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I N T RO DU CT I O N

Autonomy is a term mostly deployed as a political concept related to governing, decision-making, and self-determination. This meaning of autonomy at the legal-political level refers to people's and territories' sovereignty or selfgovernance over food policy and control over their food system (Trauger, 2014). This use of the term is predominant
in the collective projects of peasant and indigenous movements (Breton et al., this issue; Wanderley &
Guimar~aes, this issue). Although much food sovereignty literature is mainly concerned with this idea of collective
autonomy, a second meaning of autonomy refers to the farm level and practicing farming independently from external drivers. This meaning implies distance from markets, self-provisioning, farming with no external inputs, or an
intrinsic value or identity of “being a farmer” (Rosset & Martínez-Torres, 2012; Stock & Forney, 2014). References to
autonomy in this sense are often not more than a casual remark, and the notion remains ill-defined (see
Calvário, 2017, or Demeulenaere, 2014, for just two examples of casual use of autonomy) and with little theoretical
substance (though it may be highly politically laden). An exception is the work of van der Ploeg (2008, 2018a), who
made an important effort to theorize the notion of autonomy and conceptualize it as central to peasant farming. He
sees “peasant farming as the ongoing search and struggle for autonomy” (van der Ploeg, 2018a, p. 238).1
Our contribution to this special issue on autonomy focusses on the book The New Peasantries by van der
Ploeg (2008, 2018a), as it is one of the most elaborated and challenging expositions on autonomy within agrarian
studies.2 Van der Ploeg defines the peasant condition in terms of autonomy, which drives the process of repeasantization that he sees occurring in many parts of the world. In both food sovereignty discourses and, as we will
argue, in The New Peasantries, autonomy is a clear normative notion put to political use. We therefore consider it a
performative concept (Fraser & Gordon, 1994). It is an ideological term, used not only to describe particular conditions or processes in agrarian life, but also presented as a force that actively shapes these conditions and processes.
This makes it all the more relevant to reflect on the notion of peasant autonomy.
The next section reviews how van der Ploeg considers the role of autonomy in the process of repeasantization.
Van der Ploeg invokes Chayanov to argue that peasants have a distinctive rationality, different from the capitalist
economic actor, and that peasants are dynamic agricultural innovators and a vibrant force to be reckoned with. We
then assert the distinctiveness of van der Ploeg's notion of peasant farming as a struggle for autonomy and what this
perspective contributes to agrarian studies. Subsequently, by way of sympathetic critique, we identify the key problems of the notion of peasant autonomy as developed in The New Peasantries. We argue that the notion autonomy
lacks analytical clarity or purpose.
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AUTONOMY IN THE NEW PEASANTRIES

In The New Peasantries, van der Ploeg contrasts peasant farming with entrepreneurial farming and capitalist farming.
Capitalist farming is large-corporate, wage-based farming and receives little further attention, except for that capitalist production units can crash in times of crisis and become “repeasantized.” Entrepreneurial farming, a more
1

The label peasant is highly problematic. For the sake of readability, however, we write peasant when describing how van der Ploeg or others use it. We

will write “peasant” (with inverted commas), when we specifically question the use of this concept.
2

We will quote from both editions (only the 2008 edition has autonomy in its title), as the second edition is differently organized and has new text. The

view on autonomy, though, has not substantially changed in the second edition (confirmed by personal communication with the author).
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omnipresent category, is basically an antithesis of peasant farming. Entrepreneurial farming is “built upon financial
and industrial capital (..) and ongoing expansion, primarily through scale-enlargement, (..) is highly specialized and
completely oriented to markets,” with high market-dependency both for inputs and outputs. “Entrepreneurial farming often emerges from state-driven programmes designed to ‘modernize’ agriculture” (2018a, p. 2). These notions
of capitalist farming and entrepreneurial farming primarily serve the purpose to characterize peasant farming.
The New Peasantries can be read as a defence of repeasantization. The key premise is that peasants do not necessarily disappear due to modernization. Instead, in many times and places the number of peasants can increase
(e.g., after redistributive land reform or through sub-divisions of existing farms during inheritance). Repeasantization,
however, is not so much a quantitative increase as a qualitative feature. It denotes the strengthening of a particular
form of patterning of agriculture, whereby autonomy is increased and further distance from markets created (2008,
p. 7). For van der Ploeg peasants are neither a remnant from the past nor static, and repeasantization is a highly modern struggle for autonomy (2018a, p. 7).
This raises the question of what is precisely meant by autonomy. Although The New Peasantries and other work
of van der Ploeg (1977) refer to autonomy and repeasantization in terms of wider collective political struggles, the
fundamental elaboration of autonomy in The New Peasantries is located at the farm and household level, in particular
its resource base:
Central to the peasant condition, then, is the struggle for autonomy that takes place in a context characterized by dependency relations, marginalization and deprivation. It aims at and materializes as the creation and development of a self-controlled and self-managed resource base, which in turn allows for
those forms of co-production of man and living nature that interact with the market, allow for survival and
for further prospects and feed back into and strengthen the resource base, improve the process of co-production, enlarge autonomy and, thus, reduce dependency. (2008, p. 23, emphasis as in original)
Autonomy appears here as what van der Ploeg calls “self-provisioning”: Autonomous peasant farming aims at
the construction and maintenance of a self-controlled resource base that is based upon an exchange with
nature (2008, p. 25). The struggle for autonomy involves withdrawal from input markets as peasants seek to reproduce resources via non-commodity circuits. Rosset and Martínez-Torres (2012), among others, take up this point of
van der Ploeg, stating that farmers become more peasant when they undergo a transition from input-dependent
farming to agroecological farming based on local resources. This results in less dependence on unfavourable markets,
while restoring degraded soils. In fact, autonomy appears here as a techno-organizational element of production.
A consequence—and farmer objective—of this struggle for autonomy (or strengthening of non-commodity circuits within the farm) is the enlargement of value-added on the farm as a result of labour-driven intensification. In
this respect, van der Ploeg revives Chayanov's theory of the peasant household (Chayanov, 1987; van der
Ploeg, 2013).3 Peasants intensify farming by applying more labour until a balance is reached between utility and
drudgery. This labour can become objectified in improved resources. The resulting enlarged resource base should
not be seen as capital, since van der Ploeg sees capital as a relation that is absent in peasant agriculture.4 Peasant
agriculture is innovative and develops, possibly, but not necessarily, as a response to the wider “squeeze on agriculture” (i.e., lowering prices and increasing cost levels as imposed by external capital groups; 2018a, p. 25). Development of peasant farming can occur via “re-grounding” (i.e., cost reduction strategies, which can also include off-farm
income), “deepening” (i.e., re-internalizing processing and distribution tasks, such as on-farm cheese making or
consumer-supported agriculture), or “broadening” (i.e., the incorporation of new activities such as agri-tourism,
health-care activities, or nature management within the farm) (van der Ploeg et al., 2012). All these strategies require
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For a critique of Chayanov, see, for example, Patnaik (1979).
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Van der Ploeg (2018) sometimes considers the absence of wage labour as a reason to call the peasant non-capitalist. For a critique of reducing capitalism

