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Multiple Futures: A research agenda
for agrarian sociology

Introduction

Agrarian studies at the Rural Sociology Group
at Wageningen University (RSO) covers a
broad range of geographical settings, both in
Europe and the Global South. This chapter
outlines our joint agenda of research interests
in agrarian sociology.

Agrarian sociology intersects with the broader
domain of rural sociology. We use the term
‘agrarian sociology’ here for a sociology that
covers the process of and all interrelation-
ships with agricultural production. Rural life
has a sider meaning, insofar as is also
understood as encompassing the non-agricul-
tural sphere in rural areas, but agricultural
production can also take place in non-rural
places. Agricultural production is interwoven
with rural development — and food consump-
tion — but to prevent overlap with the chapters
in this book on place and on food, we do not
discuss those issues here. Thus, while the
three chapters on agrarian sociology, place,
and food are presented as three different
research themes, that is only in the present
construction.

The following section first introduces a main
thread in our sociological research on
agriculture: the understanding of diversity in
farming. To introduce this topic, we go back in

history and review some of the ideas of EW.
Hofstee on the subject. Hofstee was the first
chair of rural sociology in Wageningen, and his
early work was mainly oriented towards the
post-Second World War reconstruction of
rural space and life in the Netherlands. The
second section summarises what we consider
to be the main elements of agrarian sociology
at Wageningen. The third section outlines
contemporary and future research themes.

Perspectives on diversity and
structuring

Meaningful diversity

E.W. Hofstee€’s interest in the concrete, the
lived, and the particular yielded the concept
of farming styles in agricultural production.

A farming style can be defined as shared
normative and strategic ideas about how
farming should be done. This implies an
analytical inversion: one should not try to
understand the practice of farming from the
structural conditions to which the farmers
respond but rather move the centre of
analysis to the agency of farmers as creative
actors. Indeed, Hofstee believed that rural
sociology should emancipate itself from
structuralist and functionalist ‘adjustment
sociology’. The understanding of rural life in
terms of an adaptation to ‘order’ was narrow,

1 All authors are in the Rural Sociology Group, Wageningen University. The authors thank Oona Morrow and Bettina

Bock for their comments on an earlier version.
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incomplete and wrong, he thought, since it
erased the agency of people in the creation of
the world they inhabit.

Hofstee (1946) arrived at the idea of farming
styles through a comparison of the Wolde-
streek (a region in the eastern part of the
province Groningen) with the Zuidelijk Wester-
kwartier (a region in the western part of the
province of Groningen). In the Zuidelijk Wester-
kwartier, animal husbandry was dominant, while
the Woldestreek was almost exclusively
characterized by arable farming. Hofstee asked
how this difference could be explained.

In order to understand this difference between
the two regions, Hofstee investigated four
possible causal factors: their geographical
characteristics, market relations, social
relations, and historical backgrounds. The
divergence could not be explained geographi-
cally, he reasoned. On the contrary, it was
difficult to find two other agricultural areas in
the country that showed a stronger geograph-
ical similarity. Both were on a belt of low-lying
ground, with mostly low-lying peat soils
intersected by a few higher sand ridges and
the peat soils becoming clay soils in the north.
Differences in market relations also seemed a
very unlikely explanation. The distance to the
main market in the city of Groningen and
infrastructural connections were quite similar,
as were the legal and political relationships of
the two regions to the city.

Distinctions in social relations likewise failed to
offer an explanation. Servitude and serfdom
had disappeared very early in both regions,
and the farmers’ right to land was much the
same. When people had moved into these
areas, the farmers were allowed to draw
ditches forwards and backwards through the
rough terrain perpendicular to the road. The
farms that emerged from this practice were
thus long, narrow strips of land stretching
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from the road into the landscape, creating the
ribbon settlements typical of both Wolde-
streek and Zuidelijk Westerkwartier.

Hofstee did not find essential differences in
historical backgrounds prior to the mid-nine-
teenth century, either. The difference between
animal husbandry and arable farming had
developed in more recent times. Or rather,
Woldestreek had changed while Zuidelijk
Westerkwartier stayed the same. In Wolde-
streek, land used for animal husbandry had
been converted into arable land, a change
effected at great expense, both in terms of
heavy, laborious work and high cost. Why,
then?

