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Abstract

The last decade has seen a renaissance of feminist political

economy studies centred on the concept of ‘social repro-
duction’. These aim at studying global capitalism from the

vantage-point of what produces and sustains life, expanding

the social boundaries of processes and subjects analysed in

political economy. Contributing to this research agenda, the

special issue we present in this Introduction explores the

Social Reproduction of Agrarian Change. Building on the

contributions comprising this collection, we argue that the

study of agrarian change through social reproduction

enables us to de-invisibilise processes of life-making behind

agrarian transformations in three distinct ways. First, the

lens of social reproduction enables us to better grasp the

regeneration of ‘classes of labour’ in rural areas; gender

processes of de-agrarianisation and their implications for

livelihoods; and centre reproductive labour within and

beyond the household - across spaces and temporalities -

as central to life in the countryside. Secondly, this lens also

allows us to complicate the land question beyond

productivist readings, explore its significance for life in rural

settings, and multiply the agrarian questions of our times,
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whose histories and trajectories must grapple with debates

on economic justice. Finally, the study of the social repro-

duction of agrarian change also provides us with a novel

vantage point to read the formation and reorganisation of

complex global geographies of the rural, their relation to

crises of social reproduction and the ability to redraw the

urban–rural divide. All contributions in this issue insightfully

advance debates on methods in social reproduction analy-

sis. The study of the agrarian lifeworlds analysed here also

contributes significantly to social reproduction debates. It

challenges rigid dichotomies between the ‘productive’ and
‘reproductive’. It problematises the households as a unit of

analysis and sets land as central to planetary debates on

crises of social reproduction and their resolution.

1 | THIS PROJECT: AGRARIAN CHANGE AND ITS SOCIAL
REPRODUCTION

The special issue we present in this Introduction is the result of years of intellectual exchange between the members

of this guest editorial team and of the editorial team of the Journal of Agrarian Change – an exciting conversation

particularly nurtured by Bridget O'Laughlin and then supported by Carla Gras and Jens Lerche, in particular. We are

profoundly grateful for these exchanges as they took us on a challenging, insightful and rewarding intellectual

journey. We are thrilled to finally present our work to the readers.

The issue aims to illustrate how the lens of social reproduction – in its varied approaches and theorisations – can

significantly contribute to the study of agrarian change. The early gestation of this project took place during the diffi-

cult years of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic and its socio-economic consequences powerfully exposed the

centrality of social reproduction for the whole functioning of global capitalism, everywhere (Mezzadri, 2020a, 2020b;

Stevano et al., 2021). Social reproduction theorisations have unveiled the role that gendered unpaid domestic labour

plays in sustaining capitalism (Dalla Costa & James, 1972; Federici, 2012, chapter written in 1975; Fortunati, 1981;

Hensman, 1977; Luxton, 1980; Mies, 1986). They have highlighted how neoliberalism first and foremost

restructured the institutions and architecture of care and welfare provision, leading to a ‘crisis of reproduction’
(Bakker, 2007; Bakker & Gill, 2003, 2019; Fraser, 2017), which the pandemic further amplified (e.g., Rao, 2021; The

Marxist Feminist Collective, 2020). They have illustrated how social oppression is co-constitutive of, rather than epi-

phenomenal to, processes of class formation (Bannerji, 2005, 2011; Bhattacharya, 2017; Federici, 2004). Notwith-

standing their differences in approach and objectives (Mezzadri, 2022; Winders & Smith, 2019), these theorisations

have re-energised earlier feminist debates on the role of the household and features of gendered and racial oppres-

sion under capitalism (e.g., Davis, 1981; Holborow, 2024; Mies, 1982). They are reframing and extending debates on

exploitation and value (compare Cammack, 2020; Ferguson, 2019; Mezzadri, 2019, 2020b), on racialisation

(Bhattacharyya, 2018; Glenn, 2010) and on linkages between exploitation, oppression and nature (e.g. Barca, 2020;

Moore, 2015), also in contexts of rising social mobilisations against patriarchy, colonialism, racism, environmental

destruction (Gago, 2018) and/or debt (Caballero & Gago, 2021).

Within this renaissance of social reproduction studies, the members of this guest editorial team already noted a

relative bias towards the Global North, an issue eventually tempered by a rising number of analyses focused on the
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majority world (e.g., Bargawi et al., 2022; Mezzadri et al., 2022; Naidu, 2023; Ossome, 2021; Stevano et al., 2021). In

fact, this has been compounded by a certain ‘urban bias’ in the geographical focus of the analyses centred on social

reproduction. Indeed, if the lens of social reproduction provides exciting new avenues to reclaim a more inclusive his-

tory of capitalism as a whole, it must also offer a chance to review key debates in the political economy of agrarian

change. A growing set of studies grappling with ‘decolonising’ and decentring social reproduction approaches by

focusing on the Global South and/or informal work have also focused on agrarian systems (e.g., Baglioni, 2022;

Cousins et al., 2018; Fernandez, 2018; Hornby & Cousins, 2019; Rao & Ramnarain, 2023; Stevano, 2019). Others

have highlighted the embeddedness of agrarian labour regimes in ‘reproduction zones’ (e.g., Pattenden, 2018) or,
more recently, their interconnections with varied forms of racial capitalism (Dieng, 2024). Yet, overall, more work is

needed to systematically place social reproduction theorisations in conversation with studies analysing capitalist

development, as well as forms of resistance to it, within agrarian settings of the Global South.

