text to get the overall meaning of all the data gathered. During this step, I
deliberately mapped out essential information as a theme related to the research
question. Then, I put them through a software called Atlas.TI to develop a set of codes.
Finally, coded information was subtracted from the software for further analysis.
For observation, whether it is a Facebook group, pictures, videos, or personal Facebook
account that informants referred me to, these were managed separately and manually.
First, I made notes on my field notes indicating the theme, key messages, dates, and
informants' details. Then, I synchronized the key messages with the coded information
based on the interviews and analyzed them together. These practices were the same for
documents or articles.

Positionality
As a seed politics enthusiast, I have my own ideal on how seed movements or activism
should look like. I also learn to be a feminist myself. These personal views influence how
I capture realities, select angles, and construct meaning. It is also affects me in choosing
the theory that I used to examine realities. This has two positional consequences. First, to
draw a distance between my personal belief and the case that I studied. While I put my
passion and conviction to the cause of the PBW, it has become my blind spot that hinders
my ability to see the case more critically. Secondly, as I have my own ideal, this was a
challenge when I encountered something or responses that were different from my own
ideal. This then affected my judgement and meaning-seeking process. Recognizing and
acknowledging these makes me aware to constantly check my position and reflect on how
to respond to information and relations.
Towards participants, I assume I am mostly an outsider to them as I introduced myself as
researcher; occasionally providing updates about my research and mingling on the
Facebook group was part of my data collection. Nevertheless, I got opportunities to
become an insider by offering to organize sessions and did voluntary work with one of
the initiators. On the process, I became aware that relying fully on what online posts
provide will not be enough to capture the dynamic of the seed sharing process. Thus, I
have tried to build personal relationships and trust. Additionally, I already knew some
people who were involved in the PBW before pandemic, which made first contact easier.
However, as I already have more information about them, and not about other
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participants with whom I just made the first contact, I have uneven assumptions and
impressions.
For the overall research approach, I tried to touch interaction not only in the Facebook
group, but also the practice in each member’s location. The virtual-material approach
helps to captured diverse practices, contexts, and meaning among the members. However,
as the PBW is a fluid hub with no strict ties nor boundaries, my inclination to frame them
as PBW network might simplify different degrees of relations between online members
and an extended network. Some of the offline networks might not be connected at all to
the PBW Facebook group.
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Chapter 3
Framing Seed Sharing in the PBW
3.1 Introduction
This chapter presents an analysis to answer the first research question related to the
framing of seed sharing. I utilized the framing social movement concept (Benford & Snow,
1988) to understand the initiators’4 processes in identifying problems related to seeds
and their approach to seed sharing. In the PBW case, I refer to seed sharing in a broader
sense given the diverse practice in the group, which comprises seeds sharing, swapping
or exchanging, saving, and re-sharing. The framing is discussed through the feminist
commoning lens as explored in the previous chapter. It particularly sees the relation of
seed sharing as 'challenging the capitalist structure' (Federici, 2019) by examining the
problems that are underlying the seed sharing, their guiding values and positioning
towards reproductive work.

3.2 Who are the initiatiors?
Initiators of PBW are located in different cities, and all of them befriended at least to one
of another initiators for quite some years already. They are all connected to each other
through Mrs. Chandra. All the initiators are women with activism backgrounds, either
agrarian, environmental, women and child, or democracy-related issues. They have
experience working with grassroots and rural communities or vulnerable groups. Most of
them are middle class, working as socio-entrepreneur, consultants, NGO staff, or selfsufficient through her farm or supported by her family to do activities in organizing
grassroots communities. Most of them live in urban or suburban areas, except one
initiator who runs an agroecology farm in a rural area in West Java.
Some of them have an extensive network, ranging from professionals friends, media, and
high-profile officials. This network has proven to support the initiative, especially at the
early stage. The initiators received a donation of traditional fabric for masks, a fund for
postage, and facilities to distribute masks, PPE, and seeds. One of the prominent media in
Indonesia reported the initiative and its heirloom seeds perseverance mission, thus, they
received wider attention. Their background, experience, and network shape how they
framed the narration, mobilized resources, reached beneficiaries, and impromptu
coordination among each other.

This thesis defines initiators as a network of women who initiated the PBW, actively
facilitate the pooling and preparing of seeds to be shared, set up and moderate the
Facebook group and represent the five organizations that are involved in the PBW.
4
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3.3 From food to heirloom seeds and commons
Food which based on biodiversity could tackle malnutrition and establish a reliable
food system at the same time. Each variety in one species contains different
nutrition. The more diverse our food intake, the better our health is. The question
remains: Where could we get the seeds for such diverse food sources?
Mrs. Chandra (the PBW presentation, 28 August 2020)
When people only plant rice, and if there is not enough rice, they (farmers) should
buy it. However, if they plant many things, they will never run out of food.
Mrs. Diah (Interview, 29 November 2020)
The PBW initiators framed the problem that became the foundation for their seed sharing
from something closer, more understandable, and vital: food. Based on an interview with
initiators, food issues became more apparent in the COVID-19 pandemic situation in two
ways. First, food security, which relies upon a long supply chain, is, in fact, vulnerable. At
the beginning of the pandemic, there was heated concern about food shortages and food
crisis. This concern is particularly troubling given that the pandemic apparently will stay
for a long time while the government and the whole food system are still figuring out how
to adjust. Secondly, industrialized food and monoculture practices produce less nutritious
food, especially concerning when strong body immunities are needed most in the
pandemic. Here, healthy, diverse, and nutritious food becomes their concern as only a
handful of varieties of food are available in the market, and most is contaminated with
pesticides. Therefore, they argued that conventional food production should be changed
to provide nutritious food based on agroecology and diverse heirloom seeds that can
continuously be reproduced.
The food problem laid out above is deeply rooted in the capitalist agri-food production,
where the distances between what is produced and consumed are widened (BennholdtThomsen & Mies, 2000). Initiators address this problem by highlighting the importance
of the seeds, given that the seed topic tends to be taken for granted. As reflected in the
opening quotations above, initiators framed food and seeds as inseparable. The answer
to the food problem becomes an entry point for the PBW to reintroduce heirloom seeds
and rekindle the connection between seeds and food. Building a connection between food
and diverse seeds means that circular relations of seeds as food and back to becoming
seeds again simultaneously, or 'seeds as use and exchange value' (Kloppenburg, 2004) are
enacted, which is not the case in the current capitalistic food system.
Why do the initiators emphasize the heirloom seeds? My data collection shows that the
ability of seeds to reproduce continuously is paramount among initiators, which is the
main characteristic of heirloom seeds. Open-pollinated varieties, re-planting, and learning
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to produce seeds again from previous plants are central ideas related to seed. Initiators
agreed that hybrid seeds and other forms of corporate-produced seeds created
dependency among farmers and wider seed users as they should re-purchase the seeds
for each planting season. Breaking this dependency means bringing the seeds back into
people’s hands and taking care of them, as Mrs. Nissa put it:
Privatization of seeds, in any form, is the opposite from what I have been doing.
Seeds are a source of life, and they cannot be owned, privatized by limited parties.
The community should manage it, it should be guarded by the community (…)
Humans should take care of the seeds, giving attention, nurturing them, facilitating
their reproductive ability so seeds could be multiplied, thrive and sustained.
(Interview, 08 December 2020)
The paragraph and statement above indicate that bringing back seeds as community
affairs requires people in the community to invest their labor in taking care of seeds and
utilizing seeds as a "means of their production," however imperfectly. Thus, it denounces
the private ownership of seeds and, at the same time, puts an effort to mend what was
initially altered by capitalist seed production: separation of seeds into seeds and grains,
and the ability of the seeds to reproduce through an encounter with farmers, peasants,
and gardeners.
Moreover, for the initiators, heirloom seeds have historical and cultural memory aspect.
Heirloom seeds are not merely seeds that contain genetic components as growing
material. They have stories attached to the cultural practices and identities of certain
communities. Their stories and cultural associations also disappear when heirloom seeds
are marginalized, forgotten, and no longer planted. The use of heirloom seeds in the PBW
seed sharing is a modest way to conserve biodiversity and prevent the disappearance of
seeds and their meaning by continued sharing and planting of them. The details of
heirloom and cultural entanglement are discussed in more detail in chapter 4.
Based on their framing of the food problem and the importance of heirloom seeds rooted
in their critique toward the capitalist system, the initiators organized the seed sharing by
opening up access to and rights over seeds. All initiators expressed the same inclination
that seeds should not be capitalist-produced and privatized, which induces dependency
and monoculture cultivation. Seeds are to be shared, and everyone has a right over seeds,
as Mrs. Evi put it:
We got the seeds for free (from seeds savers), and they should be re-shared for
free, not through selling-buying transactions. We aim to enable the seeds to spread
widely, and people plant food out of it so they will not experience food shortages
and continuously re-share the seeds. (Interview, 08 December 2020)
Seeds are to be shared and continuously passed on to people. In one of her posts about
the value of heirloom seeds, Mrs. Chandra stated “Seeds are a heritage of life whose
availability must be guaranteed for all human beings, as with water and air”. Such a
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statement shows that seeds are essential for the continuity of life – therefore people
should have the access and right to it.
Although not all initiators use the term commons directly, their framing of seed sharing
resonates very much with the commons and commoning. As commons, seeds are vital for
life, they are reclaimed and created (Bollier and Helfrich, 2012) by putting seeds back into
people's hands and it is conducted based on critique towards privatization of seeds.
Indeed, heirloom seeds are not directly enclosed, but they are impacted by seed regulation
and practice that favouring modern seed utilization and distribution. Nevertheless, for
initiators to side with heirloom seeds means that seed is not merely about productivity
but also autonomy and connectivity with food, culture, and environment.
Lastly, the initiators framed seeds as inseparable from food, human interaction, and social
relations that maintain and sustain seeds is reflected commoning. It indicates that seeds
are understood beyond their materiality. There are an active and dynamic processes in
reintroducing heirloom seeds as commons, or shared resources, that involve solidarity
and connectivity among members, responding to problems, and creating meaningful life
through heirloom seeds.
Based on the elaboration above, I argue that the framing of seeds sharing is anchored on
the critique of capitalist food and seeds production. Reviving marginalized and forgotten
heirloom seeds is an antidote for capitalistic food production that alienates humans from
food, seeds, and culture. The view of seeds to be shared, managed by the community,
respected as living beings, and open up the access and rights over seeds resonance seeds
as commons. Moreover, seeds are understood beyond their materiality as planting
material because they connect humans with each other and their surroundings.