to the wage labour form in a unit of production, see Gibbon and Neocosmos (1985).
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labour-input generated by the peasant household and lead to more value-added within the farm. Van der Ploeg thus
argues that “the history of peasant agriculture is largely the history of labour investments” (2018a, p. 163).
These peasant strategies are contrasted with the strategies of entrepreneurial farming. Rather than “distantiation” from markets on the input side, as in the peasant mode of farming, high market dependency and a high
degree of commoditization characterize the entrepreneurial mode (van der Ploeg, 2018a, pp. 60–69). Entrepreneurial
farming focusses on mechanical technologies and scale enlargement (intensity as a function of technology), whereas
peasant farming puts craft and skill-oriented technologies central (and its intensification is labour-driven). This contrast between peasant and entrepreneurial farming is presented as a contrast between the struggle for autonomy
versus engaging in dependency relations.
Other literature in defence of food sovereignty often depicts a rather similar contrast between peasant agriculture and other forms of production, including global corporate-driven agriculture (McMichael, 2005), industrialized
agriculture (Gliessman, 2015), and the neoliberal model for agriculture (Wittman et al., 2010). Here, agroecological
peasant farming engenders local autonomy as an element of food sovereignty, while the neoliberal, industrialized
food system implies dependency on chemical-inputs and globalized markets (Altieri & Toledo, 2011; Pimbert, 2009;
Rosset & Altieri, 2017). Within this body of literature, we observe slightly different interpretations of selfprovisioning and subsistence production as elements of peasant autonomy. Self-provisioning for van der Ploeg refers
to the use of resources at the farm level, while others perceive self-provisioning as subsistence production, which
makes the farming household's survival less dependent on (unfavourable) markets. Farmers are more peasant-like
and more autonomous when their farms' production meets a considerable or increasing share of the household's
food needs (for examples and reviews, see Babin, 2020; Henderson, 2019; Strube, 2019; Vergara-Camus, 2014), that
is, engendering higher degrees of local self-sufficiency. Van der Ploeg's use of autonomy is different though.
For van der Ploeg (2018a), increased subsistence production (or local food self-sufficiency) is not necessarily part
of his conceptualization of autonomy, nor of the peasant condition. Repeatedly, van der Ploeg puts forward the argument that peasant agriculture can perfectly include production for the market as long as the market does not reduce
autonomy. A typical peasant type of market are so-called nested markets that bypass the dominant food regime.
Such markets are supported by “new normative frameworks shared by producers and consumers” (2018a, p. 207)
with particular infrastructures and products that differ in terms of origin, price, quality and production methods from
the ones circulating in the dominant food system. Important are the niche character and the distinctiveness of nested
markets.5 This distinctiveness depends on autonomy as an important line of defence against control by what van der
Ploeg calls “food empires.”

3
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VAN DER PLOEG'S DISTINCTIVE DEFINI TION OF AUTON OMY

Van der Ploeg's thinking on autonomy resonates with the food sovereignty literature, and he relates himself to these
movements. However, it is important to realize that he makes a much more specific and different claim about autonomy. Movements gathered under La Vía Campesina, for example, refer to autonomy as the capacity to define and
implement a political agenda without external influence, to secure “a large enough space to effectively influence”
events, and to counter external influence in the agrarian movements' internal decision-making (Borras, 2008,
p. 268).6 Indigenous movements that struggle for political autonomy claim legal autonomy and self-governance; that

5

A debate is emerging whether a repeasantization and autonomy perspective on markets should include peasants' active engagement with capitalist and

global markets (Henderson, 2019; Manley & van Leynseele, 2019) and the desire of getting a “fair share” in basic food commodity markets (Ripoll, 2016) or
focus on farmer agency in co-constructing alternative, nested, or direct markets (Schneider & Niederle, 2010; van der Ploeg & Schneider, this issue).
Another example of a social movement seeking autonomy we find in the history of the European squatter movement (Martínez L
opez, 2013). Autonomy
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was seen as independence from political parties, labour unions, the state, private business interests, and the mass media. Squatting houses challenged
private property rights and the movements proclaimed anti-authoritarianism, decentralized organizational forms (local democracy), alternative notions of
household (different from the standard nuclear family) for living together, space for the development of “authentic” (non-commercial) cultural practices
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is, the right to be different and to administer justice according to their own cultural norms and practices (Sieder &
Vivero, 2017), with the Zapatistas in Mexico as a much discussed case (Vergara-Camus, 2014).7
What makes van der Ploeg's work distinctive, however, is his production-oriented notion of autonomy that he
argues is unique to the peasant condition. In that sense, we observe some overlap with the work of James C. Scott.
Like van der Ploeg, Scott (1976) suggests that peasants pursue autonomy, although in his early work Scott does not
give autonomy the analytical status that it receives in The New Peasantries. Scott (2012), however, puts autonomy
more centre stage. In that little book Scott presents autonomy as a rather generic desire of the whole petite bourgeoisie, which includes shopkeepers, peasants, artisans, peddlers, small independent professionals, and small traders.
This desire for autonomy is rooted in having control over the working day, and work, with little or no supervision,
and the sense of freedom and self-respect such control provides. He believes that “the petite bourgeoisie and small
property in general represent a precious zone of autonomy and freedom in state systems increasingly dominated by
large public and private bureaucracies” (p. 85).8 Dignity is a key notion for Scott: Autonomy resulting from having
small property provides full cultural citizenship in small communities and confers dignity, standing, and honour (2012,
pp. 89–90). Scott's idea of dignity, coupled with the notion of “pride,” returns in van der Ploeg's thinking. He shifts
the meaning of the word peasant from a derogatory term for an inefficient, non-innovative, low-productive producer
to a society-relevant, innovative, efficient, and productive producer who should get much more recognition. Citing
Holloway (2002), van der Ploeg writes that “countervailing power resides in the dignity of everyday life” (2018a,
p. 255). Repeasantization is about increased pride and dignity (for example, breeding a “noble cow”). On the other
hand, the loss of land is a loss of dignity.
Van der Ploeg's distinctive production-oriented and farm level notion of autonomy is reflected in his view on
resistance. Besides resistance as overt struggles (the large peasant revolts, land occupations, marches, and so on) and
the weapons-of-the-weak (Scott, 1985) type of everyday resistance, van der Ploeg adds a third type of resistance:
the peasant struggle for autonomy, which “manifests itself through a wide range of heterogeneous, and increasingly
interlinked, practices through which the peasantry positions itself as being distinctively different” (2018a, p. 253).
Practices such as making “good manure” or constructing “a beautiful farm” are then seen as a peasant-specific form
of resistance that creates “room for manoeuvre” within the dominant system of food empires. Van der Ploeg thus
contributes to seeing these practices as political.