Contributing to this agenda, this Special Issue deploys a social reproduction lens to engage with theories,

debates and empirical studies in the political economy of agrarian change. The political economy of agrarian change

has already incorporated gendered perspectives and considered the differential impact of rural transformations on

men and women (e.g., Agarwal, 2003; Carney & Watts, 1991; Deere, 1976, 1995; Jacobs, 2009, 2014; Mackintosh,

1984, 1989; Rao, 2006; Razavi, 2003, 2009; Tsikata, 2016; Tsikata et al., 2024; Whitehead, 1981). Building on these

critical insights, the deployment of a social reproduction lens offers a complex theoretical and methodological toolkit

that illuminates how different forms of inequality, including race, ethnicity, caste, class and gender, articulate to

shape agrarian outcomes. It places at its centre the inter-linkages and dynamics between processes of capitalist pro-

duction and those involved in the regeneration of life (Katz, 2001; Winders & Smith, 2019). The latter include the

reproduction of labour and the environment as they work for and struggle against capital. A social reproduction lens

emphasises the inherent conflict between forces of production and ‘forces of reproduction’ (Barca, 2020), as labour
in its racialised, gendered forms struggle to transform and/or build autonomies from the capital. In agrarian settings,

this perspective may help overcome productivist biases and lead to a more systemic incorporation of feminist per-

spectives and methods in the study of agrarian change and rural life.

At the same time, building on a long-standing historical trajectory of analyses of capitalist transitions, class dif-

ferentiation, livelihoods and subsistence dynamics within the Global South, the political economy of agrarian change

has the potential to further highlight global relations of social re/production and enrich the social reproduction gaze

beyond its urban and industrial horizon. Avoiding essentialist notions of the peasantry, critical agrarian political econ-

omy traditionally emphasises processes and projects of class-making and rural differentiation in the countryside and

explores how these articulate with family farming and greatly diverse multisectoral and multilocal livelihoods,

including agricultural cooperatives and social movements of resistance to the capitalist transformation of agrarian life

(Bernstein & Byres, 2001; McMichael, 2008; O'Laughlin, 2002). It is rooted in a rich intellectual tradition of

painstaking deconstruction of social relations of production in capitalism and the manifold ways they manifest in

agrarian settings dominated by petty commodity producers (PCP), often polarised in ‘classes of capital’ and ‘classes
of labour’ (Banaji, 2010; Bernstein, 2007, 2010; Harriss-White, 2014).

Notably, in pursuing this tradition and agenda, the Special Issue builds on the many contributions of scholars of

agrarian change who have directly and indirectly explored the centrality of reproduction to understanding

accumulation and/or class formation (e.g. Bennholdt-Thomsen, 1982; Chari, 2004; Cousins et al., 2018; Moyo

et al., 2013; Moyo & Yeros, 2005; O'Laughlin, 1996; Sender & Smith, 1990; Sharma, 1985; Shivji, 2017); access to

land and processes of proletarianisation in the Global South (Ossome & Naidu, 2021a, 2021b); the industrialisation

myth and new agrarian questions (e.g. Moyo et al., 2013); trans-local processes including labour circulation and the

outcomes of rural industrialisation (e.g. Hart, 2002; Shah & Lerche, 2020); and the relation between production,

reproduction and health (e.g. O'Laughlin, 2013). Moreover, it also builds on the excellent work of agrarian political

economists on the centrality of the household and care provisioning in processes of agrarian transformation

(e.g. Razavi, 2009).
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This Special Issue explores different aspects of the social reproduction of agrarian change and its complex

political economy, politics, contradictions and contestations, by examining 12 rich case studies from the Global

South, covering geographical contexts ranging from Asia to Latin America and Africa. Through situated analyses of

significant empirical breadth and depth, as typical of the political economy of agrarian change intellectual tradition,

the articles focus on either historical or contemporary processes of agrarian change and the role social reproduc-

tion played/plays in them. Within these broad regions, the articles cover Turkey (Çelik), Uzbekistan (Lombardozzi)

and the Soviet Union (Lyubchenko) in Central Asia/Eastern Europe; the Syria-Lebanon border (Sajadian) in the

Middle East; India (Rao et al; Chakravarty and Sharma) and Pakistan (Khan) in South Asia; China (Liu) and

Cambodia (Joshi) in East Asia; Ecuador and Chile (Raynolds and Ipsen) in Latin America; and South Africa (Yeni;

Bunce et al) in Africa.

Whilst all analyses featured here show the relevance of integrating social reproduction in the study of agrarian

change, and how the analysis of ‘the agrarian’ provides new avenues for social reproduction research, theory and

politics, they also contribute distinctively to different theoretical, methodological, empirical and political debates in

agrarian studies, their gendered political economy, and interplays with socially reproductive processes and outcomes.

Altogether, the three sections below present the analytical syntheses of each article in this special issue, whilst

selectively interweaving them together based on the contributions they distinctively make to the development of a

feminist political economy of agrarian change centred on social reproduction. Crucially, the organisation proposed

below shall be only read as one possible helpful compass and compare the greatly diverse analyses composing this

Special Issue. Each analysis does so much more than what we can capture in this Introduction – and shall be read in

its unique contribution to the literature on agrarian change and social reproduction.

2 | AGRARIAN CLASSES, HOUSEHOLDS AND LABOUR READ THROUGH
SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

The articles composing this collection contribute differently to the exploration of the social reproduction of agrarian

change and its feminist political economy. The first set of articles explores the reproductive contours and/or implica-

tions of rural transformations and processes of socio-economic differentiation of the countryside, also considering

dispossession and redistribution, de-agrarianisation and the emergence of new employment opportunities in rural

areas. These processes, and their impact on greatly diverse ‘classes of labour’ (Bernstein, 2007, 2010) and petty

commodity producers (PCP) (Harriss-White, 2014; Kesar et al., 2022) have always represented a crucial theme in

critical agrarian and peasant studies and are widely discussed in this journal. The articles featured here build on this

literature, whilst integrating it with a social reproduction lens, with the objective of exposing the interplays between

productive and reproductive dynamics at work in these processes of transformation.