3.4 Care and non-commodified seeds as guiding value
In the beginning, as a fluid and non-binding hub, PBW has no specific rules or values.
However, as the seed sharing activities increased and more people joined, Mrs. Diah
suggested some values for PBW seed sharing based on her organization's practice. For
her, it is vital for seed sharing to have a value that binds people together in building an
alternative to capitalist agriculture, as she stated:
Our goal and positioning should be clear. Drawing a value that contradicts the logic
of modern agriculture would give meaning to our seed sharing activities. It does
not need to be complex rules or values. It can be as simple as the harvest should be
consumed. I observed that it is the key to the continuity of heirloom seeds; as long
as people eat them, the seeds will persist. The seeds also should not be for sale or
commodified; seeds receivers should keep in touch and be willing to continue
sharing the seeds with the same value. (Interview, 04 December 2020)
Other initiators agreed and put these values on the Facebook brochure and printed them
along with the seeds package. The PBW seed sharing values are detailed below:
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Figure 3
The PBW seeds sharing values

Values of the Pamong Benih Warisan initiatives*
To care for and preserve the heirloom seeds, there are several
values that must be held by the Pamong as follows:
1. Not for sale: The seeds are not for selling purposes
2. Adoption: For the Pamong who are willing to adopt seeds,
they have the responsibility to plant and take good care of them
3. Natural: only using natural farming practices
4. Kantong benih (seed pockets) : At some point, if we need
some of the heirloom seeds, we or other friends can ask for them
to be shared again
5. Origin of obtained seeds: If the origin of the heirloom seeds
is unknown, at least the Pamong remembers where/who the
seeds are obtained from
6. Corespondence: It is better to take time to tell each other
whether the seeds grow well, get disease or even die. Use the
PBW Facebook group as a medium for news and information
exchange, and sharing related to development of these heirloom
seeds.
* These values are adopted from Sekolah Pagesangan

Reflecting on these values, it is apparent that care for seeds and their non-commodified
nature, therefore not-for-sale transaction, are framed as the main guiding principles for
the PBW seed sharing.
Initiators framed care as vital in reviving heirloom seeds to ensure these seeds survive.
Taking good care of seeds until they can produce seeds again might seem obvious.
However, it needs practice, trial and error, and knowledge on how to do it. That is why
the initiators invite people who receive seeds to keep in touch or use the Facebook group
to discuss any issue related to seeds, including cultivation.
Seeds that are successful in surviving mean that they can be multiplied in seeds receivers’
areas. This then stimulates continuity of seed sharing and saving and other related
activities. For them, caring for the seeds is the beginning of other forms of care: for the
environment, other species in an ecosystem where the seeds grow, of each other, of food,
for continuity of sharing seeds, and for re-learning knowledge, memories, and the cultural
meaning of seeds. All of these care forms are productive and essential in human life.
Another central value is ‘not-for-sale’. According to the interview with two initiators, this
value is framed based on the notion that seeds are a form of life and should be respected
as a living being. Therefore, they should be kept as open-pollinated seeds, and
hybridization as modern breeding techniques should be limited, only in dire conditions.
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Because it is a form of life, they argue, seed cannot be sold. Instead, it should be shared
and nurtured together by the communities where those seeds exist. The notion of not-forsale is also a way to contradict corporate-produced seeds that are privatized, owned by
corporations, and only available through purchase mechanisms.
Other initiators agree with the not-for-sale notion, especially if it contradicts capitalistic
seed production. Selling seeds that cannot be reproduced, therefore making the users
dependent, has become a concern of theirs. However, while they are open to other forms
of selling-buying mechanisms that are not capitalistic related to seeds, they also ensure
that the PBW seed sharing is not-for-sale or non-profit.
Based on the elaboration of care and non-commodified seeds as the core values for seeds
sharing, therefore, I argue that seeds are perceived as having more meaning than simply
resources to be efficiently managed, exploited, or commodified (Federici, 2019; Mies,
2014; Shiva, 2020). They are living beings and, at the same time, can help people to
experience and expand care work. Moreover, sharing heirloom seeds through a not-forsale mechanism is based on the notion that seeds are commons resources. The value of
not-for-sale is rooted in the understanding of an effort to counter capitalist seed
production and seek an anti-capitalistic alternative.

3.5 Women and reproductive work
All initiators have extensive experience working with women related to empowerment
and human rights advocacy. Although their experience is variegated, some have organized
and assisted women in rural areas, including indigenous groups, to adapt to change and
strengthen their food tradition and agricultural practices. Another initiator working with
women in the informal sector, such as jamu and fashion, organizes series of workshops to
strengthen women's livelihood and well-being. Another initiator has long experience
providing assistance and advocacy for women and child issues and caring for the elderly.
These experiences, in one way or another, shape the initiator's preference and standpoint
in understanding the interrelation between women, food, and the issue of seed.
Even though they share similar experiences working with women, initiators do not
necessarily frame the PBW seed sharing particularly related with women. They all
recognize the invisible reproductive work and understand women's challenges and
burdens, especially in the pandemic. Nevertheless, they are not particularly included the
semantic of 'women' in their narrative of food and seeds, as Mrs. Evi stated:
I am not deliberately only sharing seeds with women. To be honest, I was not
thinking that way. Men or women can have the seeds, as long as they are really
planting and re-sharing them again. However, in the process, more women are
involved than men. Maybe only 10% of those asking for these seeds were men, and
the rest are women. This was not by design, though. My only concern is to spread
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universal value around seeds where men and women have the right to access them.
(Interview, 08 December 2020)
Similar to these, Mrs. Chandra accentuates more into opening up the space for everyone
who wants to experience growing heirlooms to the wider public, including men,
regardless of their background:
Everyone can obtain the seeds from me, regardless of their background. Even if thye
are people who work in Monsanto and want to plant (heirloom) seeds. They, too,
need to experience the warmth of receiving a gift; maybe in some miraculous way,
giving can change the world.
(Email communication, 13 December 2020)
However, as they are connected to women's networks and personally understand how
the pandemic affected women, they consciously sent the seeds to women groups in their
network.
Refering to Federici (2008), reorganization of reproductive work is not a question of
identity; instead, it is a question of labor, power, and safety. The way initiators framed
women, and reproductive work is that they depart from women's experience but do not
attach the semantic 'women' in their narrative. It can be understood as a strategy to
detach reproductive work from women as an identity, albeit the initiators admitted it was
not by design. Instead, they emphasize the form of reproductive work, such as taking care
of seeds as activities that everyone can do. The PBW proved to be an open space for any
gender from diverse backgrounds. Inviting people to join the PBW Facebook group,
sharing the seeds, and reconnecting with each other through a conversation about food
recipes or gardening can be seen as a form of reversing gendered reproductive work.

3.6 Conclusion
To conclude, this chapter outlines the framing of PBW seed sharing by the initiators. From
the theoretical framework, feminist commoning is based on the critique towards the
capitalist system that caused marginalization of heirloom seeds, and undervalued and
gendered reproductive work. I have shown that initiators based their seed sharing on the
food and seed problems that are caused by capitalistic production. To counter these
problems they open up an access and right over seeds to other people with care and anticapitalistic value to guide the seed sharing. The way they frame seed sharing and related
activities, which they do not directly attach to women, albeit not by design, provide
opportunity to reverse gendered reproductive work. Finally, their perception towards
seeds both in concept and practice resonate with the commons and commoning
framework.
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Chapter 4
Forging care and reproductive work
In the previous chapter, I analyze the framing of heirloom seed sharing of the PBW and its
relation to the commons and commoning. Building on it, I continue this chapter by
analyzing the everyday practice of commoning heirloom seeds by the pamong to answer
sub-question two. I approach this chapter by examining the care practices that 'create'
heirloom seeds as commons and the organization of reproductive work related to seeds.
This chapter captures everyday, mundane, trivial, and mere activities that could have
political nuance. Such nuance might elucidate the valorization of reproductive works to
see how social fabric is strengthened, non-capitalist activities are stimulated, and
meaningful life is enhanced.

4.1

Pamong and their care chain of action

Pamong, or custodian, refers to people who care for seeds regardless of their role as seed
savers or receivers. Based on this understanding, there are no initiators, members,
extended offline networks, seed savers, seed receivers, seeds sources, and seed sharing
facilitators because all of them are simply a pamong of heirloom seeds. Such attribution
gives an equal sense that everybody can take care of the seeds regardless of their gender,
background, experience, and skill. Pamong share their seeds with other people and
support them in becoming another pamong. The role of a pamong is central in taking care
of the seeds and ensuring seeds are safe, able to reproduce, and are multiplied, and
therefore can be continuously re-shared. This sub-chapter outlines and analyzes the care
work carried out by seed savers and seed receivers.