Hofstee found that the transformation in the
Woldestreek had occurred over the course

of around a century in total, taking until the
mid-twentieth century, was primarily the result
of a changing group ideal. The people in
Woldestreek had chosen to take up arable
farming. This, Hofstee argued, was the
farmer’s pride and glory. Over time, arable
farming had developed into a collective ideal,
one that every member of the farming commu-
nity endeavoured to pursue. This different
style of farming thus gradually acquired a
strongly normative character. To the west,
meanwhile, in Zuidelijk Westerkwartier, the old
style of farming, in which cattle-breeding was
taken as normal and self-evident, kept its full
force.

Hofstee thus concluded that the characteris-
tics or structure of agricultural life in any one
area could not be considered merely as the
sum of attempts to adapt to the external
circumstances with which the farmers were
confronted. This structure of farm life is also
determined - sometimes to a large extent,
indeed decisively -by ideals, perceptions and
ideas that consciously or unconsciously
prevailed among the people there. And this

might result in a particular farming style — or
meaningful diversity in agricultural practices.

The notion of meaningful diversity informed
many studies on farming styles (e.g. van der
Ploeg & Roep 1990, Roep et al. 1991, Roep &
Roex 1992, van der Ploeg et al. 1992, de Rooij
et al. 1995, van der Ploeg 2003). These did not
necessarily look at differences between
regions but also considered, for example,
variations within a region or agricultural sector.
They also included a critique of linear thinking
about modernisation, which tends to target a
single, optimal, modern, capital-intensive,
science-driven farm as the model for good
agriculture and indicates which development
policies should be promoted, thus marginalising
other styles of farming (van der Ploeg 1987).

This critique of linear modernisation also
applied the positive value of a diversity focus
- an ‘eye for diversity’ - to very different
political-economic situations, such as in the
Global South (e.g. Gerritsen 2002) and by
embedding farming in the context of house-
hold strategies, thereby creating space for
studies on multifunctionality, pluri-activity, and
new ruralities wherein farming households
combine multiple livelihoods (Oostindie 2015,
2018), and urban agriculture (Knapp et al.
2016). In the EU context, this meant studying
the reshaping of the societal role of farming
and farmers, including rural resistance. For
those researching in the Global South, the
focus has been on the dynamics of livelihood
diversification that has upended previously
canonical ideas about rural development.
The idea of meaningful diversity has further
extended to inform interventions in debates
on the future of agriculture, the resilience of
family farming, and the survival of the peas-
antry in the context of an expanding capital-
ism, in both the European context and Global
South (e.g. van der Ploeg 2018, Oztiirk et al.
2021).

Briefly, the study of meaningful diversity
focuses on the action and strategies of
(different kinds of) farmers and other rural
actors who act upon opportunities given
restrictions to create new situations them-
selves. This research interest also explores
how new types of agriculture, new initiatives
to establish alternatives to ‘mainstream’
industrialised farming - create diversity. The
next step is to consider farmer agency in
relation to structuring processes, since
meaningful diversity is the product of creative
agency under conditions that are not of
people’s own choice. This raises the issue of
how to conceptualise the role of structuring in
relation to the creation and the reproduction
of diversity (the assumption is that despite
policies that push towards homogenisation,
diversity will always be created).

Structuring diversity

An eye for diversity involves the idea that
there is not a single type of explanation. This
came to the fore in a lively debate around how
to combine studies of meaningful diversity and
farmer agency with political-economic studies
of commodification, state power and social
movements (Long & van der Ploeg 1994,
Jansen 1998). Three approaches emerged
from this debate.