Opening this collection, and focusing on the Soma Coal Basin, Wester Anatolia, Coşku Çelik's article explores

the impact of neoliberal transformations in rural Turkey, involving both the dispossession and proletarianisation of

small-scale farmers caused by the rise in mega-investment in natural resource industries. Combining critical agrarian

studies and early social reproduction feminism, the article shows that rural change and proletarianisation in rural

extractive regions are gendered and structured around ‘housewifization’ (Mies, 1986), with women taking on key

roles in the production and social reproduction of novel ‘classes of extractive labour’. In line with other noteworthy

recent analyses (e.g., Benya, 2015), the narrative fights dominant representations of women as ‘shadowy figures’ in
extractive communities and reveals instead the productive and reproductive centrality of ‘miners’ wives' as ‘last
guarantors of survival’ for communities exposed to ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2004). Women guaran-

tee survival by becoming part of a new feminised class of labour of precarious tobacco farmers whilst sustaining the

regeneration of the mining household via unpaid work, a reproductive ‘squeezing’ arrangement that is highly

re/productive for capital.
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Set in Uzbekistan, also Lorena Lombardozzi's analysis contributes to debates on class differentiation in rural set-

tings, this time by using food systems as a social reproduction lens to explore agrarian change. The text examines the

reproduction ‘of and through’ food among four classes of Uzbek farmers and farmworkers. Reading food systems as

constituent elements of the social reproduction of life, Lombardozzi's analysis explores inequality between classes of

fermers and dekhans as shaped by patterns of food production, access and consumption. In her account, food

becomes a magnifying lens through, which examining class-based struggles for social reproduction. As already

touched upon in Çelik's work, Lombardozzi discusses the role of the state in mediating reproductive outcomes – in

this case, the differentiation of dietary patterns of different classes of farmers. The analysis highlights tensions

between global food systems' dynamics and Uzbekistan's state-led development commitments towards the social

reproduction of rural life. This contribution can be read as part of a renaissance of feminist studies on food systems

and regimes centring on social reproduction (e.g., Lombardozzi, 2022; Stevano, 2021, 2024).

The exploration of work and social reproduction in rural India carried out by Smriti Rao, Smita Ramnarain, Sirisha

Naidu, Anupama Uppal and Avanti Mukherjee is yet another contribution to the literature on rural class and labour

differentiation, from a feminist political economy methodological standpoint. Committed to the development of

more inclusive understandings of intersections of gender, class and caste shaping work in India, the authors propose

a framework based on four analytical dyads: waged productive labour, non-waged productive labour, waged repro-

ductive labour and non-waged reproductive labour. According to the narrative, different configurations of these

dyads - which are not fixed categories but rather overlapping, overflowing and intersectionally articulated along

class, caste and gender lines - contribute to the constructions of different ‘zones of reproduction/labour control

regimes’ across the Global South (Baglioni & Mezzadri, 2020; Pattenden, 2020). The analysis celebrates the purchase

of small-scale time-use surveys for analyses of social reproduction and work, a point to which we will come back in

section 5 on methods.

Finally, also contributing to several feminist and/or agrarian debates (including Elson, 1998; Jacka, 2018;

Razavi, 2009), Liu's article explores how processes of social reproduction within the rural family evolved in China

since 1949. It shows how the systematic externalisation of reproductive costs to rural households played out across

three generations in China, always allowing both the state and the market to draw on gendered unpaid labour to sus-

tain economic transformations. Crucially, the analysis captures the intergenerational role played by feminised unpaid

reproductive work in China's process of modernisation in both the planned economy and market reform eras. The

multi-generational study of rural families and their gendered work patterns highlights four interrelated processes per-

petuating the exploitation of women's unpaid labour in China; namely, the cultural legacy of the Confucian family;

the lack of state policies challenging gendered ideologies across all development eras, including the Maoist one; the

constituting power of gendered ideologies in shaping economic processes, including migration patterns (see

Pun, 2005); and finally, the constant internalisation of all crisis of care by women within rural households, in a con-

text of lack of commodification of reproductive work.

Through diverse, combined analytical prisms accounting for both critical agrarian studies and social reproduction

theorisations, the four articles centre households' and/or gendered dynamics as crucially paving all processes of class

differentiations and rural transformations. They emerge as constituting the regeneration of varied ‘classes of labour’;
impacting the shifts towards different agrarian lifeworlds; and mediating the outcomes of varied policy and political

regimes. Land – as connected to proletarianisation, dispossession or property regimes - is always, obviously, a key

element in the analyses examined thus far. Yet, it is even more central to the contributions we turn our attention to

in the section below.
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3 | LAND, ACCUMULATION, SURPLUS LIFE AND STRUGGLES AS/OF
SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

The land question and the politics of land have been central topics in critical agrarian studies, with land reforms being

a key element of post-independence governments and thus central to state as well as class formation (Fautras &

Iocco, 2019). Demand for land in the agrarian south is a direct response to colonial dispossession and in many coun-

tries, competition over land has only intensified in the late twentieth century, leading to rising land values, increas-

ingly commercialised patterns of land acquisition, concentration of land holdings, prolonged litigation and violence

(Berry, 2002). At the same time, historical responses to the land question have tended towards land reform, control

of land and change in ownership. These calls are seriously undermined in contemporary times by land grabs driven

by financialisation of capital and the deepening impact of ecological factors on access to viable land – shifts that bear

implications for the classical agrarian question of capital and labour as understood in agrarian political economy

(Oya, 2013).