Care to share
To understand the organization of seed sharing and the practice of care, I draw the sharing
cycle based on interviews and observation as follows. The initial seeds come from several
sources in the PBW case. The main contributors to seed sharing are Ath-Thariq Ecological
Islamic Boarding School (pesantren), Gita Pertiwi Foundation, and Sekolah Pagesangan.
Both pesantren Ath-Taariq and Sekolah Pagesangan are non-formal education entities
that give particular attention to their seeds in developing alternative agriculture. Gita
Pertiwi is a foundation dedicated to empowerment of rural communities and ecological
justice. Each of these organizations has its own way of producing seeds. Sekolah
Pagesangan works with farmers who save their seeds, Ath-Tariq has an agroecology farm
where they save their seeds, and Gita Pertiwi has their garden and works with farmers
who save seeds. Besides these three main contributors, seeds also come from sharing and
exchanging with peasants, herbalists, hobbyists, gardeners, and research institutions. The
list of seeds that is shared in the PBW is available in appendix 4.
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Figure 4
The seeds sharing cycle
Source: author's analysis

Seed sharing involves care work that is conducted by each pamong, as detailed below:
Preparing
Ath-Tariq, Sekolah Pagesangan, and Gita Pertiwi prepare seeds in a more or less similar
way. The process starts with selecting the yield or grain using two methods. First, sink the
seeds into water to see if there are floating seeds. These floating seeds indicate they will
likely not succeed to sprout and should be separated. The sunken seeds are then drained
for several hours. In this step, Ath-Tariq has a room with a UV cover to drain and keep the
seeds. Sekolah Pagesangan directly drain their seeds without prior specific treatment
such as sink the seeds in the water. When the seeds are drained, a second method is
applied: winnowing. They use a fan or traditional tool called tampah. This step aims to
separate seeds with a fraction of leaves, pebbles, dirt, and other unwanted materials. Mrs.
Titik of Gita Pertiwi also mentioned that this step is crucial to further select the seeds by
giving particular attention to color, shape, and size. Echoes this step, Mrs. Diah highlight
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the selection of seeds based on the condition such as if the seeds broken or unhealthy.
Preparing planting material other than seeds such as bulbs and stem-cutting requires
different steps and care.
Figure 5. Women preparing seeds using tampah
Documentation: Gita Pertiwi Foundation

After the selection step, seeds are saved or packed for sharing. There is no specific method
to save the seeds both at the farmer or organizational level. While farmers who work with
Gita Pertiwi have seed banks to store their seeds collectively, Gita Pertiwi save their seeds
in a plastic bag with small or bulk quantities. The seed demand has been increasing, so
they do not store the seeds for a long time. Ath-Tariq' seeds, on the other hand, are not
stored in a cupboard but go directly to the communities, farmers groups, women groups,
and the individuals who get the seeds and continue to re-plant them. In Sekolah
Pagesangan, the farmer's harvest will be set aside for seeding purposes next season.
Except for paddy, they usually have no seed stock in their house all year round because
the seeds will be re-planted shortly after the harvest. If other people ask for seeds, farmers
will prepare them using the forthcoming harvest material. That is why Sekolah
Pagesangan listed what farmers in Wintaos will harvest, so people can register to adopt
seeds.
At the preparation stage, the work seems straightforward and mundane, yet important to
ensure the liveability of seeds. Mrs. Titik mentioned that specific skills are needed to work
42

with tampah and distinguish seed quality based on their morphology. Such skill can be
gained through practice and observation. Mrs. Nissa added that the ability to take care of
seeds is owned by everyone as long as they are willing to attune their feelings to seeds.
She said the caring ability for seeds, soil, and environment is inherent for every human
being, and they only need to express it. Both expressions reflect creative care relations
with seeds that involve embodied knowledge and feeling for the seeds that help form a
concrete judgment about the quality of them (Chacko, 2019).
Pooling
Heirloom seeds are typically kept by the seed saver, circulated in a close network, or
hidden in the informal seed market. They are also stored in seed banks belonging to public
research institutes, such as universities or government bodies. To make heirloom seeds
available for sharing, Mrs. Chandra pools the seeds from seed savers and institutions. The
seeds, including bulbs, cutting, and plantlets, are sent to Mrs. Chandra and Mrs. Evi's place.
The seeds are then listed, divided into tiny packages, and labelled. Next, the pooled seeds
are divided based on interested people, packed according to the addresses, and sent out.
This is done initially to reduce the seed savers or the organization burden to pack the
seeds in tiny bags or send them without an expensive postage fee.
Pooling resources resonates with what Federici (2019) exemplifies through several cases
in which under circumstances such as austerity or scarcity, limited sources are pooled
together by women so they can stretch tight budgets or resources. The act of pooling
makes the sharing of the seed have a collective sense, not just a stand-alone event of
sharing between individuals. The pooling and sharing of seeds here are meaningful in two
ways as a form of commoning. First, it is a form of 'reappropriation of the wealth'
(Federici, 2019) of the heirloom seeds by making them available and opening up access
so people can use them. Secondly, pooling and sharing resources means that reproductive
work is organized in the commons. The labor of caring, preparing, packaging, and
(re)sharing heirloom seeds is creating the resources utilized by people in the PBW
network. Referring to Federici (2018), people place their lives in the commons, and this
could potentially transform the relation among people involved into a more collective,
cooperative, and collaborative form of reproduction.
Sharing
Gita Periwi, Ath-Tariq, and Sekolah Pagesangan agreed to share their seeds based on
mutual value to revive heirloom seeds, solidarity, and promote more socially-ecologically
just agriculture. Before the pandemic, each organization had been sharing seeds for years
and had their network in caring for seeds. The COVIC-19 pandemic is seen as momentum
to reach more people and elevated the collaborative nature of seed sharing.
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To share their seeds, Gita Pertiwi and pesantren Ath-Taariq pooled their seeds to two
initiators' places. They also sent seeds directly to people interested in adopting the seeds.
Meanwhile, Sekolah Pagesangan sent seeds by themselves directly to the adopter. In this
case, there was no rigid way to share seeds; they can be pooled first from the seed source
or sent directly to the adopter. In the beginning, the seeds were shared with a circle of
friends. However, later on, the initiator strategically shared seeds to people most affected
by the pandemic, such as women and the urban poor. Not long after the first seed sharing,
the initiators set up the Facebook group where people who received seeds could join,
connect, and share or exchange seeds. Through this online platform, initiators publish the
seeds that are available or soon to be available. This way, people could register themselves
to adopt the seeds and agree on the postage terms.
Funding
The seeds are always free, but the postage cost is sometimes covered by fundraising
carried out by the initiators or reimbursed by the seed receivers.

Care to thrive
Pamong who receive the seeds are required to provide equal care to ensure the seeds
thrive in their hands. Planting the seeds and caring for them to harvesting time might
seem straightforward. However, knowledge, skill, and facilities are uneven among the
pamong to help them tend to the seeds. Once pamong receive seeds, they start to learn to
take care of them.
Through planting the seeds, the pamong is inevitably learning the whole life cycle of those
plants and their growth requirements. They experiment with germinating seeds in
various mediums to seek which the most suitable approach, for example direct sowing or
transplanting. On the Facebook group and also based on the interviews, questions about
cultivation arise, such as why the flower falls off before it fruits. This kind of question
prompts people to seek the answer based on any means available and by observing the
plant and environmental condition. They also learn which seeds need constant sunlight
and abundance of water, or which need shade.
Seeds are a starting point to re-arrange the whole ecosystem in the garden or field.
Heirloom seeds as open-pollinated seeds means that they need pollinators such as flies,
bees, or other insects that chemical pesticides might harm. They require a safe ecosystem
without the pollution of toxic substrates. Mrs. Carmelia told me that she has learnt the
importance of flowers in her garden as a refuge for insects, and that steps were taken to
create a healthier environment.
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Figure 6. Members of women jamu group tending their garden
Documentation: Mrs. Eko

As expressed by PBW members, soil fertility becomes one concern for the seeds in
reaching their growth potential. To make the soil healthy, fertilizer is an important
element. Almost all of the informants told me that they opt for organic fertilizer for
affordability and safety reasons. Members learn to do composting and make their
fertilizer using animal dung. In the womens group in Sragen, Central Java, they invited a
resource person through zoom to ask how to manage critical land and gain practical
knowledge about organic farming.
As people are used to buying seeds, the knowledge of reproducing seeds is fading away.
Planting heirloom seeds offers the opportunity to weave back the knowledge and
relations between humans and plants, as one member put it:
I did not know if we could produce our seeds. In this village, farmers are used to
buying seeds in the small agri-input shops. When the women group said that we
would let some plants mature for seeds, they told us it would not be successful. We
have been told (by PBW members) that our seeds are different. We can continue to
re-plant it because these are heirloom seeds, local seeds. So, we tried to make seeds
out of it, and it was successful; they multiplied. Some seeds did not produce seeds,
such as Pak Choi, but then from this experience, we know which seeds are heirloom
and which are not.
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Mrs. Maryati (Interview, 22 January 2021)
The relation between humans and plants is not merely practical. It is also emotional and
reflects how people perceive and treat seeds daily. For example, some members told me
that the seeds are cared for and loved like their children. Some other informants see seeds
as live entities like a human that should be treated well and respected.
Different plants might require different treatments. Therefore, planting and exchanging
knowledge would be continuously necessary. Mrs. Diah emphasizes her willingness to
share information and experience in growing the seeds. She believes this continuous
process would enhance knowledge for heirloom seeds and strengthen seed sharing
values. However, her observation shows that limited people reached her back to exchange
the news related their seeds.
Reflecting on findings in this sub-chapter, heirloom seed sharing of the PBW comprises a
chain of care actions. These involve various steps requiring delicate work to ensure the
continuation of the seed’s life. This immense labor might be seen as non-productive,
mundane, and simple, yet these pratices "radically influence how 'life' is being prepared
for the future" (Chacko, 2019, p.1).
Moreover, scholars have contributed to
understanding seed saving as a political act (Phillips, 2005) and quiet activism (Pottinger,
2017; Patnaik, 2016). Referring to Phillips (2006), seed saving represents the complex
acts of planting, tending, harvesting, storing, eating, re-planting seeds, and the attendant
processes of sharing or exchanging and knowledge building. This action is often direct,
localized, and embodied in everyday lives, which might not be a 'revolutionary break or
radical transformation' (Phillips, 2013). Nevertheless, such an action ensures the
continuity of valuable care practices as well as historically preserved knowledge and
practice.

4.2 Commoning reproductive work
What, for example, constitutes a common? We have land, water, air commons, digital
commons, service commons; our acquired entitlements (e.g., social security
pensions) are often described as commons, and so are languages, libraries, and the
collective products of past cultures. Nevertheless, are all these "commons" on the
same level from the viewpoint of devising an anti-capitalist strategy?
(Federici, 2012 p. 139)
As mentioned earlier, reproductive work could become the terrain of resistance by
placing it in the commons. According to Federici, the dynamic of commoning revolves
between creating different forms of relation to social reproduction and ensuring the effort
is not being co-opted and used against the commoning. In other words, are we creating
commons as a buffer for capitalists or an alternative to a capitalist system? The answer to
such a question might not be straightforward, even though Federici (2019) provided
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several examples of an urban garden, money-lending system (tontines), or community
kitchen. This sub-chapter intends to contribute to the answering of those questions
through everyday practice.
Based on observation and interviews, the relations among PBW members occur through
online and offline activities. Both types of activities are not necessarily related because
people or groups have their own goals or approach on the ground. Some of the offline
activities started even before PBW was established. Online and offline activities overlap
so that offline experience provides information and enriches the discussion on the online
conversation.