4 | V A N D E R P L O E G ' S M E T H O D O L O G I C A L , CO N C E P T U A L , A N D
NORMATIVE CONTRIBUTION
Van der Ploeg's concept of autonomy in peasant agriculture has significant influence in peasant/agrarian studies.
Before we develop a critique, we identify where van der Ploeg's work helps us to raise relevant questions. First, this
type of research contributes methodologically as it leads us into detailed and comparative analyses of farming practices and the multiple ways in which people practise agriculture. Van der Ploeg's approach is unapologetically actororiented, and the notion that farms can develop through very different trajectories opens a whole range of research
questions. Second, the notion of agency and the heterogeneity of local decision-making require that researchers
examine the multiple conditions, options, and strategies involved in the decision-making and/or performance of

(dress, music, and art), and space for anti-establishment media (alternative journals and radio stations). Some of the former squatters have integrated into
emerging alternative food movements.
7

Autonomy of agricultural production is not a key topic in analyses of the Zapatistas, but we find casual references to it. Barkin and Bar
on (2005) and Barkin

and Lemus (2014) connect autonomy to product diversification or defending inherited productive systems (this is more a casual remark than a
systematically analysed connection). Naylor (2017) constructs autonomy as process and practice pointing at agricultural production and consumption as
embodiment of autonomy by farmers in resistance in autonomous Zapatista communities.
8

Van der Ploeg (2008) considers Empire (a shortcut for agribusiness corporations and allied forces) as the biggest threat to autonomy, whereas Scott (2012)

refers to the state and large bureaucracies as the biggest threat to autonomy. However, both picture in quite similar terms a state-large business pact that
pushes smallholders to the wall.
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farmers. Third, the contrast between peasant farming and entrepreneurial farming discloses the selective preferences
of modernization policies for the capitalization and growth of farms and demystifies apparently neutral technological
choices. Fourth, van der Ploeg's discussion about autonomy alerts us to the difficulty of conceptualizing forms of
production that combine control over the means of production with own labour, within a theoretical framework that
has been built around the relations between two core classes: capital and labour. Several questions emerge: are
these rural actors best seen as the peasantry of van der Ploeg, a sort of non-class or third class? Or would the label
of petty-bourgeoisie (from Scott) be theoretically more adequate? Or are they an in-between or intermediary class?
It is not our aim to solve these questions here, but only to indicate how van der Ploeg's perspective on autonomy is
positioned within this debate.
Besides these methodological and analytical contributions, the attractiveness of van der Ploeg's work on autonomy lies in his explicit and implicit normative content. Here is clearly an author “taking the part” of the peasant to
attract academic and political attention and to protect the peasantry against disqualifications of backwardness, ignorance, and passiveness. From his earlier work (1977, 1990, 1991) to The New Peasantries (2008, 2018a), van der
Ploeg shows the dynamism of peasant or artisanal farming. He argues that peasant agriculture has the potential to
provide adequate labour incomes; to be innovative; to improve skill-based technologies; to improve the resource
base; and to co-produce with and reproduce nature. His work also connects with examples of peasant resistance to
make the point that peasants should not to be seen simply as victims, but rather that mainstream modernization
manufactures invisibility. He has shown that peasants undertake new activities in a context of deprivation and marginalization but are able to survive and even increase in number (repeasantization). This work gives an academic
voice to the pride and dignity of the peasantry.
This normative claim appeals to the more general notion that people should have the freedom to act, for example, “to act in such a way that farming is aligned with the interests and prospects of the involved producers” (van der
Ploeg, 2018a, p. 38). In a normative sense, autonomy is therefore good and dependency is bad, as the fight for
autonomy takes place in a context of deprivation resulting from relationships of dependency.9 Without this normative connotation of autonomy it would be impossible to understand the popularity and forcefulness of this concept,
since, as we will argue below, the analytical value of the concept is limited at best.10

5

THE PROBLEMS OF “ PEASANT AUTONOMY” AS AN ANALYTICAL CONCEPT

|

5.1

|

Peasant bias in the interpretation of empirical data

Data on farmers and farming are always subject to multiple readings and the cases introduced in The New Peasantries could readily be interpreted differently. An example is the interpretation of the farmer Hemmema in the
Frisian part of the Netherlands, whose detailed bookkeeping between 1569 and 1573 is a rich data source for
historians. Van der Ploeg (2018a, p. 241) presents Hemmema as a peasant farmer for whom net profit was a nonsensical category (because in the mentioned years he continued farming even while the net profit was negative).
Other observers, however, represent Hemmema as a gentleman farmer or a “calculating farmer” (11en30.nu, n.
d.): a typical entrepreneur investing in his farm with the objective to make profit and evidently not a selfsupporting peasant. Slicher van Bath (1958), who in detail interprets the bookkeeping data, concludes that
Hemmema was “a farmer producing for the market, with a rational attitude, pursuing the largest possible profit”
9