First, there are social-cultural explanations
along the lines of Hofstee (emphasising
meaningful differences). These explore shared
values and norms in different modes of
ordering or documenting the doing and
thinking (an institutional perspective) in the
framing of different styles. Essentially, they
adopt an actor-oriented approach that
explores farmers’ agency. Second, attention is
given to explaining diversity from a politi-
cal-economic perspective. Here, differentiation
and the evolving paths of modernisation result
from capitalist processes of capital accumula-
tion, economic growth, and competition
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Ridging potatoes, photo by Hans Dijkstra

interacting with dominant, hegemonic forces
or powers (state, class composition in agri-
culture) and creating inequalities, opportuni-
ties and conflicting class interests. Agency in
this sense is attributed to social movements,
farmer organisations, and business associa-
tions. Third, the reproduction of diversity is
also viewed as the result of the interaction
with ‘nature’ (as both dead and living matter),
that is, different (socio)ecological systems.
Science and technology are a (heterogene-
ous) intermediating force between ‘society’
and ‘nature’ and add to the heterogeneity of
environmental conditions and thus conditions
for human agency.

These different ways of exploring and
explaining the reproduction of diversity in rural
sociology and agrarian sociology have been
combined in different ways by various
researchers at RSO and generated fruitful
debates. Some wholeheartedly reject the idea
of underlying structures, while others argue,
conversely, that agency cannot be uncoupled
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from such structures. The latter make the
point that the literature on farmer agency and
political-economic structure, and the search
for combining both in building explanations,
has often been based on a dualism with, on
the one side, a farmer, who is active and
performs, creates, thinks, feels, and on the
other side, a structure that conditions.
‘Structure’ is then represented as a ‘hyper-
structure,” which is external, such as price
formation in the world market or agribusiness
dominance. Paradoxically, pointing at how
prices, capital and corporate power condition
farming is then criticised as a too structuralist
explanation — paradoxical because it is
precisely this critique that reproduces an
agency-structure dualism.

In contrast to an agency-structure dualism, or
a collapse thereof as an alternative, another
approach to structuring can be proposed. In
this approach, structures and structuring are,
in the first place, not about the external
conditioning of farming but rather refer to

underlying relationships and processes that
co-shape farms and farming practices in the
first place (Jansen et al. 2021; Nikol & Jansen
2021). In a hypothetical non-capitalist context,
without state and corporations, farming is still
‘structured’. Language, education, knowledge,
culture, power-relations, labour organisation,
and so on exist and make farming possible
before a concrete farmer agency comes into
place. Farmers as agents reproduce and
transform such structures — which are already
(historically) co-produced by farmer agency.
Accounting for variety in farming styles - the
diversity in agricultural practices and livelihood
compositions — may thus require an apprecia-
tion of the multiplicity of underlying structures
and causal mechanisms and analysis of how
these may be triggered by contingent events,
such as droughts (although it could be argued
that since drought have partially become
human-made, a more complex analysis of
structuring the weather has to be included)
and worked upon by human agency. This
multiple determination perspective includes
meaning or culture as an element in structural
transformation in a way that does not reduce
the latter to the former.

Key elements of agrarian

sociology at Wageningen

The study of diversity in farming encompasses
at least the following four central notions,
principles and approaches that together have
driven and continue to direct RSO research.

A comparative approach

Implied in the attention to diversity in the ways
of farming is a strong empirical focus. This
emphasises the detailed description and
analysis of concrete farming practices, not as
an expression of some general rules or logical
outcome of natural conditions or economic
laws, but as something constructed. Hence,
the variety of conditions, strategies, contin-
gencies, outcomes, and so on have to be

studied. Only when based on good empirical
research can analyses of farming styles, social
differentiation, gender relationships, the
workings of capital, resource mobilisation,
heterogeneity, agency, structuring and so on
be generated. These are not a priori given.
This serious empirical work then is used for

a comparative analysis, comparing different
types of farming within a certain type of
situation or between geographical settings,
e.g. comparing farming in different countries,
both the Global North and the Global South.
Although many of our studies have compared
farm types or styles of farming, it is not the
individual farm that is central or just the
micro-sociology but the situation and sets of
relationships that are produced and within
which farming is done. The former is ex-
pressed in such things as how farmers create
and develop their resource base (van der
Ploeg 2018); the latter is expressed in, for
example, the work of Frouws (1994) on how
the state co-organises, delimits and utilises
farmer representation in the making of agrar-
ian policies — which has also informed debates
on how to conceptualise smallholders (van der
Ploeg 2013, Vicol et al. 2019, Jansen et al.
2021).