The agrarian question of capital described in broad terms as ‘the continuing existence in the countryside of a

poor country of substantive obstacles to unleashing of the forces capable of generating economic development, both

inside and outside agriculture’ (Byers, 2012, cited in Oya, 2013: 1547), produces a problematic that generally under-

mines social reproduction. The gradual generalisation of wage labour as a way of survival and the gradual separation

of workers from their means of production, especially land, through the process of primitive accumulation (ibid) at

the same time raises an agrarian question of gendered labour that has not yet received sufficient attention in the lit-

erature. The livelihood and societal transformations that occur as a result of these changes continue to constitute a

core basis of social and political demands for land and agrarian reforms.

In the agrarian south, claims over land – including, in a context like Southern Africa, land reforms driven by

demands for redistribution – remain central to the project of national liberation and decolonisation. The literature

distinguishes between classical and contemporary agrarian questions, the latter including regional integration, eco-

logical issues and gender equity (Moyo et al., 2013). Gender inequality emerges as a key prism of an agrarian ques-

tion that links land to social reproduction through exploitative regimes of gendered labour and the imperative for

survival (Naidu & Ossome, 2016; Ossome & Naidu, 2021a), and by a unitary capitalist social division of labour that is

shaped by the interdependence of contradictions of class with those of gender and race (O'Laughlin, 2021: 5).

Recent theorisations also link the relevance of land to the problem which surplus populations raise in relation to their

survival and reproduction (Ossome, forthcoming; Yeni, in this issue).

Different aspects of the land question dominate the contributions by Bunce et al, Lyubchenko, Yeni and Joshi.

These articles engage with varied reproductive aspects and readings of shifts in land regimes, accumulation, land dis-

possession and repossession and its connection to surplus life. They also interrogate the centrality of land in relation

to the formation of moral economies of resistance and gendered forms of political contestation.

Mobilising a significant number of sources on social and societal reproduction (e.g., Federici, 2004;

Fraser, 2017), the analysis by Brittany Bunce, Donna Hornby and Ben Cousins on South Africa showcases the bene-

fits of exploring agrarian dynamics via feminist lenses to unpack the tensions shaping livelihoods of fragmented clas-

ses of labour during rural transformations in land regimes. The article unveils the contradictory dynamics of

production and social reproduction in collectively-owned agricultural enterprises, emerging as a consequence of the

redistributive land reform and shift to cooperative agricultural enterprises in KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape

Provinces. It reveals the fundamental contradiction between the social reproduction of households' members - with

their social networks, including kinship-based ones - and the requirements of simple or expanded reproduction of

the collective agricultural enterprise. The analysis contributes to Bernstein's (2010) theorisation of competing

‘reproduction funds’ - consumption, replacement, ceremonial and rent - as crucial to regenerate livelihoods in the

countryside and highlights trade-offs fracturing the ‘social reproduction fund’. Land reform policy should consider

how to address these trade-offs to avoid failures of collective land reform enterprises, due to a misalignment

between households and collective enterprises' reproductive needs.
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Proposing a rich social reproduction analysis of what she calls as primitive Soviet accumulation and placing the

Soviet experience of industrialisation in dialogue with contemporary debates, Olena Lyubchenko's article focuses on

Zhenotdel's (autonomous Women's Sections of the Communist Party) involvement in collectivisation as part of the

Soviet Union's push for rapid industrialisation in the 1920 to 1930s. As already Bunce et al also show, this

analysis – albeit historical rather than contemporary - highlights the contradictions and tensions between social

reproduction and societal transformations in land regimes and property rights, in this case at the dawn of the

Bolshevik's Revolution. The narrative shows that women opposed collectivisation based on gendered imperatives of

social reproduction rather than on the internalisation of pre-revolution patriarchal norms. The Soviet revolutionary

women's movement, Lyubchenko argues, developed their own attempt to theorise social reproduction and

conceive alternative social policies on land. The article highlights how the lens of social reproduction – mostly in its

declination as social reproduction theory (SRT) here but also in conversation with Federici's (2004) groundbreaking

feminist analysis of primitive accumulation - allows for the simultaneous recognition of the violence inherent in

primitive Soviet accumulation and the radical redistribution it enabled. This took place via the accelerated transfer of

agrarian surplus onto the expanded social reproduction sphere of the state apparatus, where it financed a vast

reproductive infrastructure. The analysis concludes that the socialisation of social reproduction outside wage rela-

tions eventually laid the groundwork for the development of the Soviet ‘mother-worker’ gender contract in the

post-Second World War era.

After this enriching detour in history and time, the article by Sithandiwe Yeni takes us back to South Africa to

explore the land question as central to the regeneration of the ‘landed surplus population’. Analysing the case of

Mhlopheni former labour tenants who were able to reclaim land after eviction, Yeni makes a case for land redistribu-

tion to be assessed based on its central role in social reproduction (see Ossome & Naidu, 2021b), rather than only

productivity. In building a case de facto arguing for land for social reproduction, Yeni highlights the interrelated nature

of three processes; namely, the importance of redistribution to the dispossessed; the socially embedded nature of

tenure arrangements mediating outcomes; and the role of unpaid gendered labour within the household, largely per-

formed by women, to sustain life. Once Mhlopheni formerly evicted labour tenants turn into a landed relative surplus

population, the article shows, they are able to reproduce themselves better, thanks to the interconnected processes

mentioned above. Ultimately, Yeni suggests (see also Nkosi, 2023), that the land question should not be merely

examined via productivist lenses, given its key role in mitigating the rural crises of social reproduction in the Global

South, and its connection to social justice claims.