The normativity of “autonomy” also applies to technical aspects, such as in condemnations of the use of external inputs such as fertilizers, pesticides, or

improved seed varieties obtained via the market without any specification of contexts. As argued elsewhere, van der Ploeg (2008, 2018) sees the
commoditization of the resource base via buying inputs in upstream markets as problematic, endangering peasant autonomy, while selling products on
downstream commodity markets as part of the peasant condition.
10

This normative use mirrors the role of autonomy in theories of justice. Autonomy is a central norm in a theory of justice that does not impose values on

citizens nor upholds a political view of interest-group power politics. In this perspective, citizens participating in the public discourse have capacities for
competent self-reflection (Christman, 2018).
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(p. 114, our translation). The area of different grains and pulses on his 25-ha farm was adapted each year to the
latest market prices for each crop. His lifestyle expenses were more typical for a country gentleman than a peasant: too many horses relative to his amount of arable farming land, the furniture he bought, and so on. He contracted four permanent workers besides many day labourers, which implies that any autonomy he enjoyed was
constructed at the expense of others. Hence, where van der Ploeg perceives a peasant farmer, other observers
perceive an entrepreneurial or capitalist farmer.
A more problematic issue is the interpretation of evidence of “repeasantization.” Repeasantization is presented
as a twofold process: making agriculture more peasant-like (“increasing the degree of peasantness”; 2018a, p. 91)
and a quantitative increase in the number of peasants. As the latter implies, however, an increase of new small farming units is not yet to be taken as an active process of repeasantization. For example, it is difficult to interpret the
increase in smallholding and a steady decline in the average holding size in India (from 2.28 ha in 1970–1971 to
1.08 ha in 2015–2016) (Government of India, 2019) as a dynamic and progressive act of repeasantization. Instead,
inheritance patterns that sub-divide and shrink farms along with increasing population densities mean that farming
households are increasingly resource constrained (Agarwal, 2018). In such a context, it is impossible to reproduce
one's household solely through agriculture, let alone enlarge one's resource base (Rigg et al., 2016; Taylor, 2011). As
Rigg et al. (2016) argue for Asia more generally, the fact that rural households hold onto their small parcels of land
even when their livelihoods are sustained primarily outside of agriculture signals the precarity of non-farm livelihoods and labour markets, rather than an active desire for repeasantization. Many of these “new microscopic units”
that van der Ploeg refers to may be better conceptualized as “wage workers who receive a subsidiary income from
the plots of land that they own” (Lerche, 2011, p. 106).
The category of qualitative repeasantization as complementary to quantitative repeasantization needs to be discussed in this context. In the case of “peasant” farming after land reform in the 1970s in Catacaos, Peru, van der
Ploeg (2008, p. 66) observes a shift to production for self-consumption and “(s)ince farming renders little and sometimes no money at all, peasant families engage in other activities to earn required cash flows.” Also in the case of
China, where production for self-consumption is kept alive with investment from migrant labour opportunities, such
situations are interpreted as a struggle for autonomy and seen as evidence for a qualitative repeasantization (van der
Ploeg, 2018a; van der Ploeg & Ye, 2016). We, however, see little analytical value in reducing pluriactivity or multiple
livelihoods, as a necessary strategy for survival, to peasant autonomy. Studying these diverse practices, contexts,
and relationships for what they are will prevent the analysis from slipping into a teleological function of pursuing
peasant autonomy. A “peasant” perspective when collecting empirical data might sometimes be useful when it
reveals practices that otherwise would not be seen, but is problematic when it misrepresents or neglects actually
existing dynamics of agrarian change.

5.2 | Autonomy as intrinsic or as relative: Seemingly clear but ultimately untenable
definitions
In this section, we argue that The New Peasantries alternates between two distinct and incompatible notions of
autonomy: a notion of peasant autonomy as intrinsic, a core argument that makes this book a special contribution to
the debate, and a notion of autonomy as relative, a point also made in studies discussing autonomy of political movements (e.g., Breton et al., this issue; Wanderley & Guimar~aes, this issue). We will first problematize the a-historical
nature of intrinsic autonomy. Then we argue that in describing relative autonomy, The New Peasantries does not
resolve the problems of intrinsic autonomy. Next, we discuss two terms introduced to elaborate the notion of
relativeness: “degrees of systemness” and “degrees of commodification.” We criticize how these terms are used to
falsely designate spaces as outside the workings of capitalism.
In van der Ploeg's perspective, the peasant focusses primarily and first of all on self-provisioning. In this use, the
autonomous peasant as an individual exists outside of history.