Making a connection on the virtual sphere
Considering the argument that reproductive work is invisible because it happens in the
domestic or private sphere, does everyday practice around seeds on Facebook make it
visible? New media such as Facebook or other online platforms become 'sites of struggle
over meaning, representation, and participation (Kingston Mann, 2014) for women,
feminists, and activists. Oona et al. (2015) accentuate that "these spaces can politicize
everyday life in new ways by giving voice to the silenced, making the private-public, and
memorializing the mundane."
Based on observation, the online interactions are mostly related to the practical
discussion. Some members share information or ask questions about planting certain
seeds, treating pests and diseases, making organic fertilizer, or recipes. They also share
stories or childhood memories about long forgotten and marginalized plants or trees. It is
also noticeable that members share pictures of their garden, seeds, and activities related
to it on the Facebook group, such as in the picture below:
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Figure 7.
Example of everyday practice in the online sphere

Translation: All the pulses are beautiful. They have been planted for generations. I got
them from my grandmother in Blitar. These red beans grow around her house and feed
her family.
Pamongs are aware that their posts will be visible to other people, but they posted as it is.
Based on my interviews, the online interaction through various posts keeps members
motivated in caring and conducting reproductive work related to seeds. The visibility of
one pamong motivates other pamong to do the same. The stories, recipes, and
experiences shared by one pamong triggers other pamong to share theirs. In short, they
utilize the virtual sphere as a medium to express their interest, shared experience, display
their activities in the garden, and at the same time search for inspiration, connection and
motivation.
Despite the framing of the PBW being rooted in the critique of capitalist seeds and food
production, the discussion in the Facebook group not directly touches upon it. The
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discussion and conversation instead uses the narrative of preserving culture, biodiversity,
farming, and culinary tradition. According to Mrs. Chandra:
I found utilizing biodiversity and cultural tradition as a language could quickly
connect with people from different backgrounds or ethnicities because it was so
close to us. Therefore, I always use it as an entry point to rebuild connections and
relationships with other people or groups and their ecological landscape.
(Interview, 04 February 2021)
Using non-confrontative language help to accelerate understanding, connection, and
collaboration to face problems or challenging situation. Culture and biodiversity are
common languages that many people understand as they are part of their identity and
real experience.
Although non-confrontative language creates inclusive space, one initiator worries the
anti-capitalist logic as the foundation of seed sharing will not be understood, discussed,
and challenged. This logic is important for her in reviving the heirloom seeds to gain full
autonomy and resistance to the capitalistic system. She prefers a small circle yet critical
rather than a large circle with diverse understanding and values.
Moreover, while online interaction spotlighted ignored and marginalized activities, such
as caring for seeds and the environment, some members perceived these activities as
luxurious. They see heirloom seeds are for those who are not dependant on farming as
their main income due to lower yields. Heirloom seeds are not special because peasants
are struggling to get or produce improved seeds for more efficient and profitable farming
(interview, 07 February 2021).
As a fluid hub, the Facebook group does not necessarily address the concern mentioned
above. It is mainly because these concerns are not openly expressed in the post. In
addition, given that the PBW is not designed as a structured and consolidated seeds
movement, the openness and irregularities of interaction become its characteristic.
Therefore, I argue it might not be relevant to expect PBW to address a specific problem,
such as a more structured form of resistance or solving particular peasant group
challenges.

Organization of reproductive work in real life
I outlined the finding analysis related to reproductive work in an offline sphere in several
themes: space for commoning that constitutes seed and land, empowerment, food
production and consumption, as well as re-learn culture and biodiversity. I approached
each of them by identifying the activities and discussing how they relate to commoning at
the end of this sub-chapter.
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Space for commoning
As discussed in the previous chapter, seeds are being seen as a life form that should be
respected, they are not for sale nor commodified, managed by communities, bound to be
shared and saved, and should be not privatized nor enclosed. These view are echoing the
seeds as commons. However, as 'material' subject to commoning, the seeds are not placed
in one location but many areas and 'owned' both by individuals and groups.
Five out of 20 pamong whom I interviewed were involved in collective gardens, and three
of them have their individual garden as well. Communal gardens use private land given to
women groups as wakaf5 to be managed and utilized. In other cases, the land is privately
owned but loaned to the group. For example, one pamong network in the Moluccas islands
reclaimed an abandoned private land or asked for a land access to parochial land
belonging to the church as a space to plant their seeds. Nevertheless, most of
the pamong planted their seeds on their private land.
Reflecting on the 'ownership' of seeds and land as central space for commoning, neither
are necessarily organized in a communal manner per se. The practice mostly happen in
the private sphere, but it triggered the connection with other people, both online and
offline, to interact and creates meaning. Therefore, I argue that the commoning of
heirloom seeds is not necessarily physical collectivity to reproduce seeds but rather the
communal imagination of being pamong of heirloom seeds albeit they are located in
different location or doing it individually.
Empowerment
In some pamong cases, seeds have become a medium for empowerment, both before and
during the pandemic. Through seeds, women groups organized activities collectively,
such as communal gardens, processed the yield for consumption and creative economy,
and strengthened relations among themselves to solve the problems they faced together.
All challenges and aspirations about gardening are discussed in group meetings, such as
getting water, creating a planting and caring schedule, seed production and
dissemination, trying new recipes, and other practical planning. These kinds of tasks are
new for some women and become an empowering experience, as Mrs. Maryati put it:
As ibu jamu (a woman jamu seller), I am happy to have a group now. We can learn
together, be more productive and smarter. As a result, our product quality is
increased. We were not used to having a meeting or attending meetings, so it was a
challenge at the beginning. Nevertheless, now even the quietest ibu jamu has

An Islamic endowment of property to be held in trust and used for a charitable or
religious purpose
5
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become courageous and confident to speak up and express her opinion. It is a
moving experience for me as ibu jamu.
(Interview, 22 January 2021)
Other PBW members have been planting seeds in their respective areas as individuals or
as part of the community or women groups such as PKK6. A similar pattern emerges that
women are not only planting seeds but are also connected with each other by sharing the
seeds and some of the harvest, exchanging information and knowledge, visiting each
other, or sharing progress on the WA group.
However, as I dug more during the interviews, organizing reproductive work around the
seeds is not easy in real life, as some members told me:
In the beginning, it was not easy because they (members in the women group)
perceived it as non-essential for their income. Besides, caring for a plant is difficult,
we are not gardeners and never plant a seed (…) I was pessimistic.
Mrs. Janti (Interview, 04 February 2020)
For most women involved, gardening is not easy and needs much effort to start. Moreover,
a lack of skill and knowledge is also a constraint. Pamong, who are working alone, often
feel demotivated due to failure to take care of the plants or feel overwhelmed by a
particular plant disease. It is easy to stop and not continue gardening.
Why do women keep doing it then? For those who are part of a women's group, constant
motivation and support are provided by other members who are successful in gardening.
Moreover, Mrs. Eko, who voluntarily organizes the women's group, indicates that the
sense of community is important in making gardening more alluring. This is built through
mutual activities where people feel connected, appreciated, and find meaning in planting
seeds.
Food production and consumption
One of the basic principles of modern agriculture is to separate food production and
consumption through market mediation. Mrs. Diah, one of the initiators, emphasizes the
importance of reconnecting the cycle, ensuring that what is produced is consumed. The
loss of various seeds and plants was because people do not consume them anymore and
rely on limited food resources produced by monoculture farming. The consequences

6 Guidance for Family Welfare

(Pembinaan Kesejahteraan Keluarga/PKK). PPKs was built
up under strict military supervision during the New Order government, initially to help
consolidate and strengthen its policies of modernization and development (Wieringga,
1993)
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could be traced back to ecological degradation, biodiversity loss, and disruption of rural
food sovereignty.
To people who received our seeds, we ask a simple thing: the harvest should be
consumed first and foremost for the family before we sell it away. This way, food
production, and consumption will become a continuous cycle.
(Interview, 04 December 2020)
Most of the members in PBW echo the idea of producing their food, particularly in
pandemic times. Almost all of them utilize the yield from heirloom seeds for household
consumption. Mrs. Ana told me that the heirloom seeds she received helped her to survive
because she had resources to grow food while her husband's income is absent during the
pandemic. Initially, she had difficulties accessing seeds as she needs to buy them from an
agri-input shop. Once she knew that heirloom seeds can be re-planted, she learned to
reproduce seeds herself for the next planting. This exemplifies how the cycle of food
production and consumption is stimulated.
Biodiversity and culture
The materiality of seeds has no meaning without the community's knowledge and
practice that makes and remakes it. In the case of the PBW, it is noticeable that the
reintroduction of long-forgotten and marginalized seeds and plants makes pamong learn
about the richness of biodiversity. Various legumes, grains, tubers, leafy vegetables, fruits,
flowers, natural fiber, strange chilies and tomatoes, herbs, and so forth that are not easily
found in the market are re-emerging. If these seeds are no longer be planted, the memory
and knowledge of the function, taste, characteristics, and stories of seeds will fade away.
Therefore, the heirloom seeds and cultural memories around them will continuously be
marginalized (Nazarea, 2005). The learning process signifies entanglement between
human and cultural biodiversity that has been eroded in the modern-monoculture
agricultural context.
PBW members refer to past generational memories about certain plants that seem
inevitable. Members indicate some plants used to be familiar in the old days when they
were kids, and now these plants are getting rare. During the interviews and on the
Facebook group conversation, they indicated the connection between plants and
communities through past food traditions or cultural events. For example, bligo fruit
(winter melon, or Benincasa hispida), one kind of seed that is shared, used to be cooked
as a main dish (coconut milk curry) or dessert (as beverage, candied, filling). However, it
has become unfamiliar among the younger generation nowadays. As bligo seeds are being
planted, members ask how to use the fruit in which other members share some cooking
ideas based on their experience or memories.