Indeed, social justice claims for land and the role of land for social reproduction are also main objects of enquiry

in Saba Joshi's exploration of ‘gendered moral economies of resistance’ against land grabs in rural Cambodia. Interro-

gating Scott's (1977) moral economies through the lens of social reproduction, the article analyses land activists'

resistance against violent processes of state-led dispossession. The analysis focuses particularly on women who have

become prominent activists in their communities. It shows how they construct moral claims over land based on his-

tories of settlement and gendered/reproductive work, yet also strategically invoking norms of reciprocity based on

patron-client relations as a sort of historical expression of a moral order of the countryside. Resistance, in these con-

texts, is not merely embedded in ‘traditional’ beliefs; rather these beliefs are strategically invoked for struggles

centring the social reproduction of the peasant household. Notably, through this contribution, debates on social

reproduction in/and agrarian contexts are also powerfully reconnected to socialist ecofeminist analyses (including by

Barca, 2020), and in conversation with other feminist studies of land grabs (like by Gironde et al., 2021 or

Dieng, 2022).

Overall, all four contributions grouped in this section set land as crucial to processes of life-making

(Bhattacharya, 2017) and social reproduction, whilst also exploring how the varied imperatives of social reproduction

shape people's engagement with land-centred processes. In examining land tenure and property rights transforma-

tions (Bunce et al); contestation against state-led dispossession, and redistribution via collectivisation (Lyubchenko);

reappropriation and subsistence (Yeni); and resistance against expropriation (Joshi) all articles explore, as noted by

Joshi, what Borras et al. (2022) call ‘the strategic location of land’ as a simultaneous means of production and social
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reproduction. The last set of articles, instead, move the boundaries of ‘the agrarian’ to study complex multi-spatial

and/or global geographies challenging classic boundaries between the urban and the rural, land and sea, the

labouring and surplus population.

4 | THE GLOBAL GEOGRAPHIES REPRODUCING AGRARIAN
LIFEWORLDS

Each in its own distinctive way, the last set of contributions illustrates the purchase of social reproduction

theorisations in capturing the working mechanisms of varied global rural geographies regenerating increasingly com-

plex agrarian lifeworlds. In fact, a social reproduction lens proves helpful indeed in either integrating already existing

studies of global agro-food chains and labour regimes (e.g., Baglioni, 2022; Stevano, 2023), or mapping novel global

or regional geographies of agrarian life whereby the very boundaries of ‘the agrarian’ or ‘the rural’ are fraught, con-

tested and redrawn, and which sustain life-making for particularly vulnerable sets of liminal and/or marginal workers.

Contributing to debates on the reproductive aspects of global commodity networks shaped by agro-food pro-

duction, the article by Laura Raynolds and Annabel Ipsen explores the reshaping of systems of social and labour

protection in feminised export-oriented agriculture in Chile and Ecuador, as triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic. In

both countries, the pandemic significantly reduced women's employment opportunities in the flower and fruit sec-

tors, whilst increasing the extraction of their unpaid labour and exposure to gendered violence an issue also

highlighted by other feminist theorisations centred on Latin America (e.g., Caballero & Gago, 2021). Yet, the signifi-

cantly different government responses to the pandemic entailed a growing repressive stance in Ecuador - and one

undermining the already fragile commitment to social democratic gendered equality – against a strengthening of

social democratic support for gender and class equality in Chile. Highlighting the interconnections between gender

and labour regimes in both countries (see also Baglioni & Mezzadri, 2020), and their relation to state practice, the

article shows that the crisis of social reproduction (Fraser, 2017) caused by the neglect of social reproductive costs is

currently undermining the neoliberal feminised model of agro-export production in both contexts.

In her ethnographically rich account of commercial agricultural production at the Lebanese-Syrian border, China

Sajadian explores the gendered economy of debt among Syrian farmworkers living in shawish camps whilst sustaining

food systems in Lebanon through their labour. The article analyses how debt relations in camps reconfigure both

gendered and generational divisions of labour among the displaced families and intensify the burdens of feminised

work both in the fields and in the home. In Sajadian's analysis, debt once again emerges as a key feminist concern,

mediating both patterns of paid and unpaid work as well the rhythms and temporalities of socio-economic life (see

also Mezzadri & Majumder, 2022). The article contributes to a rising literature on ‘the sexual division of debt’ across
agrarian worlds (i.e., Guerin et al., 2023), which illustrates how women are disproportionally affected by indebt-

edness, in ways which impact both their experiences of paid employment and their unpaid reproductive burden

and conjugal and community obligations. Like other systems of debt-bondage across the world, the camp sys-

tem examined in this article is structured around maximising the flexibility and extraction of feminised labour

along the production-reproduction continuum. Arguably, the incorporation of shawish camps into the broader

political economy of food production in Lebanon sets gendered indebtedness and the feminised working pov-

erty it shapes in agrarian settings as central to various social and societal reproduction processes at multiple

levels and scales.

To an extent, also the article by Danish Khan examines the making and remaking of a border/frontier and its

economy; not a national one, but that constituting and reshaping the ‘agrarian-urban frontier’ (Akhtar &

Rashid, 2021) and changing the landscape and meaning of ‘the agrarian’ and its perimeters in Pakistani Punjab. Build-

ing on feminist political economy analyses stressing the value-generating role of social reproduction

(Mezzadri, 2021) and the intersectional aspects of exploitation (Folbre, 2020, 2021), Khan argues that the agrarian-

urban frontier in Punjab constitutes a key yet under-theorised site of value extraction, based on the swift conversion
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of agricultural land into commercial real estate and the organisation of the latter into gated housing communities in

need of paid reproductive services. If the commercialisation of land into real estate precipitates the devalorisation of

small-farm work, at the same time the rise in gated housing enclaves enables the extraction of gendered surplus

labour from a rising ‘class of labour’ of domestic workers. In this case, the devalorisation of agrarian livelihoods and

the exploitation of women's work are two processes reinforcing each other, in the context of the changing spatiality,

meaning and economy of an increasingly urbanised countryside. In fact, as farmers' communities lose their means of

survival through the process of devalorisation of land for agricultural purposes and its revalorisation as real estate

business, women are forced to turn into paid domestic labour at cheaper rates, given the lack of alternative opportu-

nities. Their exploitation is intersectionally driven by their gender, class and provenance, whilst shaped by the

process of valorisation taking place at the agrarian-urban frontier.