8
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The peasant struggle for autonomy and progress involves constructing, maintaining and defending a
self-controlled resource base. This resource base is the key to achieving autonomy. It is what the peasantries of this world have been fighting for through the ages. (van der Ploeg, 2018a, p. 30; emphasis
as in the original)
Thus, maintaining – that is, actively reconstructing – autonomy becomes a central and universal feature
of the peasantry. (van der Ploeg, 2018a, p. 41)
Peasant autonomy appears here as an a-historical, decontextualized category. It does not matter where peasants
are located and when they act, they are peasant because they struggle for autonomy. All peasants are being driven
by this same intrinsic property. This theoretical characterization of peasant autonomy seems founded upon an individualistic elaboration of agency, notwithstanding multiple observations spread throughout van der Ploeg's work
about collective peasant struggles.11 For van der Ploeg, the existence of multiple farming styles is an outcome of this
individualized agency, rather than a society structured set of possible options for farming. Multiplicity exists because
of agency only; agency which opposes a homogenizing structuring.
In the concrete world, however, very few farmers/peasants exist outside of society, as van der Ploeg himself
acknowledges. They inherit or buy land, they may have to negotiate patronage networks to get access to land, they
buy inputs, they sell products, they have to earn an income to pay for school fees or health care, and so on. In other
words, they are engaged in cultural, political, and economic relationships. Even when discursively seeking autonomy,
rural people are actively constructing dependency and negotiating the different interdependencies they are subject
to. The recognition of these many different relationships implies interdependency on others as a key element of
what makes a farmer/peasant. We therefore argue that the suggestion of intrinsic autonomy as an a-historical,
decontextualized, and individual feature of the peasant is untenable.
Elsewhere, the text of The New Peasantries seems to depart from the idea of an intrinsic autonomy and proposes
instead the notion of “relative autonomy.”
Finally, I wish to add that autonomy should not to be interpreted as a negative category, as a “state
of not being conditioned by anybody.” Instead, I refer to relative autonomy – the room for manoeuvre
(as defined by Long, 1985) that consists of a state in which one is able to manifest responsibility and
agency. (van der Ploeg, 2018a, p. 39)
The first sentence of this quote seems to recognize the impossibility of not being conditioned. The concept of
autonomy is here presented as relative, referring to degrees, and can be higher or lower depending on other factors.
However, the quote's second sentence already ignores the full implications of the notion of relative autonomy just
introduced by making it synonymous with “room for manoeuvre,” a concept that juxtaposes agency and structure.
On closer look, the point of relative autonomy as room for manoeuvre and agency reproduces some of the problems
identified above in relation to the notion of intrinsic autonomy. Again, the definition of relative autonomy does not
clarify why it can analytically be used to characterize peasants as a different category. By implication of van der
Ploeg's description of relative autonomy, all types of farming, not only peasant farming, have the potential to seek
autonomy, since every producer, be it peasant, petty commodity producer, or wage-labour based large scale farming,
explores and creates room for manoeuvre in markets and technology. For us, the concept of relative autonomy does
not solve the problem related to an intrinsic notion of autonomy. That is, the neglect of how relationships between
farmers and “context” shape, condition, and sometimes determine what farmers, as active agents, are, what they do,
and how they perceive the world and themselves.

11

It requires further research to explore how this aspect of farmer agency relates to the philosophical, Kantian interpretation of freedom as autonomy of

the rational will. Van der Ploeg and Schneider (this issue) remark that their concept of autonomy does not refer to the attributes of individual actors. We
observe, though, that in different works of van der Ploeg (2013, 2018) agency as the freedom of the individual to choose predominates.
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A similar criticism applies when relative autonomy is presented as a matter of “degrees of systemness” (van der
Ploeg, 2018a, p. 38). This notion seems to recognize the embedding of peasants in a myriad of relations, whereby
greater autonomy does not equal complete independence, a lack of interdependencies, or utter isolation.
While dependency relations can be said to be located within the dominant social formation, the search for and construction of autonomy focuses on the interrelations between the farm and its context.
(van der Ploeg, 2018a, p. 38)
However, in this perspective, dependencies are to be seen as only located in the dominant social formation—
Empire—while only benign interrelations exist outside this dominant social formation. This typically constructs a
binary opposition between, on the one hand, Empire as a structure to avoid dependency on and, on the other hand,
peasant farming as a form of production that is inherently devoid of dependencies and informed by solidarity. In our
view such a binary opposition has little analytical value for getting to grips with the complex set of relations between
differentiated farmers and variegated economic and political relationships.
A possible counter-argument to our critique could point out that the notion of “degrees of commodification”
aims to provide a more sophisticated analysis of levels of autonomy. Van der Ploeg argues that peasants seek to
mobilize resources via non-commodity circuits (primarily on the farm), while capitalists and entrepreneurs obtain
resources via commodity circuits. We argue, however, that the level and relative importance of (or the balance
between) commodity and non-commodity circuits are relevant in both cases. Variation in “degrees of commodification” can be found among small farmers as well as capitalist enterprises. For example, some capitalist pig
operations keep the whole production process—feed production, insemination, piglet raising, fattening, and
slaughtering—within one farm. The output of one phase of production directly reaches the next one, not via a
market. This example of extreme vertically integrated commodity production operates with many internal
non-commodity circuits. Hence, the balance, or ratio, between commodity and non-commodity circuits offers
interesting research questions for many different types of farming, and is not intrinsic to peasant farming.12 If the
use of non-commodity circuits cannot be seen as an exclusive terrain for peasant farming, it can also not count
as a sufficient justification for characterizing the peasantry as a category different from other types of
production.13
The notion of degrees of commoditization as introduced by van der Ploeg also faces another, related problem.
Exploiting non-commodity circuits (e.g., unpaid family labour for caring) is not alien to capitalist generalized commodity production, as, for example, argued by world systems ecology (Jansen & Jongerden, 2021). Hence, falling back on
spheres of non-commodity exchange and the concept of relative autonomy to keep “capital” and accumulation analytically outside the peasant farm is highly problematic.14 It fails to understand “peasants” in terms of being constituted within a much wider set of relationships. We would agree with the idea that multiple structuring processes
underlie farming, such as family values about the drudgery of labour or a personal drive to control and shape one's
own work differently from general capitalist cost calculations and profit rationality. In other words, different

12

This is thus not a rejection of the analytical value of the distinction between commodity and non-commodity circuits, but precisely suggests that it is a
useful distinction for analysing any kind of farming. With what, when, and how do producers realize exchange value? What kind of labour, including labour
to produce or reproduce resources, is embodied in the final commodity (Marx, 1976)? The nature of capitalist production is that a part of the labour power
is in fact not paid for, is appropriated at no cost. The cost of labour can be low due to its reproduction in the household, outside commodity circuits, by
non-wage domestic labour (Ward, 1979). Capitalism has never been unconnected from non-commodity circuits. Hence, the presence of non-commodity
circuits does not mean that capitalism is external to the production form.

13

A more profound theory of relative autonomy as an outcome of agency would require an understanding of the necessary relationship of agency, self-

motivation, and free will as emerging from or together with a social situation. In a capitalist context, relative autonomy of farmer production practices is not
something intrinsic or juxtaposed to capitalist relationships but emergent within them. Why not throw away the concept of relative autonomy then and
replace it with a notion like levels of dependency? Indeed, the latter one would diminish agency thus risk to see farming only as an outcome of external
forces. So each notion, referring to the same assessment of relationships, would have its own disadvantage.
14

Tilzey (2017) argues that van der Ploeg neglects the “commodification of subsistence” thesis which defends that capitalism is present in agriculture when

it constrains “peasants” to compete in capitalist markets. Apparently autonomous peasants are in fact not independent from capitalism.
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constituting processes can be relatively autonomous, in that different, independent factors/processes exercise causal
influence. But we would disagree with the idea that “peasant farmers” as a social category are relatively autonomous
(i.e., independent) from wider capitalist dynamics. Farming as an emergent outcome of different processes, including
the multiple workings of capital, cannot be independent from these processes. If the term relative autonomy were
reserved for the first idea it would cause little problems, but we are afraid that in repeasantization studies it mainly
takes on the second meaning.