Another important characteristic of agrarian
and rural sociology in Wageningen is its
methodological pragmatism regarding a range
of research methods. This does not simply
mean an eclectic mixing of quantitative and
qualitative methods in research, but a careful
selection of research methodology depending
on the research question at hand. Hence,
studies could build on surveys and quantitative
analysis (e.g. Oostindie et al. 2013), ethno-
graphic work (Remmers 1998), narrative
analysis combining interviews, participatory
observation and document analysis (Stuiver
2008), and combinations of quantitative and
qualitative methods for investigating genera-
tive causation (Sovova 2020).
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A public agrarian sociology
Complementing professional, critical and
policy sociology, all practiced at Wageningen,
the RSO also practices its own form of
organic public sociology (Burawoy 2005).
Researchers work in close connection with
active farmer, environmental and solidarity
groups. This includes, for instance, close
collaboration with emerging agri-environmen-
tal cooperatives and farmer-led attempts to
elaborate alternative, more tailor-made and
farm-diversity friendly policy measures (in
response to increasingly strict as well as
highly generic agri-environmental policy
interventions) (Renting & Van der Ploeg 2001,
Roep et al. 2003). This work entails an eye for
farmer-led resistance that is interwoven with
other forms of social activism.

A critique of modernisation

Interacting with this public agrarian sociology,
much research at RSO proclaims a critical
perspective. In particular, the problems of
mainstream post-war agrarian development as
a top-down, science-driven process in the
North and as modernisation approaches in
development interventions in the South have
to be critically analysed. The homogenising
effect of industrial agricultural policies for
progress are an object of study and compared
with a variety of developments from below
guided by many forms of resistance and
collective action. For example, Vicol (2019;
also Cohen et al. 2022) shows how contract
farming schemes in India intersect with
pre-existing livelihood patterns in ways that
often challenge standard ‘win-win’ accounts of
agricultural development. Recent research
also investigates how critical agrarian studies
itself may neglect some local traditions that
speak to the questions of food sovereignty
and agroecology (Ajl 2021).
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A sociology of technology, nature and
knowledge

As part of a technological university and
studying agricultural practice, the RSO has
always had materiality as a central concern.
Materiality in the form of nature and technolo-
gy (ranging from non-human to partly human)
have always been of central concern in
Wageningen, thereby being less burdened by
a disciplinary dualism separating nature and
society than in the social science faculties of
other universities. Agricultural labour is not
conceptualised as simply an economic,
political, cultural and social process, but
labour within the labour process is intricately
interwoven with nature, technology, and
technical knowledge. RSO faculty have
participated actively in lively debates around
technology at Wageningen at least since the
early 1980s, with arguments developed
around many topics. This have included
uneven development and technology (IK
1985), the ‘scientification’ of agriculture (van
der Ploeg 1987), indigenous knowledge and
farming as performance (Richards 1993), the
social nature of the technician (van Hengel
1987), realism in political ecology (Jansen
1998), the possibility of a social reshaping of
biotechnologies (Ruivenkamp et al. 2008), the
defence of moderate constructivism (van den
Belt 2003), what makes artefacts social
(Mollinga & Mooij 1989), the construction of
intensive water infrastructure as an expres-
sion of the modern nation-state (Jongerden et
al. 2021), the role of novelty production in the
change of socio-technical regimes (Wiskerke
and van der Ploeg 2004), relational entangle-
ments between humans and non-human
natures (Morrow 2021), tensions between the
technical and the political in participatory
processes (Cordoba et al. 2014), community
seed systems to resist corporate control of
technology (Patnaik & Jongerden 2020) and
particular methodologies, such as ‘technogra-
phy’, to study technology in use (Jansen &

Vellema 2011). These debates have involved
substantial interaction (support, co-construc-
tion, reflection, critique, etc.) with colleague
scientists and interdisciplinary programmes,
for example with soil scientists, breeders,
ecologists, plant scientists and epidemiolo-
gists.