Finally, in their study of central and eastern Indian Adivasi communities migrating to work in the marine fishing

industry of the coastal state of Goa, Siddharth Chakravarty and Ishita Sharma analyse a ‘terraqueous territoriality’
(Campling & Colas, 2021), where life, migration and labour circulation cut across state borders and take place across

land and sea. The analysis reveals yet another complex and novel regional agrarian geography of production and

community-based social reproduction, whereby socio-economic and life-making processes at work in the forest

and in the Ocean interplay and interact. For the Adivasi communities concerned, the process of migration exists both

as a form of oppression and a space of opportunity, simultaneously (Yadav, 2020), a point which reinforces the need

to study oppression and exploitation of specific marginalised workers interterritorially and across ‘non-hegemonic

configurations’ centring people's journeys. The article also makes an important link between ecological appropriation

and social oppression - in this case, caste. This agenda, the authors argue, may enable an analysis of people's strug-

gles accounting for the experience of those whose exploitation takes place in more hidden ways, and promote soli-

darities across communities and regions (see also Mezzadri, 2019). Notably, this analysis also contributes, like several

others here, to debates around labour and labour control regimes (Baglioni et al., 2021).

Across all contributions analysed in this section, ‘the agrarian’ is represented as a contested space redesigned

and reorganised by multiple processes challenging ‘old’ forms of agrarian life and/or where agricultural processes

take place across expanded and flexible geographies of production and social reproduction, connecting states,

regions, communities and even land and seas. As we learn about the processes of mobility, immobility, labour, circu-

lation and extraction characterising these flexible agrarian spatial formations and life within them, we challenge the

boundaries of classic questions of agrarian studies, and we move towards a further multiplication of agrarian ques-

tions, of capital (Oya, 2013) of labour (Bernstein, 2006), of national questions (Moyo et al., 2013), but also of gen-

dered labour (Ossome & Naidu, 2021b), and of life and survival (Shattuck et al., 2023). Notably, this broadening of

the horizon in agrarian studies to include the reproductive terrain and its gendered dynamics also contributes signifi-

cantly to social reproduction theorisations and methods. The next section explores the methodological insights

emerging from the contributions, whilst the concluding section reflects on how the study of ‘the agrarian’, whilst

benefitting tremendously from social reproduction readings, in turn greatly contributes to social reproduction key

debates.

5 | METHODS AND UNITS OF ANALYSIS TO EXPLORE THE SOCIAL
REPRODUCTION OF AGRARIAN CHANGE

The study of agrarian change has extensively documented how the processes of transformation of rural life entail

complexity, differentiation and a multiplicity of actors, and therefore require methodologies equipped to capture and

document compounded realities (Borras, 2009). From a Marxist perspective, agrarian political economy has applied

concepts and methods derived from Marx to analyse capitalist development in the agrarian South, confronting

itself with how the method of historical materialism and class analysis can be operationalised to understand

contemporary agrarian realities in different contexts (e.g., Bernstein, 2021; Bunce, 2023; Campling & Lerche, 2016;
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Mtero et al., 2021; Selwyn, 2021). Thus, deep engagement with the field (see Mezzadri, 2021), as a site where theory

becomes concrete but is also interrogated and adapted, has come to characterise methodological approaches in the

Marxist political economy of agrarian change. In this sense, social reproduction approaches are an ideal companion

as they are motivated by similar engagement with theory and context-specific empirical research. As it may be

already evident from the mapping offered above, the collection of papers in this Special Issue is a precise illustration

of the theoretically grounded and empirically-rich character of social reproduction research with a focus on the

(agrarian) Global South – a trait that has already emerged in other feminist research on work and social reproduction

(see Mezzadri et al., 2022).

A first cross-cutting feature of the papers in this Special Issue is the use of case studies and context-specific

empirical research to build or inform theory. Beyond providing detailed accounts of the social reproduction of agrar-

ian change in a specific case and/or context, the papers are clearly motivated by a theoretical aim. For instance, Joshi

explicitly invokes a grounded theory approach (see Strauss & Corbin, 1997), where the study of land dispossession

and resistance to it in rural Cambodia will provide the basis to develop a richer theorisation of moral economies from

a feminist social reproduction lens. By studying the conversion of farmland into gated housing enclaves in Punjab,

Pakistan, Khan extends the conceptualisation of the agrarian-urban frontier. Even when the theoretical motivation is

not accompanied by a specific research design, the papers question concepts and categories, ultimately contributing

to an expansion of the theorisation of social reproduction. For instance, Rao et al. introduce four analytical dyads

(waged productive, non-waged productive, wage reproductive and non-waged reproductive) to expand the

conceptualisation of work. Through her study in the Mhlopheni community in rural South Africa, Yeni concludes that

social reproduction depends on land redistribution, socially embedded tenure arrangements and gendered unpaid

labour within households. In the process of questioning and extending concepts, some authors develop novel con-

cepts that enrich both the social reproduction and agrarian change research agendas. An example is provided by