5.3

|

The peasant: A category that denies the complexities of agrarian classes

There is a broad consensus within the agrarian studies literature that the term “peasant,” which has been central to
so many debates, has no all-purpose conceptual status. Nevertheless, we do not cease to use this term. Some lament
that “the peasantry” is being lost, marginalized, deprived, and exploited and they argue that we have to respect, protect and preserve the peasant. In much of the literature the peasant seems just a convenient shorthand, even though
it is acknowledged that the term demonstrates limited analytical value. Van der Ploeg (2018a, pp. 5–8), in contrast,
centres the notion of the peasant as an analytical category. In doing so, we will argue, his writings neglect or misinterpret important established insights on social differentiation, reproduction, agrarian classes, and producer types―in
particular simple commodity producers.
While most Marxist agrarian political economists would conceptualize a tendency towards social differentiation
in processes of agrarian change, the repeasantization literature either neglects this issue, denies social differentiation,
or replaces it with an alternative view on differences. Many Marxists indeed have often predicted, and even promoted, the disappearance of the peasantry, being replaced with capital—wage labour forms. This view has been contested on empirical grounds with reference to the widespread absence of the pure wage labour form in many farm
units around the world and the numeric increase of non-wage labour farm units in some areas. However, this does
not mean that the concept of a socially differentiated agrarian structure is obsolete. The tendency to social differentiation is omnipresent and the distinctions between peasants, rural proletariat, semi-proletarians, simple commodity
producers and capitalist farming are helpful to understand the dynamics of many situations.15 In the empirical material presented, van der Ploeg abandons this type of analysis of agrarian structures and instead conceptualizes differences between farmers on other grounds, using his alternative classification scheme of peasant farming,
entrepreneurial farming, and capitalist farming.16
Simple commodity production, a crucial concept for debating the complexities of agrarian classes, does not appear
in The New Peasantries. Simple commodity production refers to producers, who employ their own family labour, and
own their means of production. “.. they do engage in commodity transactions and are dependent upon the
corresponding market mechanisms for the acquisition of those goods and services which they have not produced
but need” (Chevalier, 1982, p. 93). The notion is important because, more than its parallel notion “petite
bourgeoisie,” it opens up a reflection on “contradictory class locations” (Wright, 1985). Marx's (1861–1863) abstract
notion that a peasant is cut up into two persons, as capitalist because of ownership of the means of production
(i.e. land) and as labourer because he/she is his/her own wage-labourer, contrasts with van der Ploeg's argument that
capital as a relation is not present in peasant farming. The notion of simple commodity production requires us to analyse both the reproduction of capital and the reproduction of labour as related to wider economic processes within
capitalism, and not as something intrinsic to peasant farming as a non-capitalist mode of production. Many of the
examples presented by van der Ploeg would be better conceptualized as instances of simple (or petty) commodity
production under capitalism (Akram-Lodhi & Kay, 2016; Chevalier, 1982; Gibbon & Neocosmos, 1985; Nikol &
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Tendency is here used not in the sense of a general development in a particular direction but as a potential, that may or may not be expressed in

phenomena, for example, due to not being triggered or being counteracted or being made invisible by other processes.
16

An exception is van der Ploeg (2018b) which starts a discussion of differentiation. We will comment on this below.
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Jansen, 2021) rather than a non-capitalist peasant.17 In many situations, “peasant” farmers' reproduction is dependent upon commodity production for buying essential goods and services—food, farm inputs, water and electricity,
schooling for family members, health care, telephone costs—and for acquiring the means of production (land). Simple
commodity production is in practice complex (Chevalier, 1982) and embraces a whole range of farm types, from “traditional” small commodity farms (e.g., small coffee or vegetable farmers) to high-tech farms that are fully mechanized,
specialized, and multi-million dollar properties (e.g., Dutch dairy farms) but possibly still run with family labour only.
The point of raising this issue here is that the category of simple commodity production, which is omnipresent in the
world, and which is a first step—though possibly an unsatisfactory one—to comprehend the role of capital in agriculture, is omitted in The New Peasantries. What we consider simple commodity producers are alternately located in van
der Ploeg's category of peasants and sometimes in the category of entrepreneurial farmers. Furthermore, the category of semi-proletarians, farmers who only survive through non-farming livelihoods, selling their labour power, are
conflated with autonomous peasants. As a result, we lose the analytical power of the distinctions between peasants,
rural proletariat, semi-proletarians, simple commodity producers and capitalist farmers, and therefore the understanding of divergent political struggles around access to land, increase or decrease of wages for agricultural labour,
or access to credit, lowering of input prices, or increase of product prices. In short, this omission limits our understanding of the variable and uneven responses “from below” both within and between communities (Borras &
Franco, 2013). The single, though not unimportant, struggle that is recognized in The New Peasantries (though not
fully captured in all its internal contradictions) is between the peasant and Empire (agribusiness, food-processing
industry, retailers, and the state).
In a recent article, van der Ploeg (2018b) presents a more extended discussion of differentiation that recognizes, to a certain extent, forms of class differentiation besides “market-driven differentiation” and “demographic
differentiation” in the Chayanovian sense. Van der Ploeg argues that aggregated trends of concentration of land
and decrease of the number of small farms, as often observed in agricultural censuses, may lead to an institutionalized misreading that fails to notice the possible disappearance of some of the large farms or the inflow of
new small farms with the potential to grow and develop. However, we do not see how these relevant observations about empirical diversity of farm trajectories would contradict an understanding of class differentiation as
tendency. The latter does not presuppose that no new farmers start or that all large farms always grow and will
never fail and discontinue. It is a misreading or misinterpretation to presuppose that the tendency to class differentiation is conceptualized as the only mechanism and would therefore empirically lead, in the short term,
towards a single capital—wage-labour relationship only. Such a misreading typically labels the class differentiation
thesis as linear and deterministic (e.g., van der Ploeg, 2018b, p. 504). This would only be a reasonable critique of
those positions that argue that class differentiation is an empirical trend that will always take place. However, it
does not apply to positions that consider differentiation as a tendency, which argue that units that control more
of the means of production and labour have a higher potential to accumulate and to gain in competitive struggles over these means. As with all potentials, the extent to which this will be realized will depend on context
and other mechanisms, including for example van der Ploeg's “social logics.” Hence, we see no ground for
rejecting the notion of social differentiation as viewed as a tendency of replacement of peasants by semiproletarians and simple commodity production (in situations where they are not replaced by wage-labour based
farming). Consequently, the critique of the class differentiation thesis as linear is, we would argue, a misplaced
critique.18