Evolving research themes

This section translates these key elements
and principles into a contemporary and future
research agenda for agrarian sociology at
Wageningen.

Work and labour

As introduced above, work or labour, as both
an activity and a relation, has long animated
agrarian studies at Wageningen. The concept
of ‘labour process’ has been used to analyse
how labour adds value to the objects of labour
(e.g. van der Ploeg 2013). This is an important
contribution to the larger domain of agrarian
studies in which land, land distribution and land
grabbing are predominant concerns. Further to
the long-term, ongoing issue of the future of
the smallholder/family farm (in both the South
and the North), four themes around work and
labour will inform our future research.

The first theme concerns labour conditions.
Processes of agrarian change have profound
implications for human labour as embodied
subjects. Farm work is physically demanding,
often seasonal, low-paying and precarious
employment conditions. Yet, farming still
depends on labour availability, and one
increasingly hears of a labour ‘crisis’ in
farming, not only in regions the North but also
in the South. Besides looking at labour in the
context of the household, enterprise and
extended family, this involves the study of
contemporary conditions and trends in wage
labour and forms of contracting, on the one
hand, and the composition of the labour force
and the role of migration, on the other.

Working conditions (activities, wages, health
and safety, etc.) often reflect societal inequali-
ties (of class, gender, nationality/ethnicity,
etc.), and labour conditions on and off the
farm (including the legal status of migrant
labourers) are deeply interconnected with
different forms of identity. Emerging and
important themes in this context include
migrant labour (flexible, unorganised, some-
times illegal) and youth participation (no
access to land, loss of farming futures).

A second, closely related theme concerns the
often hidden gendered divisions of labour in
agriculture, both at a macro scale and within
rural households, and the scant attention paid
to systemic gender inequality in rural develop-
ment policies (Bock 2015). An important topic
is the role of unpaid women'’s labour in
processes of social reproduction, the gender-
ing of agriculture and food systems, and
gendered livelihood strategies in different
situations. Woman may be differently affected
by phenomena such a land-grabbing (Duncan
& Agarwal 2017). Of interest is the further
evolution of the ‘feminisation of agriculture’
(e.g. Zimmerer et al. 2015), where a rising
share of the burden of farm work is undertak-
en by women. To what extent does this
change rural identities? Research combines a
critique of patriarchy and other mechanisms
that relegate women to subordinate roles on
the farm with the investigation of struggles for
empowerment and recognition of women’s
agency (Bock & Shortall 2017). Recent
research explores the gendered nature of
mobility (Bock 2017).

Thirdly, the importance of multifunctionality
and pluri-activity or diverse livelihoods has
already been mentioned and will remain an
important ongoing research theme in the RSO
group (Oostindie 2015). This will be studied
within the context of farmers’ strategies to
diversify incomes in order to maintain and
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develop autonomy, as well as classical
agrarian questions on the development of
capitalism in agriculture vis-a-vis the labour
process. This research also involves the
growing impact of non-agricultural work
experiences and changing gender relations on
professional identities and their ‘blending’. The
issue of quality of labour is an important topic
in this context also as it plays a role in the
evolution of agroecological movements and
discussions about ‘new farmers’ (people who
move into farming).

The fourth research theme for the present
and future at RSO, also at the level of the
labour process, concerns the various politics
of production. One topic can be described by
the notion of ‘resistance of the third kind'. This
type of resistance against the totalising logic
of capital operates in working practices and
farmers’ fields and has to be analytically
distinguished from organised resistance and

Injecting manure, photo by Hans Dijkstra
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the weapons of the weak (van der Ploeg et al.
2012). It is expressed, for example, in the way
that cows are bred, how manure is made and
how products are delivered. In short, it is a
resistance that is creative (as opposed to
reactive) as it reorganises production,
reproduction and markets. A related topic is
how new technologies, risk management,
environmental standards, and so on shape
work practices and labour relations within a
production unit and become a political domain
on the farm but not necessarily recognised as
such by the contesting actors (hidden
politics). This relates to the study of deskilling
and reskilling resulting from new technologies
and innovation processes and the extent to
which the agricultural labour process differs
from the industrial labour process in this
respect.