52

The conversation around seeds also unveils that one plant might have a different name
depending on the island or province. For example, Bligo is also known as kundur in some
areas of Java or ligok in South Sumatera. On the other hand, women in Maluku do not know
jahe (ginger in Java or Indonesian), but they understand it as halia. One of the members
emphasizes that the diversity of plant names is deeply rooted in the local community
language.
I live and work with people in the highland, but they buy vegetables from the city.
So, I dig more information, ask people what they used to plant in the past. They used
to have their vegetable varieties, local and heirloom, but these seeds were hard to
find. Also, these plant names were specific to their language, so I need to find out the
general or Indonesian names. This way, I can ask PBW if they have these plants to
have them again here in North Sulawesi.
Mr. Jemi (Interview 01 February 2021)
Another example is introduction of new plant such as in the women jamu group. Many
women jamu vendors did not know some empon-empon 7plants, particularly the rare ones
like temu manga (mango ginger) when it was introduced. They have also been introduced
to more plants that they could use to make jamu or other beverages such as roselle, telang
flower, mint, and stevia. As women groups learn about more plants, they experiment to
improve their products using these ingredients.
Mrs. Chandra shared her writing to start seeds literacy on the Facebook group. She
highlighted local terminologies and examples to express similar patterns of farming
practice in various areas in Indonesia. She said that local culture in most areas shared
common virtue to work with biodiversity and care relationship with nature. As part of the
biodiversity, people provide and maintain space for other creatures to live and build a
symbiotic relationship, so the ecological cycle flows. For example, in Java, they have
Pekarangan, a front/ backyard, or space surrounding the house where various trees,
plants, and animals live in its ecological relations. In West Kalimantan, Dayak Iban ethnic
group have Sembawang. In East Kalimantan, people have Simpunk, and in other areas from
Sumatera to East Nusa Tenggara, the basic principle to work with nature and biodiversity
was thriving. People used to know how to farm sustainably and take care of nature based
on their local wisdom.
I found that the western concept of sustainable farming, such as permaculture, is not
new. Long before that, my grandmother practices a similar principle in her
pekarangan. We can learn a great thing about nature and biodiversity in our own
culture, especially from indigenous people and our ancestors. Our culture used to be

root herbs and spices such as turmeric, ginger, curcumin, and kencur (Kaempferia
galanga) etc.
7
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so rich, but now it is fading away. We need and try to make more connections to our
culture and embodied biodiversity in our practice.
Mrs. Chandra (Interview, 04 February 2021)
This sub-chapter shows that growing heirloom seeds, reconnecting with food, and
remembering that culture and biodiversity are forms of reproductive work is what makes
human life meaningful. From a feminist standpoint, Federici (2012, p.110) suggests that
such reproductive labor should be understood as an "important sphere of human activity,
not to be negated but to be revolutionized, must be revisited and revalorized." While the
everyday practice of the PBW is important, particularly to mend what modern capitalist
agriculture has destroyed, one might think the gender dynamic remains questionable.
This is because women still play a key role and become the largest contributors to such
reproductive work. Some women indeed become empowered through activities related
to seeds. Nevertheless, some women admitted that their work in the garden was just
'helping husbands' to feed the family.
Both views, feeling empowered and 'helping the husband,' are valid and equally valuable
for the women. Therefore, revalorizing and reorganizing reproductive work collectively
becomes crucial to reduce gendered labor division between men and women. Within the
process of valorization and reorganization, negotiation among people, between men and
women, can be nested.

4.4 Conclusion
This chapter has discussed the virtual and material-mediated everyday practice where
reproductive work and care related to seeds occurs. The virtual sphere could potentially
make reproductive work related to seed visible and facilitate meaningful connection
among people who practice gardening individually, in distant locations. It also provides a
space for members, particularly women, to share their ideas and express themselves.
Everyday practice in material world elucidates two main considerations in the context of
commoning. First, reproductive work related to sharing seeds and planting them on the
ground requires immense care, which might seem mundane and trivial. Nevertheless,
such care work is radically important to ensure the continuation of the life of seeds, mend
human-plant connections, and weave back the social fabric among people involved.
Secondly, unlike existing common examples where people share common resources
collectively in one location, such as an urban garden or common kitchen, heirloom seeds
are located in the private sphere and disperse in various locations. Therefore, commoning
heirloom seeds involves the private and communal spheres.
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Chapter 5
Envisioning seed commons
5.1 Introduction
After outlining the seed sharing frame and its everyday practice as commoning, this
chapter will analyze the further vision of heirloom seeds as commons. In the previous
chapter, I demonstrated that the practices of commoning are diverse given that the
initiators and members are doing it in their own location with their own network.
Therefore, the vision I draw here does not represent the united vision of the PBW. After
all, the PBW is a fluid, open, unstructured, non-hierarchical group which is not intended
to have such a 'united' vision. Instead, this chapter captures different perspectives and
positionality related to seeds as commons towards fellow commoners, the market, and
the state. The vision would hint at how the commoning of heirloom seeds would be
simultaneously re-shaped and continue in the future.

5.2 Seed banks, seed pockets, and seed literacy
When I asked members and initiators of their aspirations about seeds as common
resources during the interviews, the answers are both ideological and practical. Some
initiators, for example, aspire to keep seed as common in the sense that they should be
open, managed by communities, and cannot be commodified. It is also essential to keep
them as open-pollinated seeds instead of as hybrids. In comparison, others emphasize the
continuous sharing and planting of heirloom seeds to preserve their embodied knowledge
and memories. On the other hand, among members, the meaning of seed commons might
be vague. They refer to it as to be better at resolving practical problems such as cultivation
challenges, limited space to plant such seeds, and their interest in keeping on reproducing
seeds for their garden.
Nevertheless, if the seeds as commons should be continuously saved, shared, and planted
by other people, how should they be conducted? Based on observation, the idea of seed
banks arises in PBW members' conversations. The seed bank is one form of plant genetic
resource and biodiversity conservation. However, in the communities within the PBW
members, a seed bank here does not mean an institution that preserves seeds through an
ex-situ approach in which seeds are taken from their environment to be saved in special
storage (Steinberg, 2001). Here, seed banks refer to an in-situ arrangement of saving and
reproducing seeds at village and community levels (Patnaik, 2016).
Having seed banks is an ideal condition for some offline networks. However, creating a
seed bank is not easy because it needs some facilities that are not available yet or are
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expensive to build. The table below is a design proposed by one of the initiators to spark
a discussion on a Facebook group about seed banks:
Figure 8.
The vision of seed bank
Source : Chandra Kirana Prijosusilo on PBW Facebook group
Vision: to create seed banks for plants that are important in village culture as a foundation for
sustainable economic development

• Utilize data based on (1) Intertwined
knowledge about biodiversity and
culture in a specific location; (2)
documentation of information about
socio-economic structure in a village
that utilizes biodiversity in their local
culture
• Holistic perspective about how a
community values and treats
biodiversity in their own area
• Develop a ‘value-chain’ using heirloom
resources and local culture
• Develop ‘dual-track economies’ that
combine a subsistence economy and a
market based economy

The seed bank design above revolves around biodiversity and culture that is shaped
through food and other aspects, from tools to livelihood and cultural products.
Interestingly, the design seems holistic as it goes beyond governing seeds as material
resources through collecting, cataloguing, and storing. The design suggests that each
human activity could be traced back to the relationship between biodiversity and local
culture. In addition, the initiator who proposed it emphasizes that people tend to take care
of biodiversity if it has an economic value. Therefore, market integration also needs to be
considered a source of livelihood based on biodiversity other than subsistence. Mrs.
Chandra stated the design is to help start brainstorming and should not be seen as strict
guidance but rather as an inclusive model where members can create their version based
on the local context.
Seed pockets are an alternative form of seed bank. Observing the conversation on
Facebook group and through interviews, in almost each seed sharing activity, a pamong
is expected to become a seed pocket. A seed pocket aims to ensure the continuous
availability of seeds for other people. Becoming a seed pocket means that they should
provide seeds either for other people or for the previous pamong (seed saver) if needed
in the future. In addition, as a pamong, one should remember from whom they got the
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seeds for tracking purposes and continuous learning from each other. From a practical
point of view, the seed pocket is easier and does not require many supporting resources.
The seed bank is ideal, maybe even sophisticated. However, we will not build a
special place to keep seeds, provide jars to store them, or other arrangements to get
it all up and running. So the question is, do we need this (seed bank)? I see it is not
that urgent. As long as people plant the heirloom seeds and consume them, there
will always be seeds for the next season in the field. Moreover, we can always share
and swap them with other groups or communities. Furthermore, from there, we
create seed pockets that are connected to each other.
Mrs. Diah (Interview, 04 December 2020)
Both seed banks and seed pockets represent ideas of embedding seeds into production
and reproduction to maintain living seeds in communities. Making seeds continuously
available for communities, yet evolving with the local-cultural context, is paramount.
To reach a wider audience, the PBW initiator plan to pair seed sharing with seed literacy.
This idea intends to to 'exploit' stories around seeds based on local biodiversity richness,
cultural experience, memories, and recent development of seed discourse. Writing these
stories will become documentation and knowledge management around seeds to reach
members from diverse backgrounds.
We got an idea to write about the story of the seeds. All the initiators or anyone else
who is interested could participate by creating a post on the group. Maybe we will
collect it later on and print it as a book about seeds. However, then, it is very hard
with all our work outside PBW. So, we take it easy.
Mrs. Titik (Interview, 16 December 2020)
I collaborated with Mrs. Diah to create infographics and photo stories about seeds based
on her work with a rural community. During the creative process with her, we tried to
produce a material that was easy to grasp without reducing the political complexity of the
seed issue. For example, in one of the infographics, we capture the diversity of seeds in
farmers' fields and gardens in the 1950s and 1980s to show how they decreased over time
due to external development programs such as the Green Revolution. We realized it is
important to present something that might seem inevitable, such as switching to HYV
seeds, and put this into a broader political context to make sense of why it is important to
seek an alternative.
The seed banks, seed pockets, and seed literacy indicate an effort to reach out to wider
audiences to reintroduce the idea behind heirloom seeds. It is true that in the PBW case,
such an effort is intentionally not strictly arranged. It depends on each person involved
how they want to direct it. Nevertheless, it should be recognized that the intention to
spread and reproduce seeds as a commons resource continuously indicates the
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independence from the industrialized seed market. Therefore, the market cannot 'capture
the value' (Federici, 2019) of seed transactions as people can produce their seeds.