17

We lack space to discuss various positions in the literature on simple and petty commodity production (e.g., Bernstein, 1986 and Friedmann, 1980). It is

our position that simple commodity production is not transitional nor will disappear with capitalist development (in contrast with, for example,
Wright, 1985, who labels simple commodity production as pre-capitalist).
A counterargument sometimes put forward against our position is that the term “peasant” does not refer to a category of producers but to a process,
that is the struggle for autonomy and repeasantization. This counterargument is raised to get away from a categorizing discussion about social
18

differentiation. To us, however, it seems not theoretically fruitful to abandon the idea of defining terms for characterizing categories. Contrasting peasant
with semi-proletarian, simple commodity producer, and capitalist farmer is instructive. At the same time, the point of autonomy and repeasantization as
process can be accepted and can be subjected to critique as we do in this article.
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Accumulation from below and endogenous exploitation

The autonomy and repeasantization thesis, for which the central conflict is between peasants and Empire, is unable
to address the notion of capitalism from below. According to this thesis, the non-capitalist peasant is marginalized,
dispossessed, and exploited via unequal exchange with Empire. The peasant struggle, the struggle for autonomy, is
against Empire. (Small) farmer struggles to support their accumulation strategies contains little echo in this narrative.
External restricting powers are recognized by van der Ploeg as far as Empire endangers autonomy. He uses the case
of Parmalat to illustrate this by showing how the value produced on the dairy farm and at the milk processing level
flow to the centralized corporation who use it to speculate and expand by mortgaging old and newly acquired assets.
However, “autonomy” (in the sense of room for manoeuvre to manifest agency) we would argue may also be
exercised by farmers when they choose to become actively engaged in relationships of economic dependency.19 A
rather extensive literature has now documented that some smallholders actively seek to engage in commodity production and increase external input use, without them being pushed into it or being deprived when doing it, e.g., for
broccoli producers in Guatemala (Fischer & Benson, 2006), oil palm producers in Mexico (Castellanos-Navarrete &
Jansen, 2018), and potato growers in India (Vicol, 2019). In Myanmar, Vicol, Pritchard, et al. (2018) document how
some swidden farming households in the remote uplands of Chin State are actively engaging in commercialized yam
production for value chains that export to China and Japan. Households incorporate commercialized yam production
into livelihood portfolios that also include migration and subsistence production, where yam production induces
changes to formerly customary land tenure arrangements, creates new labour relations between households and
introduces new credit relations. In Indonesia, Li (2014) carefully documents the emergence of capitalism from below
amongst highland “peasant” populations in Sulawesi who competed to privatize land and engage in commodity production of cacao. Here, some “peasants” presumably construct their autonomy to engage in commodity markets at
the expense of their neighbours. It would be too simplistic to argue that such farmers are duped, or only do so
because of a wrong policy environment, or will be marginalized soon due to adverse credit relationships, or prefer to
go back to non-commodity type of farming. This may all happen, but cannot be generalized or used to deny farmer
agency to seek accumulation options. The notion of simple commodity production allows for such accumulation from
below and that such farmers can successfully survive and grow in a wider capitalist economy (of course, we do not
deny here social differentiation or failure due to competition and adverse conditions). The notion of repeasantization
is silent about such processes as this would imply “unpeasant-like” strategies coming from within.
A related neglect is the issue of competition over limited resources. In a resource constrained context like India
discussed above, households inevitably construct their livelihoods at the expense of other households. Patterns of
exclusion at various scales emerge because the natural resources that farming depends on are finite. This includes
most importantly land and water. In many parts of Asia, for example, what van der Ploeg would identify as an autonomous layer of farming households often exists alongside a layer of landless and marginalized households without
access to resources, stratified through categories of capital and labour, but also caste, gender and patronage relations. Wealth ranking exercises conducted with villagers often reveal local categorizations of wealth that will include
local relations of dependency between households within a single village (Scoones et al., 2012; Vicol, 2019). Related
to this is the notion of nickel and dime capitalism: the idea that within small communities, relations of marginalization
and labour exploitation exist that are not easily observable by outsiders who look for large oppositions between
Empire and rural folk. Jansen (1998) describes, for a Honduran village with a mix of smallholder coffee farms and
subsistence food grain producers, how local narratives about new labour relations and accumulation contain a rich
cultural vocabulary to refer to and to comprehend ideas of exploitation, inequality, impoverishment, and new forms
of wealth within a village. Vicol, Neilson, et al. (2018) found that for an Indonesia community of farmers growing coffee, a value chain intervention aimed at connecting small farms to external markets acted to reproduce already existing local forms of inequality that were the result of deeply ingrained relations of patronage and clientelism. The
19
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repeasantization literature disregards such local forms of exploitation among people that apparently seem to be
“peasants,” and only considers that peasant farms might be exploited “by outside capital” (van der Ploeg, 2018a,
p. 9).20

6

|

AUTONOMY IN OPPOS ITION TO DEPENDE NCY OR DIALECTI CALLY RELATED?