Nature and regenerative agriculture
Agrarian sociology at Wageningen has never

been inordinately constructivist; it has always
looked at how land users work with nature.
For decades, the RSO has been committed to
the development for a more environmentally
friendly agriculture and challenging the
conventions of industrial input usage by
researching the constitution and prospects for
organic agriculture and agroecology and the
role of farmers therein (Jansen 2000, van der
Ploeg 2013, Castellanos & Jansen 2018, Nikol
& Jansen 2021). Currently, the concept of
regenerative agriculture is being refined.
Based on decades of experiences in organic
farming and agroecology, regenerative agricul-
ture principles go beyond sustainability and
the reduction of externalities (against biodi-
versity loss, soil degeneration, etc.) to incorpo-
rate also a fundamentally circular approach to
farming. In addition to technological challeng-
es, this aims to address crucial social issues
regarding the resilience of agro-ecosystems,
vitality of farming communities and role of
knowledge systems (van den Berg et al. 2018).
Engaging with the social networks, relation-
ships and discourses that underlie such
initiatives, agrarian sociologists have a role to
fulfil in analysing and debating how regenera-
tive agriculture relates (or not) to recent
moves towards a more circular economy.
Beyond this again is the ongoing discussion
about how to conceptualise nature-society,
such as around the notions of anthropocene
and capitalocene (Jansen & Jongerden 2021).
These notions offer different entry points for a
sociological study of major contemporary
problems related to climate change, biodiver-
sity, resource degradation and human health.

Technology/knowledge and agrarian
change

Classical debates about unequal access to
technology, the pervasiveness of a discourse
on progress that denies the social character
of technology and the negative consequences
of some technologies will fall within the scope

of our future studies. Technological develop-
ments positioned in the latest wave of hope
producing narratives about technical futures,
related, among others, robotisation, precision
agriculture, ultra-low volume pesticide
formulations, vertical farming, digitalisation
and big data/datafied society and synthetic
biology. They raise issues and pose challeng-
es in respect of topics like labour replace-
ment, control and flexibilisation, deskilling and
inequalities, contested risk perceptions,
increasing dependence upon technology
suppliers and the de-linking of food produc-
tion from traditional social environments.

Another line of research within this theme
reflects on knowledge construction, referring
to knowledge construction through science
and through alternative practices by non-sci-
ence actors, such as farmers’ groups, social
movements and art collectives. Rather than
assuming a single development path of
instrumental knowledge, our research is
particularly interested in what matters to
people and how different groups and group-
ings create room for manoeuvre and make
new development paths in opposition to the
vested interests of current technoscience
(Wiskerke and van der Ploeg 2004, Nikol &
Jansen 2020, Jongerden 2021). Values, truth
and post-truth all inform the dynamics of
agricultural politics. This theme also engages
with how business power shapes the institu-
tional environment for agriculture, such as
Jansen (2017) on the making of pesticide risk
regulation and Vicol (2019) on contract
farming.

Social property relations of production:
land

Although new high-tech forms of food
production might become less dependent on
land, land will remain central for most types of
agriculture in the foreseeable future. Land is a
special thing: it is not created for the market
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(Polanyi, 1957, thus callls it a fictitious com-
modity), it is non-reproducible (limited) and it
is immovable (Watts 2021). Land rights and
land struggles will therefore remain an
important topic for agrarian studies (one of
our research projects, for example, focuses on
the influence of the neoliberal land tenure
system on the lives of small farmers in Chile).
One line of research focuses on ‘commoning’
(Ruivenkamp & Hilton 2017, Morrow & Martin
2019). It looks at new institutional arrange-
ments, different from typically individualized
land property, which could take land out of
capital circuits, the necessity for capital to
growth and capital accumulation. An example
is action research with groups of people who
collectively buy a piece of land that is cultivat-
ed by a farmer who does not first have to buy
the land and whose ‘landowners’ are often
also the consumers of the production (e.g. the
Herenboeren concept of shared ownership in
the Netherlands). Sustainable production,
regenerative farming, and agroecology may
become more feasible if access to land is
freed from the burden of capital costs. New
types of ownership and commoning generate
interesting dynamics and raise questions
about how new ownership/access initiatives
relate to the wider generalised commodity
economy and a land market regulated
according to the norms of capitalist private
property. Relatedly, our work will also contrib-
ute to ongoing debates on forms of land
control (e.g. Vicol 2017), including inheritance
systems (e.g. Villavicencio Pinto 2021).