5.3 Approach to the market
Among the pamong, seeds are to be shared and are not for sale. Nevertheless, as part of
the empowerment activities, some pamong organized a portion of the yield for livelihood
income. Some of them already started it before the pandemic, and the others are at the
beginning stage. Therefore, the relation to the market is approached strategically. Mrs.
Chandra told me that based on her experience working with rural and adat communities,
economic value usually becomes one reason people take care of biodiversity. Therefore,
her mission is to balance economic practice and ecological care creatively and
collaboratively.
Mrs. Diah expressed another positionality towards the market. She organized women
farmers' produce that is the surplus from their subsistence needs. She emphasizes that
relation to the market is a matter of choice, not obligation, and should be based on
subsistence values, as she put it:
First, the family will decide what they want to eat, not the market. Then, after the
family or community need is fulfilled, we can sell the surplus preferably with added
value. For example, we made chips, mixed rice, and many more. It is important to
have our value before interacting with the market. Otherwise, it will dictate us.
(Interview, 04 December 2020)
The women jamu group is one example of a group that utilized seeds from the PBW.
However, other than seeds for consumption such as vegetables, they also plant emponempon as ingredients for the herbal beverage they sell. This way, they do not depend on
the market to supply curcuma, ginger, lemongrass, and other ingredients that often have
volatile prices. The table below shows several selling based activities among PBW
networks:
Table 2. Economic activity based on heirloom seeds
Source: Author's table
Type of profit
Example of the
Timing
Selling methods
activities based on
product(s)
seeds
Harvest processing

Chips, flour, tempeh
based on various
legumes, teas, meals,
and desserts

Some started long
before the
pandemic, and

Direct selling to
consumers
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others just
starting
Harvest selling

Fresh vegetables,
legumes, mixed rice.

Some started long
before the
pandemic, and
others just
starting

Direct selling to
consumers

Harvest as
production
ingredients

Roots spices for
jamu, natural
coloring substrates
for eco-print, cotton,
natural fiber for
fabric/clothes

Just starting

Direct selling to
consumers

Plantlets

Plantlet for urban
gardeners, seeds as
wedding souvenirs

started long
before the
pandemic and
others just
starting

Direct selling to
consumers

Based on interviews and observation, these economic activities are part of envisioning
the seeds commons, especially for the groups who just started. Most of them do not sell
the seeds directly, but the yields instead. The main purpose of selling-based activities is
to create and expand an alternative to the dominant agriculture and food regime. Ideas
such as being connected to biodiversity, healthy and affordable food, and care for
producers and the environment are recognizable. They are trying to create a local and
short value chain based on diverse seeds to fulfil basic needs such as food, medicinal
products, and fabric in an affordable, caring, and responsible manner.

5.4 Engagement with government
To continuously reproduce seeds and make them available to other people, initiators have
different positionality regarding involving the government. I put this in the envisioning
part as the positioning reflects how initiators further directed their efforts and relations
towards the government and state. This position is not directly for PBW as a group but
rather for the networks or organizations of the initiators.
Some initiators collaborate with the government through the Ministry of Agriculture
(MoA) or other government bodies. For them, engagement with government bodies
should be conducted strategically to benefit their vision in promoting heirloom seeds and
opening access to these seeds. For example, Mrs. Nissa is trying to embed heirloom seeds
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in one of the government programs, so she could gain more space to influence people to
take care of seeds and rethink agriculture production methods, as Mrs. Nissa put it:
We cannot work alone. With collaboration, we could be connected with many more
people, especially women. The ministry (MoA) has this assistance program for
Kelompok Tani Wanita (KWT, women farmers group), so why don't we tap into it
and re-shape it.
(Interview, 26 March 2021)
Engagement with the government can also be seen as an effort to access the genetic
material and assistance from a government-owned research center. Mrs. Chandra started
it to get access to open-pollinated brown cotton seeds developed by MoA. Brown cotton
is one of the local varieties that is getting hard to get the seeds of, as they are rarely being
planted. So Mrs. Chandra’s organization, Sekar Kawung, facilitated the research center to
multiply the seed with farmers to produce good quality seeds. The implementation is at
early stage, but the seeds and the knowledge will be in the farmers’ hands and shared with
other farmers in the future.
On the other hand, Mrs. Diah chose a different approach concerning government or any
other external parties. She emphasizes self-organization and independence in the further
organization of heirloom seeds. She opts to work directly with communities and utilize
their own resources, albeit this is often limited, to keep their independence and autonomy.
She feels that independence gives her assurance to keep thinking and responding
critically to government’ development programs, which often contradict what she has
been doing.
The engagement with government entities reflects relational flexibility. On the one hand,
the initiators acknowledge and criticize the negative impact of the government
development agenda in agriculture. On the other hand, they started a collaboration with
the government to benefit their resources and open up a sphere of influence.

5.5 Conclusion
Theoretically, the continuation of the commons proposed by Federici (2019) comprises a
constant struggle to prevent enclosure and co-optation by the capitalist system. Given that
heirloom seeds are not directly threatened by enclosure, this chapter shows seeds effort
to widespread the heirloom seeds so it can be ‘owned’ by many more people. However,
the vision of the PBW case shows that commoning cannot be fully separated from the
capitalist context. Therefore, they employed a certain approach towards the market and
state.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion: Social reproduction in the commons
This concluding chapter discussed the empirical findings related to the main research
question guided by the theoretical framework outlined earlier. As stated in chapter 1, the
proposed main research question is ‘how does the PBW organize seed sharing and related
reproductive work as commons and protect their value from capitalist capture?’ To start
with, I approach this question with the feminist standpoint proposed by Federic (2019)
in understanding commons as a way to “re-enchanting the world.” It might be an
imaginary endeavor to repair and recover the world that has been destroyed by
capitalism, where people are separated from their means of production and alienated
from the world around them. Re-enchantment based its critique on accumulation and
capital, the class struggle that enables reclaiming back the commons or preventing
enclosure, and reorganization of reproductive work in the commons (Federici, 2019 p.xv).
These critiques sound hefty and might not be able to be perfectly applied in the real world.
Nevertheless, it is also a way to “discover reasons and logic other than capitalist
development” (p.188). Then, reflect on the theoretical framework and empirical findings
in previous chapters, I outlined further analyses to answer the main research question in
the following sub-chapters.

6.1 Seeds commons as space for reproductive work
As I analyzed in previous chapters, pamong in the PBW aims to bring forward heirloom
seeds as a different kind compared to corporate-produced seeds. Although they are not
using semantic 'commons,' I argue that their framing and practice of heirloom seeds
resonance the concept of the commons, particularly proposed by the anti-capitalist
stream. PBW opens up access to seeds and shares the right over seeds through their seed
sharing. Seeds are understood beyond its materiality because they are essential for life,
living beings that need to be respected, should not be privatized, and should be available
at any time for people or communities. The anti-capitalist value reflected through 'seeds
should not be for sale and commodified' that guides seed sharing, intended to negate
corporate seeds that are privatized and sell seeds as a commodity.
Maurel (2017) argues that seed enclosure works in the opposite direction: forced market
inclusion for corporate-produced seeds and market exclusion for old seed varieties,
including heirloom seeds. Accordingly, it is difficult for heirloom seeds to comply with
seed trade regulations, such as meeting DUS criteria. They are also impossible to
standardize, given the diversity of genes in one population, which prevents them from
entering the formal market. Therefore, I argue that in the PBW, the struggle of enclosure
for heirloom seeds is not to compete with enclosed seeds and enter the formal market.
Rather, to seek a different meaning than the productionist value set by the capitalist
system. Among the PBW, pamong revalorized heirloom seeds are perceived as a medium
to regain autonomy and connectivity and as a way to preserve culture and biodiversity.
61

Hence, care for heirloom seeds cannot be separated from reproductive work. Production
and reproduction of heirloom seeds as shared resources reciprocate with the formation
of novel social relations among the people involved in the PBW. Through this connection,
people talk to each other, nurture solidarity, define and understand common problems
within a capitalist context such as food and seeds, pool seeds and open up access, and
provide space to support and learn from each other. These are examples of weaving back
the social fabric and reduce alienation caused by the capitalist system (Federici, 2019).
The collective arrangements related to commoning seeds strengthen women's
involvement in a group as they feel supported, encouraged, and empowered. As a result,
women become more confident in expressing their voice, taking the initiative, and
deciding for themselves. Of course, these do not directly challenge the gendered task
divisions, given that most of the work is still done by women. Nevertheless, selfconfidence is the first step (Federici, 2018) to initiate negotiation in the household and
position themselves in the broader problem within the capitalist context. After all,
strengthening reproductive work based on women's experience without asserting it as
women's work, as the initiator did, is also meant to make it inclusive to men and a step to
reverse gendered reproductive work.
The everyday practice shows immense reproductive work has occurred virtually and
materially. The care work to ensure seeds are healthy and survive their life cycle
comprises actions conducted by pamong both as seeds savers and receivers. This care
work is paramount to reproduce and share the seeds continuously. Interaction among
pamong stimulates connectivity, nurture solidarity, and break alienation from nature,
biodiversity, food, and culture. They re-learn how to cultivate, work with an ecosystem,
and remember cultural memories. However, this work is marginalized, devalued, and
considered non-productive. Continuing or starting to do this work, making it visible,
organize it collectively, and redefining it as an alternative to the capitalist problem reflects
an effort to revalorize reproductive work.
Federici (2019) put forward an example of feminist commoning through the collective
urban garden or communal kitchen. Such an example comprises concrete sharedcommunal resources that occur in one place as common that opposed private property.
However, this is not the case in the PBW seed sharing because the shared seeds are indeed
'owned' by individuals and planted by people in their private land or plots in many areas.
Therefore, I argue that the practice of commoning heirloom seeds is not inherently
communal per se. On the contrary, owning seeds and planting them in people's private
space enables social relations and connectivity among people involved beyond space and
materiality.
Based on the analyses above, I conclude that both heirloom seeds and related
reproductive works are entangled in the process of making the commons. Moreover,
heirloom seeds sharing that reflected commons-based approach enables reorganization
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of reproductive work, makes it visible in the online sphere, and stimulates stronger
connectivity, solidarity, and nuance of resistance against capitalistic systems. Therefore, I
argue that a new form of reproductive work is emerging through commoning the
heirloom seeds.