Sajadian's elaboration of the concept of ‘reproductive binds’ to describe ‘the daily processes through which the

burdens and affordances of debt are redistributed and negotiated among kin, down to the most minute scale of the

gendered body’ (p. 4).
The exercise of using context-specific evidence, not least from various and different contexts in the Global

South, to conceptualise and theorise is central to any attempt to decentre, decolonise and pluralise social

reproduction – a direction that social reproduction research is moving towards but that still requires much thinking

(see Mezzadri et al., forthcoming). Further, the use of primary data to unpack, question and reverse certain accepted

categories is a core dimension of the feminist project, especially in disciplines that are typically more reliant on

secondary data (Berik, 1997). It frees multi-faceted and complex realities from the straight-jacket of pre-imposed

categories and, in doing so, it also gives voice to the experiences of the marginalised, a point also made in Liu's

ethnographic study of intergenerational social reproduction in China. Fundamentally, it allows for a nuanced

understanding of capitalism, including through the study of acts of resistance to it (e.g., movements against land dis-

possession, Joshi and agricultural cooperatives, Bunce et al. and Yeni) and in historical socialist contexts (Soviet

Union, Lyubchenko) or transitioning from a planned economy to a market economy (e.g., China, Liu).

It is in fact fundamental that the theoretical aim is accompanied not only by empirical research but also by deep

engagement with the studied context, or the field. The papers in this Special Issue do so in three main ways: i) by

combining multiple, predominantly but not exclusively, qualitative methods for primary data collection; ii) by choos-

ing long-term engagement with the field and iii) by engaging with secondary sources on the studied context, privileg-

ing a historical approach. In terms of methods for primary data collection, while qualitative interviews of various

sorts (especially individual semi-structured interviews) are used in the majority of the papers, life history interviews

appear to serve a specific purpose to obtain a longitudinal (Bunce et al, Sajadian) or intergenerational (Liu) under-

standing of social reproduction in agrarian life. Bunce et al. explain how the combination of intensive methods

(to reach depth) and extensive methods (for coverage) is supported by the epistemological underpinnings of critical

realism, which indicate that iterative processes of data collection, as well as triangulation, are needed to connect

observed phenomena with underlying causes (see Downward & Mearman, 2007). Some authors use surveys to
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collect data (Bunce et al; Lombardozzi; Yeni; Rao et al.), which differ substantially from the large-scale ones in that

they are developed to specifically fit the context. In this respect, Rao et al. develop their own time-use survey,

focused on a village, and used it in combination with non-participant observation and open-ended questions to

understand the everyday reality of social reproduction labour. A small-scale survey, in combination with qualitative

methods, also helps Lombardozzi identify key limitations in standardised measurements of food security and dietary

diversity.

Long-term engagement with the field through either long ethnographic research or multiple visits over time

signals the centrality of deeply understanding the context, in the present, over time and historically. The social

reproduction of agrarian change inherently refers to a process and therefore requires methodologies that are suitable

to capture process and transformation over time. The authors in this Special Issue do so through i) multiple visits to

the field (Joshi, Lombardozzi, Liu) and combining remote and in-person interviews at different times (Yeni, Çelik); ii)

triangulating relief work on social media platforms with spatial mapping and field-visits to collect data on

hard-to-reach populations like vulnerable migrants (Chakravarty and Sharma); iii) long-term ethnography entailing

participant observation (Sajadian) and iv) engaging with literature or archival resources documenting the history of

the context (all papers, with that by Lyubchenko standing out for archival work on Soviet magazines and steno-

graphic reports of Party congresses). Such approaches offer the benefit of connecting broader processes of structural

change with everyday realities and shedding light on intergenerational practices of social reproduction.

The last methodological issue we want to highlight pertains to units of analysis. Almost all papers engage, in one

way or another, with the household as a unit of analysis or site of interest from a social reproduction perspective.

The household has been recognised as a central location of gendered unpaid labour in the literature on gendered

agrarian political economy (e.g., Razavi, 2009). Crucially, however, the articles in this Special Issue treat the house-

hold as a unit embedded in a wider socio-economic context and interacting with other sites of social reproduction.

For instance, in rural South Africa, Bunce et al. look at the household alongside the continuing relevance of kinships

and lineages and Yeni locates households alongside the ‘community forum’ as the two main institutions involved in

land allocation. In camps for Syrian farmworkers on the Syria-Lebanon border, households are de facto tent house-

holds of a patrilocal nature (Sajadian). In keeping with the feminist call for examining intra-household inequalities of

gender and generation (e.g., O'Laughlin, 2014), most analyses featured here delve into inner-household and or

-family dynamics.

Contemporary social reproduction scholarship recognises that the household is not the only site of social repro-

duction (e.g., Bhattacharya, 2017) and therefore other units of analysis need to be considered. Beyond the village

and various types of community-based organisations mentioned across the articles in this Special Issue, a number of

articles make reference to the role of the state, either explicitly, through how government institutions shape social

reproduction (e.g., Fraser, 2014, 2017), or more tacitly, including through the ways in which the state, like other insti-

tutions, acts as a bearer of gender (Pearson, 2013). For example, Raynolds and Ipsen demonstrate how different pol-

icy backgrounds interact with more recent government responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the case of

Ecuador this has resulted in an increasingly repressive stance towards gender equality while in Chile an opposing

dynamic can be traced. The state also appears in close relationship with gender norms and ideology, simultaneously

shaping and being shaped by them. In the historical case of the Soviet Union, Lyubchenko reflects on how the

socialisation of aspects of social reproduction laid the foundations for the development of the Soviet ‘mother-

worker’ gender contract in the post-Second World War era. By contrast, Liu shows how economic modernisation in

China (over both the planned and market-reform eras) has drawn upon a persistent gender ideology and practice,

namely the feminisation of unpaid reproductive work. A similar dynamic can be found in the Turkish context by Çelik.