Politics, resistance, autonomy and social
justice

The RSO research interest in diversity is
foundational for reflections on policies and
politics. For example, we have explored the
multiple ways in which smallholder farmers are
responding to the contemporary neoliberal
environment in Turkey by resisting commodifi-
cation. This is a resistance insofar as small-
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holders do not enter or properly conform to
the logic of capital and instead emphasise
values and practices of autonomy and sharing.
These comprise the maintenance of a
non-commodity circuit and the development
of what may be identified as a new, dual-cir-
cuit articulation involving financial inputs
(particularly through engagement in labour
relations) in combination with the non-com-
modity circuit (Ozturk et al. 2018). The
non-commodity circuit emerges through
manifold, variegated and informal linkages
structured around kin and community, enabled
by mobility and migration. Thus, transcending
the rural-urban division of space and going
beyond capitalistic relations, these comprise a
contemporary form of network-based social
commons, or strategies through which
rural-based families maintain themselves
through a variety of constantly changing
practices.

This flexibility and wide range of living arrange-
ments at both the individual and group (family)
level pertains also to the village level. It is
intrinsically sited in, yet not contained within,
either agriculture or the rurality, and invites us
to discuss a contemporary ‘peasant’ way, which
consists of the maintenance of autonomy in
combination with an increased engagement in
labour relations outside the farm. This includes
agricultural employment and non-farming
economic activities, facilitated in part as a
function of urban growth and to which villagers
commit for their own benefit. It also involves
mobilities, with the usage and development of a
variety of inputs to the family farm and the local
community/environment. All this implies
massive changes to village life, characterised in
part by a population flux that is seasonally
based but only loosely linked to the agricultural
production cycle, and from which alternative
ways of ‘farming’ and ‘living’ develop that have
hardly been studied (Ozturk et al. 2018).

Markets

Production is tightly interwoven with distribu-
tion. Two ideas related to markets inform our
research: first, markets are lived experiences,
real markets; second, developing new ways of
farming may be strongly related to the
construction of new markets.

The notion of real markets implies that we add
a socio-political and cultural perspective to
the economic abstractions of markets (with
supply and demand, prices, etc.). This
sociological approach is used to get an
understanding of the role of power in market
relationships - for example, with regard to how
farmers relate to different coffee market
channels in Mexico and how contracts are
used to discipline banana cooperatives in the
Philippines (de la Cruz & Jansen 2018), or,
more generally, contract farming as a mode of
ordering in capitalist production relationships
and its role in contemporary processes of
market restructuring and agro-food value
chains (Vicol et al. 2022).

Research on new markets may address a
range of topics, including the social, cultural
and territorial embeddedness of market
relations (Methorst et al. 2017, Oostindie & van
Broekhuizen 2008, Roep & Wiskerke 2012,
Ventura et al. 2011) and the history, meaning
and significance of new, farmer-led institution-
al arrangements in relation to public markets
as eco-system service provisioning (e.g.
Renting & van der Ploeg 2001, Stuiver &
Wiskerke 2004, Wiskerke et al. 2003),
fair-trade initiatives and so on. As it concen-
trates on the mechanisms and pathways that
might mitigate and counterbalance hegemonic
food market relations (van der Ploeg and
Schneider, forthcoming), this theme overlaps
in various ways with the food and place
programmes of RSO.

Conclusion

Agriculture, central to human survival, is a
dynamic field of study with an incredibly
interesting and highly meaningful diversity.
Agrarian sociology as practiced in Wagenin-
gen investigates this. It thereby recognises
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