6.2 Prevent the capitalist value captures
The anti-capitalist stream in commons studies laid its argumentation based on the
continuous struggle to resist enclosure and value capture by the capitalist. My finding
shows, although the framing of seeds sharing is anchored in the anti-capitalist critique of
food and seeds production, the PBW is not directly threatened by an enclosure and other
forms of capitalist value capture just yet. I outlined the argumentation as following.
In a broader sense, heirloom seeds as a genetic pool are indeed required as a material for
capitalist seeds production. However, in practice, such gene pool utilization is not easy to
trace. During this study, in the PBW case, their seeds are not yet captured or utilized by exsitu conservation institutions and seeds corporations. On the contrary, Mrs. Chandra got
access to brown cotton seeds from research institutes of MoA and distributed them to
farmers' groups. These seeds are open-pollinated and can continuously use by the
farmers. Although it happened in different contexts and scales, it might resonate with the
'seeds rematriation' movement by indigenous communities in North America that
demanded returning their ancient seeds stored in institutions (Hoover, forthcoming).
While direct enclosure might not threaten the PBW heirloom seeds, their seeds sharing
practice could be hampered by regulations restricting the circulation8 of heirloom seeds
in the future.
The capitalist could capture the value of seeds or reproductive work once it entered the
capital circuit. In the PBW, this is not yet the case. The main guiding value is seeds are to
be shared and not commercialized. As outlined in chapter 5, the economic utilization of
heirloom seeds is conducted through its harvest, not the seeds themselves. Some of the
networks only sell the surplus harvest after their subsistence need are fulfilled. Others
use the harvest as ingredients material. Economic-based activities in chapter 5 aim for the
local market and direct selling to consumers. It reflects direct value captured by
the pamong as their seeds and products have not entered the capitalistic market, such as
retail chains or regional/global market, just yet. However, as pamong have a slightly
different positionality towards a wider market, their further approach might directly
interact with the capitalistic market.

8

For example, the Indonesian government passed Act No. 22/2019 about Sustainable Agriculture System which
presumably restrict distribution and circulation of non-certified seeds and tighten the control of traditional
seeds recollection.
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Moreover, almost all pamong utilized heirloom seeds to produce their food and seeds as
the next planting material. These acts are considered independent from capitalistic seeds
and food production. Putting this in a bigger context, if people do not buy corporateproduced seeds and food, capitalists lost their opportunity to capture the value as the
buying transaction does not happen.
In addition, the PBW intends to reach more people by continuously share the seeds. The
idea of seeds bank and seeds pocket have emerged among the pamong. Pamong who are
received seeds is intended to become seeds pocket, a new source of seeds that will reshare the seeds. Furthermore, seed literacy is voluntarily started to spread the awareness,
stories, and importance of heirloom seeds, albeit irregular. This effort could elevate the
awareness of heirloom seeds value, the idea of autonomy and stimulates more solidarity
in response to capitalistic seeds and food production.
Based on the analyses above, I argue that, albeit heirloom seeds are not subject to the
direct enclosure and capitalist value capture, the PBW network performed an effort to
keep the value of their labor-related to seeds for themselves or broader communities.
However, as the PBW has no specific strategy and its network practice a diverse approach,
capitalist value capture prevention is not necessarily by design. The characteristic of
heirloom seeds that is not standardized, produce in small scale, and not as the main source
of income are inherently not compatible with the capitalistic approach.

6.3 Concluding thought
Revalorizing heirloom seeds and reproductive work and placing them in the commons is
just the beginning. PBW stimulates subtle change, importance, and autonomy through
their seed sharing. While the transformation effect of commoning is often questioned
(McLean, 2020; Sievers-Glotzbach et al., 2020), it always leaves traces, albeit not visible
with the naked eye (Federici, 2019). Furthermore, seed commoning that reflects diverse
positionality approaches and localities demonstrates complexity to elevate the
commoning effect.
The question remains among a few pamong: whether to keep the PBW as a fluid hub as it
is now or have it more focused, structured, and coordinated. It is a typical question of the
political economy approach in activism to invoke radical or revolutionary changes to
counter capitalist structure. Indeed, it is tempting to suggest PBW have a more structured
and coordinated approach that provides clear pathways to mobilized PBW as a firm seeds
movement. However, the everyday acts happening now too have political meaning, and
their presence might be better understood as a process. It is a process to weave social
fabric, nurture biodiversity, and break isolation and alienation. It might be irregular,
experiencing set back, or have contradictory practices in the anti-capitalistic view.
Nevertheless, it might contribute to a long transformation process in which the principle
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of commoning that subvert gendered reproductive work could occur. Finally, amidst a
difficult situation due to the COVID-19 pandemic and capitalistic paradox, the PBW seed
commoning, indeed, re-enchants places in Indonesia through the presence of heirloom
seeds.

6.4 Limitation
Employing feminist research in the virtual space, this thesis still has difficulties in
addressing women's representation. Indeed, some women joined the Facebook group and
share activities involving other women who have not joined the online group. I also
interviewed extended offline members who had not joined the Facebook group. However,
it is still difficult to capture real nuance as they are not involved directly in online
conversation. It is among the other limitations of virtual mediated research; some people
have access to the internet, and others do not. Next to that, this thesis have limitation in
unveiling class dynamic among the PBW members. Uneven access, skills, facilities, and
opportunities among members located in rural, sub-urban, and urban areas might
provide more nuance in the commoning process of heirloom seeds. Direct fieldwork might
provide different nuance and understanding.
Moreover, I do not nudge the critique towards virtual activism. On the one hand, some
literatures are attentive towards utilizing social media to present, support, and produce
political causes (Gerbaudo, 2012; Marichal, 2013; Chua, 2018). On the other hand, there
is literature that is more skeptical about virtual activism as it is not grounded in the real
world and superficial (Malchik, 2019; Gladwell, 2010). I suggest that a particular study to
understand more about virtual activism related to feminism and women's issues could be
helpful.
The common critique about commoning is related to scaling-up. This is even more so
regarding heirloom seeds, given that the relatively low yields make them not too alluring
to adopt. More studies to unpack the productivity myth of heirloom, local, or farmers’
varieties are needed to strengthen them as an alternative to the capitalist agri-food
system. Finally, more studies to understand the diverse practice of commoning might be
needed to elucidate how different practices could co-exist and co-create instead of
needing to upscale.
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Appendices
1. Interview guide
Set 1 : For initiator
Introduction
1. Name, location/domicile, organization, position in the organization?
2. What is your current activity related to your organization?
3. Are you doing farming? If yes is it your own farm/garden or
collective/community?
- Session 1 (personal and organizational background as well as feminist
views)
1. Do you see yourself as an activist? Why or why not? Do you see your
organization is an activist organization?
2. What inspires you to established/involved in your organization? / What inspires
you to be an activist (if she answered already that she sees herself as an activist)?
3. What are your organization’ biggest challenge?
4. How do you see the problem of dominant food system and seeds sector in
general? How do you see the role of women in this system?
5. Do men and women have different roles in (your) farm/garden? Where do these
roles come from? Are there problems with these roles?
6. Why do you chose seeds-sharing activity in PBW? Do you see the seeds-sharing as
a form of seeds activism? Why or why not?
7. Do you think seeds-sharing also form of feminist activism?
8. Is seed-sharing or feminism the primary motivation for you to formed the group?
Are the two intimately linked or not? Why?
9. If you consider the seeds-sharing of PBW is not only seed activism but also
feminist, what do you think make PBW differ from another seeds-sharing
initiative in Indonesia?
- Session 2 (about EMPU and PBW)
1. How do you know each other? Could you tell me about your relation with EMPU9?
And how is your organization play part in EMPU? What is the relation between
EMPU and PBW?
2. How is your perspective on seeds as common resources? What is the challenges
for the continuation of seeds as common that can be freely exchange, share, and
save?
3. Is there any specific strategy which employs by PBW related to engagement with
members, framed gendered role in agri-food system, and build up common
understanding related to seeds?
4. How do you think members respond to your strategy above?
5. How are the seeds-sharing activity executed?

9

EMPU is kind of network which become umbrella for PBW and other of their acivity.
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6. What kind of seeds have been shared? How many species have been shared or
collected within the group?
7. What are the most popular kinds of seeds being exchanged? Why?
8. Who is the members? Where are they located? Are they all involved in seedssharing (donors or adopters)? Are there a male members? If not, why not?
9. Who are the seeds donors and adopters? How is their interaction so far?
10. Do you know what is PBW members doing with the seeds they have received?
11. How the rules of the group are created?
- Session 3 (seed commons)
1. Is there any vision about seeds as common resources that you want to spread to
members through PBW?
2. Do you think within the group there is a similar vision about seeds and how it
should be organize as common resources?
3. How PBW could continuously nurture the seeds as common resources in the
future? How do you see women role in it?
4. What kind of interaction (ideas and practice) between members do you think is
needed for PBW in order to keep going and safeguard the seeds?
- Session 4 (navigate the differences, problem, contradiction)
1. Within all the members, do you know some/most of them before PBW created?
Maybe you already a friend with some of the members? If this is the case, do you
think it is strengthen the group or become a challenge instead?
2. How are your offline network (the one from your organization) directly or not
directly involved in PBW activities?
3. Are there differences in needs, aspirations, and interest within the group? Why
do you think there are diverse background of group members?
4. How do you nagivate all the differences in needs, aspirations, and interest related
to the continuity of seeds-sharing?
Set 2 : for online members (at least 5 people)
1.
2.
3.
1.
2.
•

•

3.
4.