Here the ‘housewifisation’ ideology means that unpaid reproductive work has remained invisible and paid work

undertaken by women is only considered supplementary, despite both being essential to the model or neoliberal

agribusiness and resource extraction capitalism adopted by the Turkish state.

Having discussed the key conceptual and methodological insights on using social reproduction approaches to

explore the process of agrarian change, rural transformation and lifeworlds, we now conclude this introductory piece
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by turning our attention to and highlighting how agrarian change can enrich our understanding of social

reproduction.

6 | ON AGRARIAN CHANGE AS LENS TO EXPLORE SOCIAL
REPRODUCTION

As we have explored in this Introduction, the study of agrarian change through the lens of social reproduction

enables us to de-invisibilise key processes of life-making impacting upon processes of agrarian transformation; to

better grasp the constitution and regeneration of complex ‘classes of labour’ in rural areas; to further qualify and

gender processes of de-agrarianisation and their implications for livelihoods; and to finally centre women's labour

within and beyond the household - across spaces and temporalities - as central to life-making in the countryside. It

also allows us to complicate the land question beyond productivist readings, explore its significance for ‘making life’
in rural settings, and centre social justice in our analyses of land redistribution. This broader horizon for assessing the

meanings of land, we argue, further multiplies the already many agrarian questions of our times, whose histories and

trajectories must ultimately grapple with debates around economic justice. Finally, the analysis of ‘the social

reproduction of agrarian change’, as we defined it in this intervention, also provides us with a novel gaze to read the

formation, restructuring and reorganisation of complex global geographies of the rural, their impact on reinforcing or

mitigating crises of social reproduction for precarious and hyper-mobile gendered labour forces; their ability to

redraw the economic, social and reproductive fabric of the urban–rural divide; and their articulation across multiple

different domains and spaces between lands, or lands and seas.

In turn, the study of the complex, shifting and transforming agrarian lifeworlds analysed in this Special Issue also

contributes significantly to the study of and debates around social reproduction. As we conclude this Introduction,

we shall identify at least three lines of contribution in this regard. First, the porous, flexible, segmented and fragmen-

ted social, class and labour relations dominating the ‘agrarian South’ directly speak to the ‘messy, fleshy’
(Katz, 2001) and chaotic processes of ‘life-making’ (Bhattacharya, 2017) that social reproduction theorisations aim at

centring in their study of capitalism. Together with informalised labour relations, these form the backbone of how life

on our planet is currently organised and regenerated. Hence, the study of these relations should be centred in all con-

ceptualisations of exploitation, value generation, oppression, extraction and dispossession, rather than being consid-

ered as exceptions or deviations from the ‘normal’ development of (narrowly defined and western-centric) idealised

types of capitalist relations. Through a deep understanding of agrarian life in the Global South, the fictitious

compartmentalisation of reproductive/productive work, unpaid/paid work and, life-making/profit-making becomes

apparent.

Secondly, the study of ‘the agrarian’ further confirms the key relevance of the household as a key unit of

reproductive governance of capitalism (see O'Rourke & Gleeson, 2021). Yet, it also shows the compelling need to

further unpack its varied gendered trajectories, including the contemporary transformations of the ‘domestic’ and its

articulations with novel forms of gendered and racialised cheapened labour, shaping contemporary iterations of

‘housewifization’ regenerating precarious living in today's global economy (Dieng, 2024; Joshi, 2020;

Mezzadri, 2022). In addition, it is all the more evident that households are not sufficient units of analysis and/or sites

of social reproduction for rural life. They are always embedded in other social formations that matter for expanded

processes of social reproduction and agrarian change, including kinship networks, the community and grassroots

groups, which should also become fundamental units of analysis in social reproduction research.

Thirdly, the centrality of the land question for sustaining life on our planet should further inform debates on the

nature of social reproduction and its crises, moving current analyses primarily articulated around care and the care

economy towards broader questions of survival, livelihoods, and their ecological implications – an issue we in fact

only touched upon but did not properly explore in this Special Issue, and which remains paramount for future

interventions. In fact, finally, an engagement with ‘the agrarian’ and with its many questions of and around land
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enables us to appreciate the ongoing, relentless repercussions of what we can define as the ‘afterlives’ of primitive

accumulation or of accumulation by dispossession in different corners of the world economy. These complex

afterlives remind us, in the words of Silvia Federici (2017), that we must consider ‘different histories of primitive

accumulation’, written from multiple perspectives including those by ‘people whose lands continue to be the main

target of the enclosures, and the many social subjects whose place in the history of capitalist society cannot be

assimilated to the history of the waged’. Related to this and a point worth further interrogation are the identitarian

questions that emerge in the context of right-wing political mobilisation in relation to social reproduction. Studies

across the global/agrarian south demonstrate how social reproduction depends on the reproduction of colonial social

relations (gender, race, ethnicity, caste, sexuality), thus raising questions of inequality embedded in the wider struc-

ture of social reproduction itself. These questions have not been sufficiently explored in this Special Issue but remain

important for our analysis of the consequences of underdevelopment and deindustrialisation (Ossome, forthcoming).

Indeed, we see this Special Issue – which we understand as the mere beginning of a conversation rather than a point

of arrival - as ultimately contributing to the rich intellectual agenda of recentring intellectual, theoretical and method-

ological debates on agrarian change towards its reproductive, life-making aspects. Part of this conversation must also

necessarily entail reclaiming the very categories of analysis through which we have assessed the processes of change

we want to map so far.
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