If the analysis above is correct, autonomy has little analytical value to understand the condition of “peasants.” This
does not mean that the desire for autonomy does not exist. Indeed, empirical research can capture multiple expressions of autonomy at the individual as well as collective level. As Scott (2012, p. 85) states: “the desire for autonomy,
for control over the working day and the sense of freedom and self-respect such control provides, is a vastly underestimated social aspiration for much of the world's population.” But this is no reason to make it something particular
to peasants. Scott himself focusses on the desire of the whole petite bourgeoisie for autonomy and extends this to
wage labourers. They too not only long for small property, for instance owning a small cottage, but also dream about
“freedom from close supervision and autonomy of the working day” (p. 91).21 The desire for autonomy can be
extended further. If most of the world's population (the petite bourgeoisie and the wage labour class) strive for
autonomy, one would expect that also the capitalist and the entrepreneur desire to be free from close supervision,
have control over one's own work day, and have freedom of choice. There seems to be no argument why they would
not also strive for autonomy. In this sense, the desire for autonomy is generic, and therefore autonomy cannot be a
distinctive analytical category for characterizing the peasantry.
Autonomy often stands in contrast to dependency. “(..) for the peasantries of this world poverty, deprivation
and marginalization are never far away (..) and the danger of getting enmeshed in suffocating dependency patterns
(such as falling into debt) is always close” (van der Ploeg, 2018a, p. 30). This moral fervour of autonomy is the central
message of The New Peasantries, while dependency is to be rejected for being a negative relationship or process.22
Politically, this can be a mobilizing message in situations where dependency leads to deprivation, impoverishment,
and exploitation. However, since it is impossible to imagine farming outside complex sets of social relationships
(e.g., markets, property regimes, knowledge networks, and seed systems) dependency is, like autonomy, an inherent
characteristic of being human and part of society; “dependence can be good or bad, empowering and supportive or
disempowering” (Sayer, 2011, p. 128). Dependency is inevitable: farmers start to farm in a context of existing property and market relationships. Current complex societies with growing divisions of labour require us to think about
how to reorganize dependency relations rather than to reject and replace them a priori with autonomy. For example,
van der Ploeg and Schneider's case of nested markets (this issue) introduces new forms of dependency (networks,
relationships, social capital etc) to secure a livelihood. In fact, social dependency would seem to be at the heart of
agroecology and food sovereignty that emphasizes collective organization, solidarity and reciprocity (Naylor, 2014;
Rosset & Altieri, 2017). In many of the examples in The New Peasantries, the “autonomous peasant” is highly dependent on various institutional arrangements for their existence. For example, the chapter on China describes how repeasantization resulted from legal changes in land tenure. Rather than prioritizing autonomy as the pursued
alternative to dependency, it may make more sense to presume dependency relationships in all kinds of social relationships and to focus the analysis of these relationships on the levels of exploitation, domination, oppression,
20

Only sporadically some form of local difference is mentioned, namely the problem of patriarchy (van der Ploeg, 2018a, pp. 236, 242). But this is turned

into a temporal or social relation external to the intrinsic peasant mode: “There will be many situations (..) where peasant agriculture emerges as performing
badly and peasants as poor. But such performance is due to other, adverse social relations of production becoming dominant (e.g., patriarchal relations) and
blocking the unfolding of the potentials entailed in peasant agriculture or annihilating the ‘room for manoeuvre’ that peasant agriculture needs. But,
wherever and whenever this occurs, peasants will react – sooner or later – in order to regenerate such ‘space for unfolding’.” (p. 242, our emphasis).
For example, as Scott (2012, p. 92) states: “The desire for autonomy seems so powerful that it can take quite perverse forms. In factory settings, where
the assembly line is fine-tuned to reduce autonomy to the vanishing point, workers manage nonetheless to steal back autonomous time for ‘horseplay’ as
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an expression of independence.”
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This also counts for a section on “The balance between autonomy and dependency” in van der Ploeg (2013) where the struggle for autonomy is placed

“within a context that imposes dependency.”
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unevenness, or control, but also on growth, improvement, flourishing, and so on. As Sayer (2011, p. 129) argues with
regard to dependency relationships: “autonomy and relationality are dialectically related – in some ways complementary and interdependent, in others in opposition.” This idea argues against any a priori rejection of dependency and
glorification of autonomy.

7

|

C O N CL U S I O N S

Autonomy is a problematic term that often only indicates something that is in fact not autonomous but just a different order of relationships. Most people would probably agree that freedom of choice and having substantial control
over one's own work and work day are positive things. If that is what autonomy means, any critique of it could
become an unenviable task. In this paper we have argued that the use of the notion of autonomy in the work of van
der Ploeg locates peasant farming outside capitalist relations. This both overrates and underestimates the pervasiveness of conditioning, often coercive, relationships (such as forged by an advancing agrarian capitalism). This perspective on autonomy also neglects the more general human condition of dependency that exists as soon as there is a
society.
This paper described how the repeasantization thesis offers a highly original, yet problematic, formulation of the
concept of autonomy as essential to the “peasant.” This conceptualization calls for a detailed scrutiny of important
domains of struggle at the level of production around technology, land use, and value production and distribution. It
appreciates agrarian struggles around (re-)gaining control over reproduction strategies and against agribusiness, food
processing industries and restrictive state regulation, showing the possibility of different ways of farming and multiple perspectives on what “good farming” entails. It speaks for the dignity of smallholders' ways of practising agriculture against recurrent institutionalized misreadings of those ways. At the same time, however, the concept of
autonomy is applied ambiguously and a-symmetrically for a particular type of farmer only. Continuing to use it as an
analytical lens will obscure the differentiated and variegated nature of agrarian politics. The concept is too simplistic
to grasp the different types of labour in agricultural settings that are now replaced with the nebulous term “peasant.”
Analytical weaknesses of the concept of autonomy are not solved with the adjective “relative.”
If not autonomy, then what? We suggest to focus instead on analysing the level and nature of dependencies in
concrete social, political, cultural and environmental relations that form the terrain of rural areas, whether one is a
“peasant,” a semi-proletarian, a simple commodity producer, a capitalist farmer, or something in between. Dependencies are not a priori malicious but can be shown to be after normative and political evaluation. This allows us to
view agrarian change as the interplay between the structuring forces of capitalism and household livelihood strategies, gender, ecology, and so on, within and outside of agriculture, that drives and/or constrains rural development,
without having to rely on a moral argument of intrinsic autonomy or “peasantness.” This will also allow for better
studies of accumulation from below and endogenous exploitation.
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