Introduction
Name, location/domicile, organization/profession, position in the organization?
What is your current activity related to your organization?
Are you doing farming? If yes is it your own farm/garden or
collective/community?
Questions
How do you know PBW? Why did you motivated to join?
Are you seeds donor or adopter?
If you are seeds adopter: How did you use the seeds? How its going so far? Did
you re-share the harvest as seeds for other people? How do you use the harvest in
general?
If you are seeds donor: How did you get the seeds? What is your motivation to
share it with other people? What are your expectation to the seeds adopter? How
do you plan to keep sharing the seeds?
How do you think the importance of giving/receiving seeds?
How is the interaction with other group member in general? Do you find the
online interaction is beneficial? If yes, how?
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5. Did you face any challenges or barriers during the interaction in the group?
6. How is your perspective on seeds as common resources? What is the challenges
for the continuation of seeds that can be freely exchange, share, and save?
7. How do you see the problem of dominant food system and seeds sector? How do
you see the role of women in this system?
8. Do men and women have different roles in (your) farm/garden? Where do these
roles come from? Are there problems with these roles?
9. How does your involvement in seed-sharing made you feel?
10. Do you see the seeds-sharing as a form of seeds activism? Do you think seedssharing also form of feminist activism? Why or why not?
11. Are the two intimately linked or not? Why?
12. Do you think the seeds-sharing of PBW is one form of safeguarding seeds as a
common resources? If yes, how does the PBW can continuously share the seeds
and facilitate the interaction between member? How do you see yourself in this
process and what is your further aspirations?
13. Gender, age, and ethnicity?
Set 3 : for offline extended network
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.
4.
•

•

5.

6.
7.
8.

Introduction
Name, location/domicile, affiliation/profession, position in the affiliation?
What is your current activity related to your organization?
Are you doing farming? If yes is it your own farm/garden or
collective/community?
Sex, age, and ethnicity?
Questions
Do you know/aware if the seeds that you received/give away is connected with
PBW?
What do you think of PBW? How do you perceived yourself in the group?
With whom from PBW do you interacted most? What is your motivation to keep
connected with her/him? How it is going so far?
Are you seeds donor or adopter?
If you are seeds adopter: How did you use the seeds? How its going so far? Did
you re-share the harvest as seeds for other people? How do you use the harvest in
general?
If you are seeds donor: How did you get the seeds? What is your motivation to
share it with other people? What are your expectation to the seeds adopter? How
do you plan to keep sharing the seeds?
How is your perspective on seeds as common resources? What is the challenges
for the continuation of seeds as common that can be freely exchange, share, and
save?
How do you see the problem of dominant food system and seeds sector? How do
you see the role of women in this system?
Do men and women have different roles in (your) farm/garden? Where do these
roles come from? Are there problems with these roles?
How do you feel about your involvement in seeds sharing?
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9. Do you see the seeds-sharing as a form of seeds activism? Do you think seedssharing also form of feminist activism? Why or why not?
10. Are the two intimately linked or not? Why?
11. Gender, age, and ethnicity?
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2. List of interview participant
No

Name

1

Diah Widuretno

2

Sri Wahyaka

3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Nissa Wargadipura
Yustina
Sudarsini
Baihajar Tualeka
Titik Sasanti
Theresia Eko
Cattleya Soeratman
Evi Permatasari
Chandra Kirana
Irwanto
Anonymous
Janti
Retno
Jemi Monoarfa
Maryati
Lusi Suswinanti
Carmelia Mamoto
Anna
Kartini Samon
Hira Jhamtani

Date of interview
29/11/2020
04/12/2020
08/12/2020
08/12/2020 &
26/03/2021
15/12/2020
16/12/2020
18/12/2020
16/12/2020
15/12/2020
12/12/2020
10/12/2020
04/02/2021
03/02/2021
07/02/2021
04/02/2021
03/02/2021
01/02/2021
22/01/2021
01/02/2021
01/02/2021
04/02/2021
28/05/2021
18/07/2021

Farming/Gardening

Type

Sex

Yes

Collective

Yes

Individual

F
F

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
n.a
n.a

Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Collective
Collective, individual
n.a
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Collective, individual
Collective, individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
n.a
n.a

F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
F
M
M
F
F
M
F
F
F
F
F
F
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3. List of articles and documents related to the PBW or
Initiators
Articles
a. “Para Pelestari Tanaman Asli Nusantara”
13 Juni 2020
https://koran.tempo.co/read/gaya-hidup/453999/para-pelestari-tanaman-aslinusantara
b. “Agroekologi, Jalan Keluar Mempesona”
28 Juli 2020
https://katadesa.id/index.php/opini/133-agroekologi-jalan-keluar-mempesona
c. “Keanekaragaman Pangan Masyarakat Adat Bisa Penuhi Kebutuhan Pangan
Bergizi di Masa Pandemi”
Sabtu, 5 September 2020
http://kagama.co/2020/09/05/keanekaragaman-pangan-masyarakat-adat-bisapenuhi-kebutuhan-pangan-bergizi-di-masa-pandemi/3/
d. “Benih, Pangan, dan Kehidupan”
7 Februari 2021
https://historead.co.id/benih-pangan-dan-kehidupan/
e.

“Menularkan Spirit Merawat Benih”
Rabu, 19 Mei 2021
https://sehatnews.id/2021/05/19/menularkan-spirit-merawat-benih/

f.

“Menjaga Keseimbangan Cakra Manggilingan”
27 July 2020

The PBW documents
a.
b.
c.

PBW Brochure
PBW seeds sharing report
PBW presentation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P_n85Txg8K8
Date uploaded: 13 October 2020
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4. List of seeds
Bayam
Binahong
Botor
Brotowali
Bunga matahari biji bergaris
Bunga matahari biji hitam
Bunga Telang ungu
Cabe
Cabe rawit
Ciplukan
Comfrey
Padi Puthu
Padi segreng
Indigo
Jagung kuning
Jagung lokal NTT
Jali-jali
Kacang Gudhe
Kacang Nasi
Kacang Panjang
Kacang Panjang biji cokelat
putih
Kacang Panjang biji hitam
Kacang Panjang biji hitam
putih
Kacang Tholo
Kangkong
Kapas lowo
Kapas putih
Kecipir besar sudut halus
Kecipir gerigi
Kelor
Kemangi
Kenikir
Ketimun
Klerak

Koro batik
Koro benguk
Koro benguk belang
Koro benguk putih
Koro pedang
Koro putih tepi ungu
Koro sayur hijau
Kundur/Bligo
Labu
Labu botol
Labu parang
Lombok setan
Markisa merah
Oyong gambas besar
Papaya
Papaya kuning
Pohon salam
Rosella hitam
Rosella merah besar
Rosella merah kecil
Ruku-ruku
Saga rambat
Sawi
Singkong mentega
Sorghum
Tarum
Terung telunjuk
Tomat cheri merah
Tomat ranti
Turi putih
Uwi putih
Uwi ungu
Wuni
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5. Sample of the Facebook post analysis
Date

Account

10-May-20 Mrs. Chandra

17-Jul-20 Mrs. Lusi

10-May-20 Mrs. Evie

Theme

The aims of
FB group

Plant
function
Utilize eggs
shell for pest
management

03-Jun-20 Mrs. Utami

Activity in the
garden

19-Aug-20 Mrs. Kusni

Utilize
tobacco from
pest
management

15-Jun-20 Mr. Irwanto

Recipes

Content
‘- As a place for us to share
about the seeds we care for,
and talk about various things
related to it.
- These seeds are special,
because they are the agroecology heritage of our
ancestors. It contains food
culture, health culture, and
much more knowledge.
- By caring for these heirloom
seeds, we maintain and
strengthen the resilience of
our food security, and preserve
biodiversity, and most
importantly, the independency
of farmers.
- Dilem is plant that beneficial
to give fresh scent for washing
fabric/clothes. It might have
different name in other region.
- Discussion in comment
section on how to use this
plant.
- Egg shell benefit for plants
- steps to process eggs shell
and its application
- germinate seeds
- repotting plants
- weeding
- express it as peaceful activity
- discuccion on comments box
about taking care of aloe vera
- recipe to make eco-friendly
pesticide for chilli plants based
on tobacco
- share before-afer treatment
of her plants
- asking for recipe to cook bligo
fruit
- in comments box, members
share some recipe ideas

Code

aims, strategy,
value

learning

learning

care

learning and
care
learning,
reproductive
work
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14-May-20 Mrs. Satyani
16-May-20 Mrs. Nissa

05-Jul-20 Mrs. Farha

seed sharing
Plant
function
activity in
garden

23-Dec-20 Mrs. Chandra

recipe and
memory

03-Jun-20 Mrs. Diah

seed sharing

18-Dec-20 Mrs. Chandra

biodiversity,
culture,
commons

Mrs.
17-Dec-20 Marpinjun

Seed sharing

- Notify seeds package have
arrived
- Plan to grow the seeds in
communal PKK gardenn
- located in Jakarta, urban
- different between pink and
yellow kenikir flowers
- taking care of land and soil as
ancestor from ancestor
- post for sharing inspiration
- share recipe to cook buni fruit
- memory of the taste of the
fruit and jam made out of it
- they are already rare and not
available anymore in market
- takuti is another name of this
fruit in celebes island
- post about 20 seeds varieties
that available for share
- emphasize the guiding value
for those who want to receive
seeds
- seed receivers reimburse
postage fee
- nature and biodiversity as
commons, including seeds, are
not only for human but also
other species that depend on it
such as bird, and other
animals, that formed
agroforest
- sharing seeds is the
implementation of the
principle of sharing (care and
share). This principle
suppresses the rate of
monopoly and
commercialization of seeds,
and keeps the local, heirloom
and organic seeds sustainable
- Seeds is like my own children,
if I keep them in my place only
they won't developed well.
They need to be shared, to
spread to many places and
greening the earth
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